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  Book 1: License to Thrill


  


  a romantic mystery


  by


  Stephanie Bond


  


  She’s between a rock and a hard body...


  


  


  


  Prologue


  


  Surrey, England


  


  "JAMES, DARLING, I knew you would come." The stunning blonde set a champagne glass on a small marble table and gracefully rose to her feet.


  James Donovan strolled into Lady Tania Mercer's sitting room and lowered a friendly kiss onto her raised red mouth. "I've never been able to refuse you, Tania."


  "Almost never," she corrected him, then smiled languidly. "I'm afraid this favor will be a bit more arduous than a night in my bed, James."


  His mouth quirked. "My lady, I doubt if even the British government could manufacture an assignment that demanding."


  Tania scoffed prettily and offered him a drink. While she mixed him a martini, James studied his former lover. Their brief affair had ended more than five years ago, before he retired from the British Secret Service. Tania had been a pleasant diversion from his unpredictable and often dangerous job. She'd wanted more than he could offer her, more than he could offer any woman, but they'd parted on congenial terms.


  Lady Mercer moved in interesting circles and always had her finger in mysterious pies, so whatever the "favor," he had a feeling it would be more entertaining than hunting and gaming on his estate, which had grown tiresome. "I have to admit your invitation has piqued my curiosity."


  She handed him his drink and laughed, a tinkling sound. "I figured after six months of inactivity, you might be getting restless."


  James pursed his lips to suppress a smile. "I haven't been completely immobile."


  She raised a finely arched brow. "I was referring to your daytime activities, James."


  He raised his glass toward her. "You know me well, Tania."


  She inclined her head in agreement, touching her glass to his before taking a sip. "What would you say to a business trip to the States?"


  He angled his head, surprised. "I've actually been toying with the idea of an extended holiday in New York City."


  "Unfortunately, this job would take you to the West Coast, to San Francisco."


  Nodding agreeably, he said, "I can combine the trips. What exactly did you have in mind?"


  She swirled the liquid in her glass and shrugged. "It's really quite mundane compared to your usual exploits, I'm sure, but I need an armed guard to accompany a courier and a piece of art to a museum there."


  "Are you dabbling in fine arts now?"


  "It's a letter, actually. A very old letter which recently came into my possession. I have reason to believe it is extremely valuable."


  "It sounds like a simple enough job. Why do you need me?"


  Her mouth formed a lovely pout. "I need someone I can trust, and to be honest, I'd hoped we might be able to pick up where we left off once you returned."


  But James's mind was elsewhere. In truth, her request had come at a good time. He'd been asked to consult on a case of improprieties at a London museum, but he’d postponed answering because his knowledge of the industry was so slim. This trip would allow him to pick the brain of a trained courier and perhaps he could offer assistance upon his return from New York.


  Tania stood and slid her hand down the front of his linen shirt. "I could join you in the States once I've settled my affairs here. I love New York this time of the year, and I've missed you, James."


  He accepted her full-body kiss with only a mild stirring, a fact that irritated him. He was obviously losing his edge if he could conjure up so little interest in such a beautiful and skillful lover as Tania.


  Apparently his lackluster response did not go unnoticed. She drew back, a frown marring her perfect brow. "Have you found a serious love interest?"


  "No," he said rather sharply, then laughed. "You forget who you are talking to, my dear."


  She sighed dramatically. "I see you are still enjoying your reputation as untouchable, James."


  "Well," he murmured, dipping his head to hers again, "I wouldn't go quite that far."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter One


  


  


  "TESTOSTERONE," KAT MCKRAY said, viciously squeezing a dribble of juice from the lemon wedge into her water glass. "Testosterone is the root of the world's problems."


  "Mmm," her best friend, Denise Womack, agreed as she sipped her tea.


  "Overbearing men, everywhere I turn." Kat pounded her fist on the cafe table. A waiter who had stopped to refill their drinks eyed her warily and moved on. She pushed her wire-rimmed glasses higher on her nose. "If you ask me, hormone therapy would be the surest route to global peace."


  Denise arched an overplucked eyebrow. "Speaking of hormones, Kat, yours are running high today." Then she nodded knowingly. "You need a man."


  Kat's mouth fell open. "You're delirious—that's the last thing I need."


  But her red-haired friend only grinned. "You, my friend, are horny."


  Flustered, Kit could only gasp in outrage. "That's ridiculous—just because I've had it up to my eyeballs with pushy men, doesn't mean I'm...anything."


  "Let me guess—Napoleon's being a pain in the ass again?"


  "Again? He didn't stop long enough to resume."


  "So why do you put up with the little dictator? He couldn't run the museum without you."


  Kat sighed and tore off a chunk of buttered roll. Her friend didn't know it, but she was planning her escape in two months, she just hadn't yet chosen a destination. "I've been giving serious thought to leaving Jellico's."


  "Good. There are dozens of museums and galleries in San Francisco that would pluck you up in a minute." Her friend popped a cherry tomato into her mouth for emphasis.


  Kat cupped her hand behind her ear and tilted her head.


  "What are you doing?"


  "Listening as my father turns over in his grave for me even thinking about leaving Jellico's."


  After a wry laugh, Denise said, "You've already made your mark there—why else would they have chosen you to handle the exhibition of the King's letter?"


  "Alleged King's letter," Kat said. "It hasn't been authenticated yet. And this is a prime example of my boss lowering the standards of the museum by agreeing to show a document that might not even be genuine."


  "I saw an interview with the owner on the national news last night—she's convinced it's real."


  Kat laughed. "Lady Mercer has a vested interest in spreading that rumor—American collectors are clamoring for an invitation to bid on the letter."


  "She'll be rich."


  "If it's genuine."


  "What do you think?"


  Kat chewed her bread. "I think it's highly suspicious when a two-hundred-year-old historically significant document suddenly appears."


  "The news segment said the letter has been hidden between the pages of an old book and packed away in a trunk."


  Pursing her lips, Kat shook her head. "Seems a little pat to me."


  "It happens, doesn't it?"


  "Sure," Kat conceded with a shrug. "It hasn't been so long since an art collector attended a party and noticed a Michelangelo statue on a stairway newel post in the host's home. The owners had no idea of its worth."


  "Wow," Denise said, her eyes shining. "And now a love letter from King George III has come to light—you have to admit it's kind of romantic, Kat."


  "If it was written by King George III," Kat said wryly. "Besides, I think the collectors are more interested in the part about him being sympathetic to the American Revolutionaries than about the naughty talk to a mistress."


  "Have you read it?"


  "No," Kat said. "I just know what the newspapers are reporting, same as you."


  "Imagine, something worth so much money sitting right under your nose. Wouldn't it be great if that hideous gargoyle on my fireplace mantel turned out to be worth something? Of course, it wouldn't have to be a mint—I'd settle for a measly thirty-five thousand, two hundred and fifty dollars."


  "Still trying to buy your condo?" Kat asked sympathetically.


  Denise nodded. "I've got six weeks to come up with the down payment or I'll have to move."


  "Got any rich relatives?"


  "Not any on the verge of dying, unfortunately."


  "You could marry my boss," Kat suggested cheerfully. "And then get him off my back."


  Denise made a face. "I'm not getting on my back to save yours."


  "And why risk making that new boyfriend jealous?"


  "Kat, I keep telling you, this guy is just a friend."


  "So what's his name and when will I meet him?"


  "Never mind, okay? What time does the letter arrive?"


  Kat pointed her fork. "I could tell you, but then I'd have to shoot you."


  "I only asked because I need to borrow your washer and dryer tonight."


  "Again? As much as your appliances break down, I'd think you'd be glad to move."


  Denise adopted a drawl. "It ain't perfect, but it's home."


  Kat squinted, mentally moving through the remainder of her day. "Besides the arrival of the infamous love letter, I have to develop a schedule to inventory our vaults. Arrrgh! I'm glad it only comes once every three years—I'd rather have a mammogram."


  Denise eyed her friend's large breasts and ran a hand over her own flat chest. "Ouch."


  Kat laughed. "I should be home by seven o'clock."


  "Thanks." Her petite friend flagged the waitress, then plopped down a couple of bills and some change.


  "See you tonight," she said, then waved and scampered off.


  Kat watched her retreat, noticing several male heads turn. She scanned Denise's picked-over salad, then frowned and glanced down at her own plate of fettuccini Alfredo. "I'm starting a diet," she murmured, then twirled the noodles onto her fork. "Tomorrow."


  But as she walked back to the museum, Kat pushed aside thoughts of her snug waistband. The manuscript would arrive by courier from London around three o'clock. Upon arrival, she and the courier would note the condition of the document, then place it in the vault for the evening, where it would await the ministrations of a team of international experts on eighteenth-century British manuscripts.


  Sending the letter to the States had been a brilliant move on the part of the owner, she noted. Most British historians had been outraged at the supposed content of the letter, and, naturally, most American historians had been delighted. The letter would make its debut next week at Jellico's, San Francisco's most renowned private museum and gallery.


  As she badged in at the rear staff entrance, Kat laughed to herself, wondering if George would be amused at the new little war he'd started between England and the United States. Her smile dissolved when she saw her boss, Guy Trent, standing two feet inside the door, arms crossed, toe tapping.


  "Where have you been? I’ve been calling you."


  Kat adopted her own authoritative stance—not too difficult considering she towered over him by a good six inches. "To lunch," she retorted. "I turn off my phone for an hour of peace and quiet."


  She didn't miss his gaze flitting over her unfashionably round figure. "Well, while you were having lunch," he said as if she'd committed a grievous sin, "the courier arrived."


  Kat's pulse jumped. "I wasn't expecting him for another two hours."


  Frowning, her boss walked to another door and flashed his badge in front of the card reader. "They're waiting in the painting vault with Andy."


  "They?" She rushed to keep up with him as he trotted down the hallway.


  He looked at her as if she were half-witted. "The courier and the armed guard."


  Now it was Kat's turn to frown. She mentally scanned the details of the Mercer deal as they stopped before the door of the vault room and signed in at the guard's desk "There was no mention of an armed guard in our negotiations."


  Guy flashed his badge again, and the light over the doorknob blinked. Placing his hand on the knob, her boss said, "Tell that to Her Majesty's secret service man."


  Kat frowned, then lightly patted her tight chignon, even though she knew every dark hair was in place, as usual. She gave her black crepe suit a quick glance and smoothed a hand over her hips, sending the hem of her long skirt swishing around her ankles as she followed her boss into the vault.


  The temperature- and moisture-controlled room was lined with narrow metal cages fitted with handles to slide them from their respective slots. Each cage was designed to hold a separate piece of art—in this particular vault, paintings, and in some cases, documents.


  Two men stood beside her coworker Andy Wharton, and Kat’s eyes were instantly drawn to one of the strangers. Dressed in a slate-gray Armani suit, the dark-haired man stood well over six feet tall, his brown eyes squinting slightly as he sized her up in return. Tiny hairs rose on the exposed nape of her neck. The slight bulge of a shoulder holster beneath the fabric of his breast pocket confirmed his position, but this man was no rental cop.


  "Gentlemen," Guy said, smiling grandly. "May I present the curator who will be handling the letter, Ms. Katherine McKray. Kat, this is Mr. Muldoon, the courier."


  Kat dragged her eyes from the tall stranger to offer her hand and a smile to a smaller, wiry man. Mr. Muldoon nervously relinquished his grasp on the letter transport box long enough to give her a two-finger handshake.


  Guy swept his hand up and toward the larger man. "And this is Mr.—"


  "Donovan," the man supplied, his English accent lazy and rumbling. The right side of his mouth lifted as he captured Kat's gaze and held it. "James Donovan." As he spoke, a dimple appeared, then disappeared.


  His schtick should have been cheesy. Instead, awareness of the man's blatant sex appeal skittered over her nerve endings as she clasped the roomy hand he offered her. "How do you do, Mr. Donovan."


  The left side of his mouth joined the right, resulting in a devastating smile. "At the moment, Ms. McKray, I'm quite charmed, thank you."


  His rich, velvety accent stroked her eardrums. Was there anything more sexy in all the world? His fingers were long and well-shaped, warm and strong. When it seemed he had no intention of releasing her hand, she withdrew it carefully, mindful of the friction between their palms.


  "You've taken us by surprise, gentlemen," she said, rubbing her violated hand and purposely turning her attention to Mr. Muldoon.


  The thin man shifted nervously, then slid his gaze to his companion. "It was Mr. Donovan's idea."


  Feeling like a spectator at a tennis match, she looked back to Mr. Donovan, who was now leaning casually against a table, one hand in the pocket of trousers that looked incredibly wrinkle free considering the arduous flight. The man shrugged. "I thought it would be safer to arrive early in case you had notified a television crew."


  Kat kept her tone cool. "Mr. Donovan, we're not in the habit of inviting news crews to film our security measures." The raising of one thick eyebrow was his only response, so she continued. "While we're on the subject, we should have been notified that a guard was traveling with the letter. Since you share our security concerns, I'm sure you'll understand why we'll need to contact Lady Mercer to verify your credentials."


  His eyes glinted in open amusement. "I've no doubt Lady Mercer will give me glowing marks."


  Kat bit the inside of her cheek to minimize her reaction to his thinly veiled innuendo. "Even so, payment for an armed guard was not in our contract."


  "That's fortunate," he said, adopting a serious expression and crossing his arms. "Because you couldn't afford me."


  Guy cleared his throat and stepped forward. "I'm sure we can work this out," he said pleasantly, then sent a reprimanding glare toward Kat.


  Andy Wharton, the ponytailed painting restorer, made a shuffling sound with his feet. "I'll make the call," he said, then left the room hurriedly. Undoubtedly to escape the presence of the arrogant Mr. Donovan, Kat thought.


  She narrowed her eyes at the British man. "What exactly do you do for a living, Mr. Donovan?"


  "I'm retired from the government's employ, Ms. McKray. I'm headed to New York City on holiday, and Lady Mercer's request to accompany the letter came at a convenient time."


  "New York by way of San Francisco sounds a little inconvenient to me, especially for such a short meeting."


  He winked. "I could be persuaded to stay a fortnight or two."


  Kat bristled and opened her mouth, but Guy cut in, addressing Mr. Muldoon loudly. "Well, I can't tell you how delighted we are to be showing the letter."


  "So nice your curator could accommodate us on such short notice," the courier returned.


  Guy beamed and Kat forced a smile—her boss knew she was less than enthusiastic about showing the document. She kept her voice cordial. "I try to remain flexible, Mr. Muldoon."


  "Which, if I may say so, is a most desirable quality," James Donovan offered.


  Kat jerked her head toward him, but his eyes were wide and innocent.


  "We're expecting large crowds," Guy continued, glazing over the moment.


  James Donovan sighed. "Mr. Trent, my companion and I are a bit whacked from the trip. Can we, as you Americans say, get the show on the road?"


  Guy started to nod, but Kat stepped in. "Not until we've spoken to Lady Mercer."


  On cue, a buzz and click sounded, and Andy reentered. "She said Mr. Donovan is a close friend of hers who agreed to accompany the courier."


  "Very well," Kat said, avoiding the eyes of the man they were discussing. "Then let's open the box and see what all the fuss is about, shall we?"


  Mr. Muldoon broke the outer seal of the container. Andy passed out latex gloves, and everyone watched as the lid was lifted and the special packing paper moved aside to reveal three small sheets of yellowed parchment. Kat lifted the plastic-encased sheets and placed them side by side on a table. Since the letter was written in nearly illegible German, a translation sheet had also been provided, along with a disclaimer, noting contemporary interpretations and conjecture concerning the indiscernible passages.


  "Read the translation," Andy urged, craning for a view.


  Kat squinted at the sheet. "It's undated. 'Dear Madam, I am penning you this note since I must once again break our regular engagement. It seems the goings-on in the world are determined to encroach on our private time, yet another reason to detest the trappings of my title. But if I could feed at' "—she cleared her throat and forged ahead—" 'But if I could feed at thy youthful breast as a commoner, I would be a satisfied man. Instead I must deal with those who are bent on sending me to an early grave with their infighting. The bawdy Americans are a thorn in my side, but I admire their audacity and envy their freedom in that virgin frontier. I tire of the wars and wish I would discover a dignified end. Until I can lie beside thee again, keep me in thy heart.'"


  "What do you think, Kat?" Andy asked, his eyes wide.


  Still peering at the sheets, Kat shook her head. "This isn't my area of expertise, but the King had serious bouts with insanity." She glanced up at Mr. Muldoon. "Do you have the conditioning sheet?"


  He nodded and withdrew the documents from an inside jacket pocket. With the aid of a magnifying glass, he and Kat went over the documents inch by inch and recorded all imperfections, as was required with each incoming piece. By the time they were finished, her back and neck hurt from bending over the letter, and her watch read four o'clock.


  She stepped back and massaged her aching shoulders, stiffening when she felt someone watching her. James Donovan had been so quiet while they had studied the letter, she'd hoped he'd fallen asleep. Instead he was suddenly right behind her.


  "May I lend a hand?" he asked, his mouth near her ear.


  She stiffened. "No, thank you."


  "Watching you work I couldn't help but wonder if under that nun's skirt is a beautiful pair of legs to match those exquisite ankles."


  Anger, coupled with the hum of desire, struck low in her stomach. Kat closed her eyes and cursed under her breath. Denise had been right—sixteen months without a man was obviously getting to her if such a pathetically blatant come-on had the ability to stir her. But she was not about to give this man, who was apparently used to women falling at his expensively clad feet, the satisfaction of a swooning response.


  She turned to him with her brightest smile, but faltered when the impact of his handsome, angular face struck her anew. His nose and brow were prominent, his eyes shone like black glass. Inhaling deeply, she was careful to keep her tone out of hearing range for the other men in the room. "For your information, Mr. Donovan, my legs are beautiful. Such a pity you'll never see them."


  A small frown creased his brow. "I see—you prefer women."


  Kat blinked. "Excuse me?"


  He sighed. "Which some men find intriguing, but not I, I'm afraid."


  Pursing her lips in frustration, Kat said, "I don't prefer women, Mr. Donovan, I just don't prefer you."


  "I'm an acquired taste," he assured her, displaying one dimple, "but addictive. Would you join me for supper? My flight doesn't leave until midnight."


  She had to admit, it sounded more appealing than sharing a pizza with Denise while her friend did laundry. But this man's arrogance alarmed her because, well, frankly, his arrogance might be warranted. "I already have plans."


  "To curl up with a cozy book?" he asked, his voice teasing.


  "No," she retorted, irritated he'd come so close to the boring truth.


  "Careful with that temper," he warned, raising a finger. "Your bun might pop loose."


  "Kat," Guy said from across the room. "We're ready to catalog the letter."


  Grateful for the interruption, Kat swept past James Donovan and turned her attention to the letter. Once the document had been placed in another environment-controlled container, it was inserted into one of the cages, then slid back into the wall among the other cages, where it would stay until the scientists trickled in tomorrow.


  "Mr. Trent gave me a tour of your laboratory," Mr. Muldoon said to Kat as they left the vault. "I'm most impressed."


  She smiled, genuinely pleased. "Thank you—we're very proud of our new restoration facility." The project had been her father's brainchild over a decade ago, before she'd come to work at Jellico's under his tutelage. He'd died in a car accident only a few weeks before the lab was operational. His face rose in her mind and tears pricked her eyelids, but she quickly blinked them away.


  After they signed out, Kat extended her hand to Mr. Muldoon. "Good-bye," she said warmly, and while the others were exchanging small talk, Kat turned to James Donovan. "I hope you enjoy your stay in the States, Mr. Donovan."


  "I would like to meet your head of security to discuss a few issues before I leave."


  Kat's laugh was short and dry. "Mr. Donovan, certainly you don't expect me to give you the run of my museum."


  "No," he said pleasantly. "Just standard precautions, I assure you."


  She pursed her lips. "Sir, our painting vault contains many valuable works—some worth much more than a letter which has yet to be authenticated. We typically don't give security demonstrations."


  "I'm wounded you don't trust me, Ms. McKray. I can arrange for associates from the FBI and the CIA to contact you within the hour to vouch for my good character."


  Kat frowned. "From what organization did you retire, Mr. Donovan?"


  "I was an intelligence agent for the British government."


  "Agent double-oh-seven?" she asked lightly.


  "No," he said in a grave tone, then leaned forward and whispered, "Agent sixty-nine." His mouth bent in a lopsided smile that left her wondering if he was struggling not to laugh at her.


  That smile of his still mocked her when she unlocked the door to her apartment after work. She glanced at her watch. Six-thirty. Denise would be here soon, and they would settle in for several hours of female bonding over beer and pepperoni pizza. Kat yawned widely at the prospect.


  As she undressed and rehung her suit, she felt twinges of regret for turning down James Donovan's dinner invitation. There were worse ways to spend an evening than eating on an expense account with an attractive man and his sexy accent. But she knew a womanizer when she saw one, and Mr. Donovan was much too irresistible to get tangled up with, even for a few hours.


  She pulled on a faded T-shirt that barely covered her cotton undies and released her dark shoulder-length hair from its chignon, frowning when she remembered his comment about her hairstyle. But she smirked when she surveyed her legs, still and always her best physical attribute. After further, more critical perusal in the full-length mirror, Kat sprawled on the wood floor in her bedroom and did fifty sit-ups.


  Out of breath, she dug her ratty, pink house shoes from the bottom of her closet and hopped to the living room as she put them on. After phoning in the pizza order, she picked up the thriller she'd half read. At exactly seven, the doorbell rang, and Kat rose from the couch, still reading the book she carried.


  She absently unlocked the two deadbolts on the door, then swung it open to greet her friend.


  James Donovan stood in the doorway, dressed in casual attire and unabashedly studying her legs. Kat's tongue felt wooden, her limbs paralyzed. He glanced up and grinned lazily.


  "Hallo, Pussy-Kat."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  JAMES KNEW HE WOULD forever remember the look on Katherine McKray's face as she stood in the doorway of her flat. Her fetching mouth was relaxed in a most becoming way, and behind those schoolmarm's glasses, the dark blue irises of her eyes were generously framed in white.


  "You're a truthful woman, Ms. McKray, your legs are indeed beautiful."


  Her mouth snapped shut and she drew back her shoulders, inadvertently exposing a few more inches of thigh for his enjoyment. "How did you know where I live?"


  He smiled. "I can assure you I've tackled more challenging tasks in my career."


  "You have ten seconds to explain why you're here."


  "You're not wearing a watch."


  "One Mississippi, two Mississippi—"


  "It's simple." James shrugged. "I was hoping to persuade you to change your mind about sharing a meal." He reached forward and plucked the novel from her hand. After studying its cover, he made a clicking sound with his cheek. "You prefer a paperback to my company? I'm wounded, Ms. McKray."


  Kat snatched the book out of his hand. "For your information, Mr. Donovan—"


  "Please call me James, all my friends do."


  Her eyes blazed. "For your information, Mr. Donovan, I'm expecting company."


  He studied her carefully, inch by inch, from the top of her mussed hair to the curled toes of her horrid slippers. "And this is someone you wish to impress?"


  "Good night." She slammed the door in his face.


  The sound vibrated throughout the worn hallway, followed by the purposeful thwack, thwack, of both deadbolts turning. He shifted from foot to foot, waiting for inspiration to strike him. Damn, she was a spirited woman!


  "Hello," came a voice down the hall.


  He turned to see a skinny redhead with a duffel bag slung over her shoulder approaching him warily.


  "Are you here to see Kat?" she asked, her head angled skeptically.


  "Yes," he said quickly. "I was just about to knock." He gave her his most charming grin. "The name is James Donovan." She stuck a limp hand into the one he extended.


  "Denise Womack," she said brightly, dropping her guard.


  Gesturing to the door, he said, "I wasn't sure this was the right place. I met Kat at the museum today."


  "You're British, aren't you?" she asked, as if he were a rare specimen.


  He bit back a smile. "I suppose my accent would make it difficult to convince you otherwise."


  Her eyes widened. "Oh! Are you connected with the King's letter?"


  "Indirectly."


  "Is that why you're here?"


  "Actually I came to see if Ms. McKray would join me for supper."


  The woman grinned. "Really?"


  A true-blue, matchmaking friend, he noted with delight. Conjuring up a worried frown, he said, "I hope I'm not imposing on plans the two of you made."


  "Heavens, no," she said with a wave. "Kat was only going to watch me do laundry."


  "Ah, splendid," he said, reaching for her laundry bag. "I'll let you knock since it's you she's expecting."


  "Sure," she said agreeably, then pounded on the door.


  After a pause, he heard a movement inside the apartment. "Who is it?" Kat demanded.


  "It's me, Kat," Denise said, winking at James conspiratorially. He winked back.


  Kat opened the door, and Denise chirped, "Look who I found in the hall."


  "Hallo, Pussy-Kat," he said cheerfully.


  Kat stared at James with pursed lips. "Don't call me that. And why are you still here?"


  Denise frowned. "Kat, Mr. Donovan wants to take you to dinner." She leaned forward and added through clenched teeth, "And I assured him you are not busy tonight."


  "But I've already ordered the pizza."


  Her friend glared. "I can eat the whole thing by myself anyway."


  "Liar," Kat said, then held up her novel. "And I was just getting to the good part."


  Denise scoffed. "The college professor did it because the guy was boinking his wife."


  Kat's mouth dropped open, and she stamped her foot. "I can't believe you told me the end! You know I hate that!"


  Denise snatched the book out of Kat’s hand. "Go out and have some fun."


  Hands on hips, Kat glared past her friend to focus on him.


  He smiled innocently and shrugged. "Can you blame me for wanting to dine with a beautiful woman instead of by myself?"


  Her friend moaned. "Kat," she hissed out the side of her mouth, "if you don't go with him, I will."


  Kat rolled her eyes. He laughed and deposited the bag of laundry inside the door. "We'll go somewhere nearby, Ms. McKray—anywhere you like."


  She was nibbling on that delicious looking lower lip, wavering.


  "I'll have you back in an hour," he added, crossing his heart with his index finger.


  Denise grabbed his arm and pulled him inside, then kicked the door shut. "Have a seat and give her ten minutes," she said, then turned a protesting Kat around and herded her toward the bedroom.


  After the door closed with a resounding boom, James stood and looked around Ms. Katherine McKray's flat, hoping to glean something about this fiery woman's background. He was surprised at the character of the rooms: the rich wood floors, the ornate mantels of two corner fireplaces, the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. Her furniture was an eclectic collection of denim-covered loveseats, velvet footstools, and impressionist-colored cushions. As he would have expected, tasteful and interesting artwork dotted the walls, the tables, and even the floor in the form of hand-painted rugs.


  He stepped closer to her bookshelves to scan the titles there. Lots of art history books, and several museum catalogs. A few movies: Gone With the Wind, Casablanca, and An Affair to Remember. He grinned. Pussy-Kat was a bit sappy, it seemed.


  Out of all the bric-a-brac lining the bookshelves, only two framed photos were displayed. One older photo of a youngish couple, presumably her parents, judging from the woman's resemblance to Kat. And a recent one of Kat and a middle-aged man, whom he determined to also be her father. James frowned. Her mother must have died some years ago.


  Through swinging doors to the right, he could see a neat white kitchenette with bright Mexican tile accents. To the left, a tiny hallway that led to an outside balcony with no view apparently doubled as her work area. A shelf of various refinishing solvents testified to a serious hobby. A set of tall wood shutters were being stripped of several layers of paint. The woman obviously didn't mind getting her hands dirty.


  When he turned back to the sitting room, an object in the comer caught his eye and he stepped over to inspect it more closely. Thoroughly impressed, he caressed the knobby surface of a brass-inlaid mahogany humidor the size of a breadbox, then carefully turned the tiny tasseled key and lifted the lid. "Bloody hell," he breathed as the rich scent of fresh tobacco filled his nostrils. He lifted one of the cigars lovingly.


  "They're Cuban," came Kat's voice from the other side of the room.


  James turned to find her leaning against the wall, arms crossed over a demure white cardigan sweater atop wide-leg black pants. Her rich dark hair had been twisted into a somewhat looser knot—Denise's touch, he presumed. She was not smiling.


  "I know," he said, looking back to the cigar he held. "Hoyo De Monterrey Double Coronas—the best." And according to the long-running U.S. Cuban embargo, quite illegal, he noted. "Are these yours?"


  "They were my father's," she said, pushing away from the wall and walking toward him slowly.


  "Were?"


  "He died last year. I saved his cigars—the smell reminds me of him."


  Her voice sounded steady, but the total lack of emotion betrayed the effort she expended to sound casual. He could tell she'd been devastated by her father's death, and he felt a pang of sympathy. Although relatively sure she juniored his thirty-seven years only by a half dozen or so, at this moment she looked as vulnerable as a child.


  "You've taken exceptional care of them." He replaced the cigar carefully among the two dozen or so identical ones remaining, then lowered the lid.


  "Replenishing the water in his humidor is a small thing to do to preserve something he loved," she said softy.


  "I'm sure he would be pleased," James said, stifling the urge to fold her into his arms. He shook himself mentally. Lust was a comfortable, familiar emotion—sometimes he conquered it, sometimes he surrendered to it. But this sudden...affection...was unsettling. "Are you ready?"


  She lifted one eyebrow. "Are you finished snooping?"


  He grinned sheepishly. "Forgive me, I was quite intrigued."


  She simply inclined her head, and James felt as if they'd reached some kind of understanding.


  "Where's your friend?" he asked.


  "She's using her phone in my room—I guess it's her way of giving us some privacy."


  "I'm indebted to her for her efforts."


  "Don't feel so special," she warned. "This week alone she tried to set me up with the pest control sprayer, the meter reader, and the guy who delivers for the Chinese restaurant down the street."


  Holding the door open, James acknowledged her outfit with a wry smile. "Very nice, but do you always dress so, um, warmly?"


  Kat was donning a long all-weather coat, but stopped mid-motion, tossed it on a chair, and stuck her tongue out at him. He rather liked it.


  Stepping into the hall, he asked, "Where are we going?"


  "To Torbett's, about six blocks over. The food is good, the utensils are clean, and there's usually a little jazz band playing."


  "Hmmm, sounds romantic," he murmured, settling an arm around her waist.


  She stopped and carefully removed his hand, then continued walking out of the building.


  It was a balmy August evening, but a salty wind from the bay nipped at his cheeks. Suddenly, James understood Kat's penchant for sweaters. "Brilliant weather," he offered.


  "The rainy season will begin soon," she lamented.


  "Good for attendance at the museum," he said with a smile.


  "True," she said, smiling back.


  She had a very pretty face, he decided. Not model perfect, but striking, to be sure. Animated and fresh, Kat looked vibrant and interesting, and James found himself already planning ways to extend their time past the hour he'd promised her. He could always catch a flight to New York tomorrow.


  After they descended the stairs to the sidewalk, she asked, "Shall we walk or take a taxi?"


  "Neither," he said, pointing. "I was able to rent a passable car for the duration of my short stay."


  Kat followed his finger and blinked. "The black Jaguar?"


  "It'll do in a pinch."


  


  *****


  


  Okay, Kat acknowledged begrudgingly, not only did the man have good taste in clothes and cigars, but he scored high in the automobile category, too. James unlocked the door with a keyless remote and held open the passenger door for her. "Remind me never to show you the heap I drive," she said as she lowered herself into the squeaky leather seat.


  Panic rose in her throat after he slid into his seat and the slight vacuum seal of the door isolated them in the intimate interior of the car. Everything about this man screamed danger to her emotional well-being. Not that her instincts had always led her down the right road, she admitted ruefully.


  She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. His dark hair was slicked back and he smelled faintly of strong soap. He'd traded his Italian suit for dark brown slacks, a thin long-sleeved jersey, and a tan leather vest. Kat winced. Denise was right, the man was gorgeous.


  When he shifted gears, she saw a flash of metal at his waist. Incredulous, she asked, "Are you carrying a gun to dinner?"


  His smile was tight-lipped. "Madam, I carry a gun to the shower."


  Kat perused his profile carefully. She didn't really know this man at all. "Am I in danger?"


  His dimple made an appearance. "Most definitely," he said huskily, then settled his dark gaze on her. "And I feel obligated to tell you I have more than one weapon on my person."


  Kat jerked her gaze back to the street in front of them and swallowed hard.


  Torbett's was crowded, but most patrons were hanging around the bar listening to the live music. They waited only a few minutes before their names were called. James stubbornly kept his hand on her waist as they wound their way to a small table in a corner beneath a hanging stained-glass lamp. She felt the imprint of his warm fingers even after she slid into the seat he pulled out for her.


  "Will you share a bottle of wine with me?" he asked Kat when the waitress arrived.


  She nodded, giving in to the shiver of desire that raced up her spine at the sound of his voice. And she wasn't the only woman affected, she noticed wryly. The waitress had nearly swooned when James spoke. When he bestowed the woman with a killer smile, Kat pressed her lips together and shook her head. Pity to the woman who lost her heart to this man. Because she'd spend the rest of her life sharing him with every female who crossed his path.


  "Very good choice," he said, looking around and nodding with approval.


  She smiled, her heart sinking with the realization that even the table between them could not keep him from crowding her senses. Feeling woefully out of control, Kat willed her pulse to slow as she methodically studied the menu for something low-calorie.


  "What do you recommend?" he asked.


  "If you like seafood, the grouper is wonderful, otherwise the rib-eye steak is the house specialty."


  "What are you having?"


  The white lasagna spoke to her, but she set the menu aside. "Probably a salad."


  He frowned. "Are you one of those rabbit eaters?"


  She gave him a wry smile. "Do I look like one of those rabbit eaters?"


  James leaned to the side and slowly swept her figure head to toe. "I quite like the way you look. Your friend is frightfully skinny."


  "Denise is a runway model," Kat explained. "She looks great in designer clothes."


  He lifted one eyebrow. "I can assure you, Pussy-Kat, men are much more concerned about how a woman looks out of her clothes."


  Kat's breasts tightened, and—thankfully—at that moment, the waitress brought their wine. James nodded, then waved away the woman, preferring to pour it himself. Watching the pale liquid splash into her glass, Kat felt herself relax slightly. Sure, the man was a little arrogant, but it felt good to be in the company of someone who was comfortable with himself. And with whom she felt so comfortable....


  His eyes danced as he raised his glass to hers. "To the beginning of a beautiful friendship."


  Lifting the glass to her mouth, she said, "I have the feeling you've made that toast hundreds of times."


  He pulled a wounded face. "Give me more credit—I've made that toast thousands of times."


  She shook her head and laughed. "Is that your fail-proof line for getting lucky?"


  "Do you think I'm trying to get lucky?"


  Kat set down her glass. "Yes."


  He flashed even, white teeth. "And what are my chances at this point?"


  Glancing down to study the hem of the napkin, Kat wet her lips carefully. The man was outrageously appealing, but she didn't engage in casual sex. Besides, something about James Donovan made her feel very vulnerable, dredging up the old nightmares of stepping onto the stage of a packed stadium and suddenly realizing you were stark naked. She lifted her gaze to his expectant one, and shook her head slightly. "I'm not the girl for you, James. If you want entertainment, it's still early and I'm sure you could—"


  "Yes," he cut in, "I'm sure I could." He gave her a small smile, then reached over to cover her hand with his. "But I assure you, Kat, I'm exactly where I want to be." His smile widened, giving her a brief glimpse of his elusive dimples. "Especially since it appears we have progressed to a first-name basis."


  His mood was infectious, and she smiled, ignoring the rush of desire triggered by the brief touch of his hand. The waitress returned and Kat ordered lasagna, James, the steak.


  "Tell me about yourself," he said when they were alone again.


  Kat shrugged. "You already know what I do for a living, and where I live."


  "What about family?"


  "There's just me," she said brightly. "My mother died when I was a teenager, and you know about my father. Actually, it was my father who introduced me to the museum. He worked at Jellico's for over fifteen years."


  "A family affair, eh?"


  Kat squashed the troubling memories that threatened to surface. "You might say that."


  "You don't seem to get along with your boss—Mr. Trent, isn't it?"


  Deciding it was useless to lie, Kat nodded. "We don't always see eye to eye. Guy has grown increasingly more commercial in his pursuits for the museum."


  "The owner must favor him."


  Kat rolled her eyes. "The owner is his brother-in-law and lives in San Diego, so Guy has the run of the place."


  "Ah. And how do you feel about showing King George's letter?"


  "Fine—once I know it's authentic. What can you tell me about Lady Mercer?" Seeing the look that crossed his face, Kat quickly clarified her statement. "Skip the personal details."


  His mouth twisted as he thought. "Tania Mercer is a widow and a shrewd businesswoman. Her elderly husband left her a tidy sum, but she's grown it considerably since his death."


  "Is she a patron of the arts?"


  "Yes," he said slowly. "If it suits her purposes. She dabbles in the stock market and start-up ventures, too. She also has a keen interest in rare antiques—I suppose it would follow that she would jump at a chance to purchase the letter in hopes of attaining a profit."


  "So you believe she came by the letter honestly?"


  He frowned slightly. "I've never known of Tania doing anything fraudulent—underhanded, perhaps, but not blatantly illegal."


  She nodded, satisfied. "What about you, James? Do you have a family?"


  "A sister in London." A look of genuine affection crossed his face. "You rather remind me of her, actually."


  Kat bit back a frown—she wasn't ready to jump into bed with the man, but being compared to his sister wasn't top of her list either. "Are the two of you close?"


  Nodding, he said, "We don't visit as often as we should, but she's a terrific girl, and married to a good fellow. Expecting a baby in the spring."


  "And you're retired?"


  "Yes."


  "You must have joined the intelligence agency as a young man.”


  "I did indeed.” He smiled. "Although I’m still young enough."


  To service you. The unspoken words hung in the air. "S-So,” she stammered, "you spend your time jetting across the world doing favors for old lovers?"


  "It passes the time."


  "You sound bored."


  "It's a bit of a change to go from an active job to playing chess and puttering in the garden."


  "Somehow, I can't see you weeding begonias."


  "I enjoy the quieter aspects of life and I'm still a consultant for the agency, but I confess I miss the assignments."


  Kat finished her wine and held her glass as he refilled it. "So why did you retire?"


  "Twenty years seemed long enough, and I want to spend time with my niece or nephew when she or he arrives. Plus I have all the money I'll ever need."


  She straightened and pushed her glasses higher on her nose. Was he bragging, or just stating a fact?


  Their entrees arrived, and James declared her recommendation an excellent choice. The music grew louder as the meal progressed, so they stopped talking and enjoyed the sounds and tastes, communicating with gestures and glances, and emptying the bottle of wine. Kat couldn't remember when she'd had a more delightful evening. Over coffee, the thought flitted across her mind that his company was rather pleasant, and she was suddenly disappointed he would be leaving so soon.


  He paid the tab, then walked close to her as they returned to the car. On the short drive home, he asked questions about the city, and Kat, a Bay Area native, gave him an abbreviated history.


  It seemed all too soon that he was walking her to her door, and Kat's pulse was racing.


  "I've kept you longer than the hour I promised," he said near her ear as she unlocked the door.


  She laughed nervously. "I noticed. You'll be running through the airport, but you should still make your flight." She pushed open the door and turned, smiling brightly. "Thank you for dinner." She stuck out her hand.


  He studied her hand for a few seconds. "No good-night kiss?"


  "That's not necessary," she said quickly.


  His smile was slow and nerve-racking. "Speak for yourself," he said, then pulled her to him and lowered his mouth to hers, his tongue urging her to open to him.


  Kat did, allowing him a deep, slow exploration. Her mind spun and her knees weakened as his tongue conquered hers. He held her body against his, and she tentatively fingered the wall of muscle across his back. But when she felt his arousal against her stomach, she stiffened.


  James lifted his head and released her. "I apologize." He cleared his throat. He gave her a proper smile, then nodded curtly. "Thank you for a lovely evening. I sincerely hope our paths cross again sometime."


  Still stunned at the desire flooding her limbs, Kat could only blink and right her glasses in response. When he strode down the hall and disappeared around the corner, she touched her swollen lips and expelled a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding.


  Turning, Kat stumbled into her apartment and closed the door. Under a lone glowing lamp, Denise had left a note to call tomorrow with all the details. Kat sighed and walked into her bedroom, then sank onto the bed in the darkness. The clock glowed ten twenty-five. Hesitant to part with the heady feeling of James's electric kiss, she lay back on her bed, fully clothed, and closed her eyes to troubled dreams of a cigar-smoking, smooth-talking foreigner.


  The peal of her cell phone startled her from a deep sleep. Kat sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed, feeling for her glasses on the nightstand. "Who in the world would be calling at two in the morning?" she croaked into the darkness. She squinted at the unfamiliar number, then connected the call. "Hello?"


  "Kat, this is James Donovan." His voice sounded grave. "I skipped the flight, then I couldn't sleep, so I drove by the gallery. You'd better get down here."


  Suddenly she was fully awake. "What's wrong?"


  "From what I can see, three unconscious guards, and if my instincts are correct, one missing letter."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  JAMES SCANNED THE motley crew assembled before him in the brightly lit hallway of the museum. Guy Trent was extremely agitated, running his fingers through his sparse hair. Six security guards, including the two men and one woman who had been out cold when he arrived, were talking and gesturing among themselves. Two police officers were gazing at the high ceiling as if the perpetrator might still be lurking up there somewhere. And the fat detective who had just arrived was snapping a wad of gum in a most irritating manner.


  He had just shaken hands with the snappy Detective Tenner when a buzz sounded and Kat emerged through a rear door, then jogged down the hall toward the group. A long, grubby white cardigan flapped around her. She was still dressed in her dinner clothes, slightly worse for wear, but she'd taken time to yank her hair back into an eye-stretching ponytail.


  "What happened?" she asked breathlessly as she came to a stop before him.


  James introduced her to the detective and the policemen, then started at the beginning. "When I drove by around one-thirty this morning, I noticed a flashing light inside, but I couldn't rouse a response from security. A few minutes later, two relief guards came on duty and we discovered their three comrades unconscious at their posts."


  He motioned toward the group of guards, who quieted at his gesture.


  "Carl, what happened?" Kat asked the groggy looking veteran.


  The guy shrugged. "Don't know—something made us all fall asleep."


  A police officer cut in, holding up a foam cup. "We've taken a sample to be sure, but we think someone may have drugged the coffee."


  Kat's boss shifted uncomfortably, his bald head shiny with sweat. "The Maya display is intact, as well as the Navajo exhibit. The Twila paintings are still in the vault, thank God. If anything besides the King's letter is missing, it's small."


  "It could have been much worse," Kat said, puffing out her cheeks in a relieved exhale.


  "I doubt Lady Mercer will agree," James felt obliged to say, faintly chafed that Kat seemed unconcerned.


  She threw him an impatient frown.


  Guy's uneasiness seemed to be growing. Detective Tenner turned to Kat's boss. "So we're dealing with a premeditated crime—and the thief had a specific goal. What's the letter worth?"


  Guy worked his mouth as he pondered the question. "It has yet to be authenticated, so right now, on the black market to a serious collector—maybe twenty thousand."


  "Is it insured?" the detective pressed.


  Guy deferred to Kat with a glance and she nodded. "By a European fine arts insurer. I believe I remember seeing the figure of twenty-five thousand on the paperwork."


  Tenner popped his gum. "And what would it go for if it's real?"


  Guy shrugged. "It depends—interest in the letter is running high right now—I know the Handelman family is prepared to pay two hundred fifty thousand. In a heated auction, it could bring five hundred thousand or more."


  The detective nodded. Pop, pop went the gum. "Okay, so how did the thief get inside the vault?"


  "No sign of forced entry," a tall, trim guard said quickly. "They had to have a badge for one of the museum entrances and also for the vault."


  Eyebrows raised, Tenner asked, "And you are?"


  "Ronald Beaman," the man answered. "Head of security here at the museum."


  "And how many staff members have access to the vault?"


  "Only a handful of senior staff members—maybe five or six, including Ms. McKray and Mr. Trent. We can check the electronic log to see whose badge was used." He motioned to two of the guards and they disappeared, presumably in search of the log.


  "I'll need fingerprints lifted inside the vault," Detective Tenner piped in.


  "Which should corroborate the film," James said, pointing to a camera mounted high on the wall.


  Beaman winced. "Well, not necessarily. We've been having trouble lately with the cameras, but if we're lucky, maybe we caught something." James resisted the urge to roll his eyes and joined the others as they followed the security officer through a maze of hallways and small rooms to a security console.


  It took Guy and Ronald Beaman several minutes to find the correct camera monitor and rewind the tape. While they were waiting, Andy Wharton arrived. With his hair loose around his shoulders and looking none too tidy, he'd clearly just rolled out of bed.


  "Is everyone all right?"


  Guy nodded, then waved impatiently toward the monitor.


  Everyone crowded in for a look, and James made room for Kat in front of him, enjoying the slight brush of their bodies. But she was completely absorbed in the video, trying to hide the nervous shaking of her hands.


  Ron Beaman fast-forwarded the gritty, static-plagued film at a moderate speed until they saw a figure appear, then he pushed the play button, and everyone leaned closer. James's eyes immediately darted to the time on the film. Twelve thirty-seven a.m.


  They watched as the person walked up the hall in semidarkness, becoming larger and a bit clearer as the distance to the camera closed. It appeared to be a woman. James frowned, thinking something about the person seemed familiar to him, then his breath froze at the same time he felt Kat's body stiffen.


  The person's face was hidden by a large, floppy hat, but dark, shoulder-length hair swept over the collar of a belted all-weather coat, identical to the one he'd seen tossed onto a chair earlier this evening. Gloves covered the woman's hands, and she was wearing a skirt that hung lower than the coat, but not long enough to cover slender ankles and clunky high-heeled shoes—just like the ones Kat had been wearing yesterday. The woman badged into the vault room with the confidence of someone familiar with the procedure.


  "Kat?" Andy whispered, lowering horn-rimmed glasses for a better look at the screen.


  "Kat?" Guy sputtered incredulously. "You were in the vault after midnight?"


  "No!" she gasped, concern in her voice. "That's not me."


  They continued to watch the distorted tape in palpable silence, and within a few seconds the figure emerged from the vault with the environmentally controlled box beneath her arm. And even though the woman's face was still shrouded, James caught the glimpse of something shiny beneath the hat as the figure turned. Spectacles? His eyes darted to Kat's wire-rimmed glasses just as she pushed them higher on her nose.


  Guy turned to Kat. "What the hell is going on here?"


  James studied her reactions carefully. Kat was still staring at the video, watching the figure retreat down the hall and disappear off camera. "I have no idea, but that is not me."


  At that moment, two security guards rejoined them. "Here's the log, Mr. Trent."


  Guy snatched it from their hands and ran his finger down the computer printout. He scowled, then pursed his lips. He raised his gaze long enough to glare at Kat, then read, "Enter rear staff entrance, badge number one three five, Katherine McKray, twelve thirty-five a.m. Enter painting vault, badge number one three five, Katherine McKray, twelve thirty- seven a.m." His voice escalated. "Exit painting vault, badge number one three five, Katherine McKray, twelve thirty-nine a.m. Exit rear staff entrance, badge number one three five, Katherine McKray, twelve-forty a.m."


  All eyes were on Kat, who was slowly shaking her head. Andy Wharton stared at her, openmouthed. The two police officers edged closer.


  "Let me see that!" she demanded, grabbing the log. She scanned the sheet, and tossed it on a table. "That's impossible—I wasn't here!"


  Detective Tenner turned toward her. "Then you have an airtight alibi from twelve to one o'clock this morning?"


  James's heart sank at the guilty look on her face. "I-I was asleep," she stuttered.


  Tenner picked at his teeth. "Alone?"


  "Yes," she said through clenched teeth.


  "I see," Detective Tenner said. "In that case, we're going to need you to come down to the station for questioning."


  "This is crazy," she said. "I didn't steal the letter—I wasn't even here."


  Hiding his alarm, James put a calming hand on her arm. "Relax, Kat." He turned to the detective with an ingratiating smile. "Sir, don't you think it odd that the lady would allow herself to be captured on tape?"


  "I told Ms. McKray just yesterday that the cameras were on the blink," Ronald Beaman offered quietly.


  James's heart thudded as his gaze swung back to Kat. Pale and sweaty, hers was not the face of a woman who had nothing to hide. Had she actually burglarized her own gallery? "Detective, can't you take her statement here?"


  Tenner's laugh was dry. "Not if she's the thief, Mr. Donovan. I don't know how you do it in England, but here we make an arrest if we have a video of the person carrying off the goods."


  "This is ridiculous!" Kat exclaimed, spreading her arms wide. She turned to her boss. "Guy, we've had our differences, but you know I'd never do something like this."


  Guy looked her up and down with contempt. "All I have to say, Katherine McKray, is 'like father, like daughter.'"


  She blanched and James wondered what the man was referring to. She'd mentioned her father had worked for the museum—had he been connected to some wrongdoing?


  James stepped in and raised his hands. "Before we clamp on the handcuffs, gentlemen, let's consider another possibility."


  Guy Trent crossed his arms. "Which is?"


  "Perhaps someone dressed up as Ms. McKray to pull off the heist." He turned to Kat. "Where do you keep your security badge?"


  "In my bedroom," she said slowly.


  "Do you remember putting your badge in its usual place last night when you arrived home from work?"


  "Wait a minute," Detective Tenner said, waving his arms. "I'm supposed to be asking the questions here."


  James frowned. "Sorry—you may proceed."


  Tenner harrumphed, turned to Kat and pulled out a small pad of paper, then clicked a cheap ballpoint pen, poised to write. "Now then, do you remember putting your badge in its usual place last night when you arrived home from work?"


  She bit on her lower lip. "I-I think so—yes, but I left so quickly when Mr. Donovan called a few minutes ago, I didn't even think to bring it with me."


  "Kat," James said calmly, "was anything disturbed in your apartment last night when you went inside?"


  Her eyes widened. "I didn't turn on any lights—I went straight to bed."


  "What time was that?" Tenner asked.


  Kat and James answered at the same time. "Around ten-thirty."


  The detective's eyebrows shot up. "You were with her, Mr. Donovan?"


  James bristled at the man's accusatory glance. "We had dinner and I walked her to her door."


  "Was anyone else in your apartment last night?" the man pressed. "Or more specifically, your bedroom?"


  Kat looked cross. "No! Wait—there's my friend Denise. She was at my apartment doing her laundry when I left with James—er, Mr. Donovan."


  "Short hair or long?" Tenner asked.


  "Short and red," Kat said. "But Denise doesn't have anything to do with this."


  "We'll be the judge of that," the detective said, then wrote down Denise's name and address. "What about the getup the thief was wearing?" he asked Kat. "If we searched your apartment, Ms. McKray, would we find a hat and coat?"


  Kat glanced at James, worry in her eyes, then looked back to Tenner. "Yes, I have a coat like that, and lots of hats, but so does nearly every woman in this city."


  "And," James noted, "if someone stole Ms. McKray's badge, it would have been quite simple to steal a few articles of her clothing as well."


  Tenner looked unconvinced. "And grow hair, too, I suppose?"


  "They could have worn a wig," James pointed out.


  The detective sighed dramatically. "Ms. McKray, give me one good reason why I shouldn't place you under arrest right now."


  "Because," she said, crossing her arms, "I didn't do it."


  Tenner pursed his lips and nodded. "Okay, let's see if I've got this straight: We need to be on the lookout for someone who looks like you, dresses like you, has knowledge of this letter, and has the same access to the museum." He popped his gum. "Do I look like a fool, Ms. McKray?"


  James bit his tongue to keep from answering for her.


  Kat rolled her eyes. "Do I look like a thief, Mr. Tenner?"


  "I just call it like I see it, ma'am." He nodded to one of the policemen. "Read her her rights."


  Kat looked at James, fear brimming in her blue eyes.


  James gave her a reassuring smile and murmured, "Don't worry, Pussy-Kat, everything will be all right."


  But worry boiled in his stomach. Either Kat McKray was a very good actress, or someone was out to frame her. Regardless, the fetching woman was in a great deal of trouble.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  JAMES FISTED HIS HANDS at his sides as the younger policeman, Officer Raines, withdrew handcuffs. The man's partner and senior by at least two decades, Officer Campbell, began reciting the Miranda warnings in a practiced tone. Kat's blue eyes widened as she heard the charges of unlawful entry and burglary. She backed up a step, touching her hand to her temple, slowly shaking her head in denial.


  "Detective Tenner," James said, trying to keep his voice calm for her sake, "is it really necessary to subdue the lady?" He smirked. "I'm sure your two able officers can tackle her if she attempts to escape."


  "Just following procedure, Mr. Donovan," the detective assured him. "She's under arrest."


  A din erupted in the room. Guy and Andy stepped back to the perimeter, as if Kat were suddenly a dangerous quantity. The security guards talked quietly among themselves.


  "Wait!" Kat said, holding up her hands.


  Everyone stilled. James had the horrible feeling she was about to admit her wrongdoing. Her mouth trembled. "Detective Tanner, g-give me a minute with Mr. Donovan… please."


  Surprise barbed through James’s chest.


  Tenner squinted at her, then nodded curtly. James moved to her side and she grasped his arm as if he were a lifeline, then pulled him out of earshot of the others. "James, here is a key to my apartment." He felt the metal pressing into his forearm beneath her splayed hand. "Please remove my father's humidor. The police will confiscate it for sure if they find his cigars." She choked on the last word, her eyes brimming with tears.


  Incredulity washed over him. She was about to be hauled off to jail for a serious crime, and she was worried about her father's cigars. He searched the depths of her watery blue eyes and didn't like what he saw: guilt, sadness, desperation. "No confession, Pussy-Kat?" he murmured.


  Her throat constricted, but her gaze never left his. Footsteps approached them from behind. "Promise me you'll get the cigars," she whispered fiercely, a single tear spilling down her pale cheek.


  And without warning, something strange and a bit frightening wrapped itself around his heart and cinched tight. He admired loyalty above all things. He studied the contours of her lovely, troubled face. Although he'd always harbored a soft spot for curvy, smoldering brunettes, he'd never been so compelled to invest himself in a woman's cause, and certainly not after extracting a solitary, reluctant kiss.


  "James?" she murmured.


  He jerked his chin down in acquiescence and captured the key beneath his own hand just as the police officer swinging the cuffs walked up.


  "It's time, Ms. McKray," Detective Tenner said loudly from across the room.


  Kat swung her head around and stared blankly at Tenner and Officer Raines, offering no resistance as the young man clasped her hands behind her. She did, however, blink as the handcuffs clinked into place.


  "Kat," Andy said, as she was led past him, "is there someone I can call?" His words were kind enough, but he sent worried glances toward his glaring boss.


  Her eyes darted in scattered thought, then she nodded and said over her shoulder. "Valmer Getty."


  James turned to follow the policemen and Kat to the parking lot, but Detective Tenner called after him when he had almost made it out the door. "We're not finished with you, Mr. Donovan."


  James pasted on an amiable smile and, still walking, turned back to the man with a small salute. "I'll be back, Detective. Just want to make sure the lady gets to the station in one piece."


  Tenner raised an eyebrow suggestively.


  James attempted to snuff the man's suspicion with a stern look. "After allowing the letter to be stolen, it's the least I owe my client, Lady Mercer," he said, exiting before Tenner could respond.


  Outside, he glanced around the parking lot, somehow knowing the beat-up Volkswagen van was Kat's the instant he spotted it After climbing into his rented car, he watched in uncomfortable silence as the officers assisted Kat into the squad car, its lights flashing silently in the pre-dawn hour. Kat turned and looked at him as the car pulled away, her eyes reminding him of his promise. He made as if to follow the police car, then purposely slowed at a stoplight and lost them, heading instead toward her apartment.


  


  *****


  


  Kat watched him disappear from view in the side mirror and exhaled a pent-up breath. She shifted sideways to alleviate the immediate discomfort of having her hands cuffed behind her, but nothing could dispel the sickening swell of panic in her stomach. Her heart pounded erratically. She sank against the cold seat and closed her eyes, fighting the dizziness that threatened to overwhelm her. I will not pass out...I will not pass out....


  She opened her eyes to try to focus on something, but the sight of the wall of crisscrossed metal between her and the officers talking quietly in the front seat triggered another wave of nausea. Kat gagged, then leaned forward and vomited on the floor. The sudden braking of the car nearly tumbled her, but she caught herself with a jarring blow to her shoulder as Officer Campbell pulled into a convenience store parking lot.


  "You should have told us you were feeling sick," Officer Raines chided gently as he helped her from the backseat and unlocked her cuffs. The other policeman handed her a wad of tissues, which she gratefully accepted to wipe her mouth.


  The men appeared to be at a loss for a few seconds, then the older officer mumbled something about getting it cleaned up and walked toward the store.


  "Don't worry," Officer Raines said kindly. "We've seen much worse."


  "I didn't steal that letter."


  The young man shifted uncomfortably, obviously unconvinced. "Your lawyer will be able to help you."


  Kat's spirits lifted a fraction as the image of Valmer Getty, her father's friend and attorney, came to her. She yearned for one of Val's bear hugs. He'd convince the police and the district attorney that the charges against her were ridiculous.


  She watched Officer Campbell pour a box of baking soda over the mess she'd made and wished all her problems could be so easily absorbed. To her relief, Campbell waved off the cuffs when Raines reluctantly withdrew them again. They shepherded her into the backseat and were soon under way again.


  "Looks like we lost your friend," Campbell noted with a glance in the rearview mirror.


  Kat nodded, trying to look miserable, then realized it wasn't really a stretch for her at this moment. A strange feeling uncoiled in her chest when she thought of James Donovan. He was a virtual stranger and represented the owner of the document she had been accused of stealing, yet he was the person in the room to whom she'd turned for help. Even if he didn't believe in her innocence, she felt certain he would do as he'd promised.


  The memory of his lips and body pressed against hers seemed especially powerful now, when she felt so alone. She'd been seriously involved with a handful of men in her thirty-one years, but not one of their lovemaking sessions had left her feeling as desirable as James's lone kiss. Without thinking, she brought her shaking fingers to her mouth and brushed them across her bare lips. Then she shook herself, astonished that her mind could be elsewhere in her predicament.


  Under arrest and on her way to the hoosegow, very probably out of a job and, at the very least, bearing a tarnished reputation—and she was daydreaming about a smooth talker who probably collected American women like souvenir figurines.


  She was in big trouble—literally and emotionally—and intuition told her the situation would worsen before it improved. The clawing panic she'd felt earlier settled into a cold stone of terror in her stomach. For the first time since her father's death, she was glad he wasn't around to see her. Or to be mired in yet another scandal surrounding his beloved gallery.


  


  *****


  


  Before inserting the key Kat had given him, James inspected the deadbolts for signs of tampering, but found none. If someone had entered her apartment, it was with a key or through another entrance, unless her friend Denise had left it unlocked.


  Wearing latex gloves, James opened the door and eased into her flat. In one glance he noticed the long coat was not where she had tossed it the previous evening, but other than the cushions on her couch being in slight disarray, nothing else seemed amiss. He noted the humidor in the corner, then headed toward her bedroom. The police probably wouldn't arrive for a couple of hours, but he didn't wish to arouse suspicion with his unexplained absence. Besides, he wanted to help guide the questioning of the others at the gallery. Since Tenner was already convinced of Kat's guilt, James suspected the detective would be woefully inept.


  Her bedroom looked comfortably equipped with a large bed and simple, eclectic furnishings. The walls were textured white on white, sparsely adorned with simple framed posters. The pale linens were gender neutral, absent of ruffles and floral prints. The impression of her body was clear in the rumpled comforter.


  James wasn't in such a hurry that he didn't spend a few seconds imagining her lying there sprawled on the covers, her dark hair loose and trailing over the edge of the bed. The woman really was quite delectable, even though she seemed to attract trouble—which, on second thought, could be an exciting quality.


  His mouth worked as he pondered the state of the room. She hadn't even bothered to turn down the spread...as if she were only going to be there for a short time. James pulled at his chin. Had she just returned from burglarizing the gallery? She hadn't exactly denied it when he had pressed her. In fact, he would have bet his gold watch that she was hiding something. But none of it smacked of the Kat he'd become acquainted with the night before.


  Still, he professionally canvassed the room for likely hiding places for either the letter or the case it had been stored in. Nothing. He found her security badge in a jewelry box, but didn't touch it. Next he opened the folding doors to her closet and blinked at the multitude of colored boxes stacked knee-high. Pussy-Kat seemed to have a penchant for shoes, and the ones she'd been wearing yesterday—which appeared to be the same ones on the film—were in a box on the top row. He slipped a pen through an ankle strap and lifted it for a closer look. They were fairly new, the matte leather barely creased at the stress points. The American size ten meant nothing to him, but he could tell it was a large shoe. But then again, Pussy-Kat was a woman of generous proportions—she needed a good foundation to support all that voluptuousness.


  He spent a few seconds rummaging through boxes and flipping through her cramped wardrobe, careful to leave things as he'd found them. His hands stilled when he found the long coat in the back, half sticking out as if it had been hurriedly rehung. He quickly sifted through the pockets, but came up with only an old movie ticket stub and an opened roll of breath mints. The floppy hat was stuffed in the far corner but, again, yielded no hair or other physical evidence, so he stuffed it back.


  And for a few seconds, he considered the impossible. If he disposed of the clothing, the evidence wouldn't be as overpowering. He shook his head to clear it—he was already treading on a thin professional line.


  He then performed a perfunctory search of the living room, bathroom, and kitchen, again coming up empty-handed. James sighed, dreading the phone call to Lady Mercer, then wondered if Guy Trent had already contacted her.


  Disgusted, James banged his hand on the white countertop. He was a weapons expert, a surveillance specialist, and a spy with a dozen aliases. In his twenty-year career with the British government, he'd protected statesmen, eluded assassins, extracted military secrets from various enemies, and freed heavily guarded hostages. And now after six months of retirement, he'd let a damn love letter slip through his fingers.


  And an American woman slip under his skin.


  He snorted in dismay, then retrieved the prized humidor and quietly took his leave.


  


  *****


  


  "There, now, Katherine, what's all this nonsense about?"


  At the sound of Valmer Getty's voice, Kat pushed the metal folding chair away from a wobbly wooden table and rushed into his arms. "Val! Thank God you're here."


  The rotund trial lawyer hugged her hard, then held her at arm's length and gave her a wry smile. "My dear, when I said to call me sometime, I didn't mean from jail."


  She tried to return the smile, but seeing her father's old friend brought back vivid memories of the last time she'd seen him—her father's funeral. Suddenly the full weight of the situation fell onto her shoulders. "I'm in trouble, Val."


  He looked behind him to make sure the door to the small room was closed, then patted her hand. "Start from the beginning," he said, then placed his briefcase on the table and removed his sport coat.


  Kat wet her lips. "This started before Daddy died, Val."


  The man frowned, pulling his lower lip into his mouth, then pulled a rickety chair next to hers. "I'm a good listener."


  


  *****


  


  "Ah, Agent Donovan." Detective Tenner, now in his shirtsleeves, acknowledged James's return to the gallery, escorted by Ronald Beaman. Apparently Tenner had passed some of the time delving into James's credentials. The inspector smirked. "And did Ms. McKray make it 'in one piece'?"


  James nodded pleasantly, realizing it was in Kat's best interests to get along with the man. Looking haggard, Guy Trent was seated in the aisle of a small cubicle nursing a cup of coffee. A digital clock on one of the desks read five thirty-five a.m. Tenner pulled two extra chairs to form a loose group around Guy and gestured for James to sit.


  "Want some coffee?"


  He had also assumed the role of gallant host, James noted. "No, thank you." Turning toward Guy Trent, James asked, "Have you contacted Lady Mercer?"


  Guy shook his head. "Thought I'd wait until we had a few more details." His anger was clear with each perfectly enunciated word.


  Tenner cleared his voice. "Plus Mr. Trent and Mr. Wharton discovered a few more pieces are missing."


  "Where is Mr. Wharton?" James asked, looking around. He wanted to talk to him too.


  Guy waved vaguely toward the door. "Making arrangements to close the museum today, calling our ticket takers and guides. Plus it looks as if we'll have to cancel the showing of the King's letter." Guy threw up his hands and glanced heavenward. "How could she do this to me?"


  "What else is missing?" James asked, turning the chair around to straddle it.


  Guy waved a sheet of ruled paper, then read, "A beaded Inca bracelet, two miniature Victorian oils, a ruby ring, and a gold compass." His entire head reddened, his eyes bulging. "They were probably taken because they're small pieces in larger collections spread out in the gallery—they wouldn't be easily missed."


  James angled his head. "The tape didn't show the thief traipsing around the gallery picking up odds and ends."


  Guy nodded, his lip curling. "I know. Katherine probably took them sometime during the last few weeks. She could have smuggled them out in a pocket, a purse, anything."


  "As could have anyone else," James pointed out.


  "They're all pieces from Katherine's exhibits," Guy said nastily. "It's her job to inventory the collections on a regular basis."


  "Mr. Trent," James said carefully. "It's quite obvious to me that you and Ms. McKray have running disagreements. Are you sure you're not a little too anxious to pin these burglaries on her?"


  Guy's mouth flattened. "Mr. Donovan, if I'm guilty of anything where Katherine is concerned, it's leniency. Several pieces have been stolen from the gallery this year, all of them small, all of them in Katherine's care."


  James's heart twisted in alarm.


  Tenner was writing furiously on a small pad. "Did you report the crimes, Mr. Trent?"


  The little round man shifted in his seat. "No."


  Tenner's pen stopped. "Why not?"


  Guy scrubbed his hand over his face and sighed wearily. "You have to understand our business, Detective. Many galleries and art museums don't report stolen items because it's bad for their reputation. Many of our collections are on loan. If word got out that our security was compromised, we'd be blacklisted."


  "Why then," James asked, "if you suspected Ms. McKray of stealing, did you not simply let her go?"


  "Because at the time we thought it was a security guard, a man by the name of Jack Tomlin. I caught him once wearing a valuable piece of gallery jewelry. He said he was just trying it on, but I let him go." Guy shook his head. "Now I think I blamed the wrong person."


  "What other items did Ms. McKray steal?" Tenner asked. James frowned at him and Tenner added, "Allegedly."


  "Mostly small jewelry, and I distinctly remember a valuable stamp disappeared. That sticks out in my mind because Katherine's father, Frank, was the one who found the stamp, at a junk dealer here in town. He bought it for fifteen dollars, and it was worth around fifteen thousand. Then a few weeks after Frank died, it vanished."


  Tenner made a clicking sound with his tongue. "Frank McKray...I remember that case—ruled a suicide, wasn't it?"


  James jerked his head up. Suicide?


  Guy nodded, his face grim. "It was a car accident, but everyone knew the truth." He stopped and exhaled noisy. "Frank worked for Jellico's for fifteen years—it was his life. He always thought he'd be general manager one day, but when Mr. Jellico retired three years ago, he hired me."


  "That would be Mr. Jellico, your brother-in-law?" James clarified.


  Guy had the decency to blush. "Yes. Anyway, a year and a half ago, we were audited by the IRS, and funds turned up missing from the gallery—tens of thousands of dollars. When the trail started leading back to Frank, he lost control. He was depressed, started drinking. He died before the investigation was complete."


  "And had he embezzled funds?" James asked, thinking of the humidor filled with expensive, illegal cigars tucked away in his hotel room safe.


  Guy nodded. "It appeared so. Katherine couldn't accept it, so she begged Mr. Jellico to let her pay back the money that was missing in exchange for keeping a lid on her father's activities."


  "Did she pay it back?" Tenner asked, scribbling.


  "Almost all of it, I believe, in regular payments and small lump sums. Only now that I think back, I'm wondering if she was stealing from the gallery to repay the debt." Guy Trent rose a bit unsteadily and excused himself to make a few phone calls.


  Tenner had found another pack of gum somewhere and was intent on chewing it all at once. "Looks like this will be an open-and-shut case. Seems like such a waste—the woman's quite a looker, don't you think?"


  James ignored him. As much as he hated to believe it, James had to admit the evidence against Kat was growing. His gut instinct told him she was innocent, but had his judgment grown rusty? Or had it been compromised by a set of kissable lips?


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  "DO YOU NEED a ride home?" Valmer held open the courtroom door and smiled in a way that reminded Kat of her father.


  "I'll escort the lady home," a smooth British voice said behind them.


  Kat wheeled to see James leaning against an enormous marble pillar in the lobby of the government building. The late-afternoon sun slanted in, illuminating him from behind as he walked toward them. Her heart lifted involuntarily, but she noticed a slight frown on his brow. She felt ugly and plump in the clothes she'd been wearing for many hours, and her misery was only temporarily buoyed by being released on bond. She knew exhaustion lined her face.


  James, on the other hand, looked as if he'd just descended from a movie poster. Kat introduced the two men, amused that Valmer placed himself in front of her in a protective way.


  "I'm not so sure Katherine should leave with you," Val said, puffing up his chest.


  "It's okay, Val, he's a friend," she said, apprehensive about James's expression. Had he been unable to get the humidor? "I'll call you tomorrow morning," she promised, then gave the older man a squeeze. "How can I ever thank you?"


  Val hugged her back "By being very careful. Something fishy is going on, and I don't like it a bit."


  She nodded and watched her father's friend walk away, then turned to James with a small smile. "How did you know where to find me?"


  "I made a few phone calls. My accent seems to break down barriers rather easily."


  "Well...thanks."


  He pursed his mouth and swept a hand toward the lobby door. "Save your thanks until after we talk."


  Kat descended the sweeping stone steps in silence, nervously wondering what her boss had told him. "Were you able to get the cigars?" she asked as they reached the sidewalk.


  "They're safe," he said in a clipped tone, taking long strides toward his car parked a few yards away. James's face was stony as he opened the passenger door.


  "You're angry with me," she said, facing him. "I'm sorry I asked you to help me, but I needed someone I could..." She trailed off, stopping short of using the word "trust." Was it trust, or was she so eager to buy into the glamour of a gorgeous, sexy, foreign agent coming to her rescue that she’d thrown caution to the wind?


  He leaned forward with agonizing slowness, until his eyes were level with hers. "Did you do it?" His dark eyes bore into hers, commanding the truth.


  Hurt that he suspected her sparked, then flamed in her breast. "No."


  His eyebrows rose and relief eased his features, then he angled his head. "Do I have your word, Pussy-Kat?"


  His velvety voice rolled over her eardrums like a symphony, echoing deep inside her. Like her, he seemed to be struggling with a desire to trust. "Yes," she whispered. "I'm in a lot of trouble, aren't I?"


  "Indeed," he acknowledged with a small nod. The lines of his face had softened. He reached forward and grazed her cheek with the back of his hand. "But it's your own fault."


  The touch of his hand sent her pulse racing. "My fault?"


  His mouth curved into a warm smile that made her heart catch. "If you had simply allowed me to spend the night, you would've had an airtight alibi—not to mention an unforgettable experience."


  Absurdly heartened by the return of his good cheer, Kat smiled and swung into the seat. "Right now I'd settle for the alibi."


  He adopted a hurt expression. "Once again you wound me, Ms. McKray." Then he winked and stepped back to close her door.


  Unfamiliar feelings raged in her chest as Kat watched him walk around the car. His body moved with offhand athleticism in gray wool slacks, black turtleneck, and black cashmere jacket. He looked sleek and dangerous as he slid behind the wheel. After he pulled away from the curb, he glanced at her pointedly. "Were you treated well?"


  She nodded. "I suppose, although I have no other experiences to compare with this one."


  "Don't think I haven't been concerned, but I spent most of the day at the gallery, trying to glean as much information as possible about the break-in."


  Weariness pulled her head back on the leather seat. "This situation is so unbelievable, I don't know how to sort it all out."


  "You could begin by telling me about the circumstances surrounding your father's death."


  She was grateful for his careful tone, for treading softly on her loss. "He didn't kill himself, no matter what anyone says."


  "And what about the embezzling?"


  "Never," she whispered fiercely. "Dad could never have stolen from the gallery. He loved Jellico's—it was his life."


  "Could he have reacted to being overlooked for the general manager position?"


  Kat bit her bottom lip. "He was hurt—devastated even—when Mr. Jellico brought in Guy, but they acknowledged Dad's value to the gallery and gave him a hefty raise. He was content, if not entirely happy." She blinked back hot tears.


  "So if you believe him innocent, why are you paying back the money?"


  Embarrassment shot through her and she averted her eyes. "I see Guy has been spilling his guts."


  "He thinks you're guilty."


  "He's a moron."


  "Detective Tenner believes him."


  "Then he's a moron too."


  James laughed, a low, pleasing sound. "So why?"


  Kat lifted her chin. "Keeping my dad's name clear was the last thing I could do for him."


  He pressed his lips together. "Mr. Trent said you've nearly paid back the amount that was missing."


  Satisfaction warmed her. "In another couple of months it'll be paid in full, with interest. Forty-four thousand, six hundred fifty-two dollars." It was probably a paltry amount to James, but it was a considerable sum to her.


  "I suspect San Francisco is an expensive place to live. How did you manage?"


  "A ridiculous amount is deducted from my paycheck, and I make extra payments when I can." She choked out a bitter laugh. "I was planning to resign the day I made the last payment."


  "They made you stay at Jellico's as part of the deal?"


  Her lips formed a straight, hard line. "That's right."


  "That borders on extortion."


  She shrugged. "I suppose. But Jellico's is a prestigious gallery, so I'm getting good experience. Make that past tense—I'm sure I'm fired."


  "Your boss implied that you'd gotten the money for extra payments by selling items stolen from the gallery."


  Kat scoffed and pushed her hands toward him, palm up. "I earned the money for extra payments by refinishing antiques for people who are too rich to get their own hands dirty. See—my hands are permanently stained mahogany number twenty-seven."


  He captured her left hand in his right one, snatching her breath as well. His thumb massaged her palm. The interior of the car hummed with tension. "Then if your father didn't take the money, and you didn't steal the pieces, who is menacing the gallery?"


  She stared down at their hands on the console between them. Her nipples hardened with every stroke of his thumb. "I-I honestly don't know who took the money, but I think my father had his theories."


  "He never told you?"


  She shook her head, overwhelmed with regret. "I knew something was bothering him, but I didn't know anything about the embezzlement allegations until after he'd died. Mr. Jellico and Guy called me in, and we struck the deal."


  "Who was working for the gallery at the time the money showed up missing?"


  "All of us, plus Mr. Jellico's wife when we had special events. She's deceased now. There are two part-time accountants who were with us then, but they were cleared. Gloria Handelman worked in administration for a couple of months—she's the daughter of a rich collector in town." A thought struck her and she gasped. "This may be off subject, but the Handelmans were going to bid on the King's letter."


  His head swung in her direction. "Would she know the gallery well enough to pull off a heist?"


  "With my security badge, sure."


  James pursed his lips and nodded. "Sounds like a good lead. What about the things missing from the gallery over the past year?"


  "That may not be as much of a conspiracy as Guy thinks it is," she said, lifting her shoulders. "On some days we have hundreds of visitors—"


  "They discovered four more items missing this morning."


  Kat frowned. "What things?"


  "Jewelry, a gold compass, two miniature oils—"


  She winced. "The Victorian oils?"


  "I believe so."


  "Oh, those were part of my favorite exhibit."


  "Mr. Trent mentioned it was your exhibit, as was every other exhibit with items missing."


  She sighed. "Every exhibit in the gallery is my exhibit. That's my job."


  "So were the paintings there when you left last night?"


  Closing her eyes, she tried to concentrate. She remembered making rounds after James and Mr. Muldoon had left, around four-thirty. But a group of patrons had been gathered around the collection of twelve miniatures. She'd stopped to chat a minute, and one of the volunteers had asked a question about the pigments used in the paints of that period.


  "They were still on display around four forty-five, but I can't swear to it after that." She looked at James and shrugged slightly. "James, you're probably accustomed to high-profile, intricate cases, but the embezzling, the missing items, and the theft of the letter could be unrelated."


  "True," he acknowledged with an air that made her feel as though she was missing something that was quite obvious to him.


  He withdrew his hand to parallel park near her apartment door. She missed his warmth, and it disturbed her. "Oh, I was going to ask you to drop me by the gallery to get my van."


  "The police had it impounded."


  Kat stared at him. "You're kidding."


  "Evidence," he said, turning off the engine. "And prepare yourself—I'm sure they've searched your apartment by now."


  She gripped the handle. "Look, James, I'm sure you're exhausted from your trip and today's activities—"


  He stopped her with a pointed look. "I've never suffered from jet lag in my life, and we have many things to discuss. Plus I want to see you safely secured away."


  Relief washed over her, and she supposed her face showed it. "I'd be grateful."


  He leaned toward her, his eyes glinting in amusement. "Grateful, did you say?"


  His gaze roved over her, and Kat burned with embarrassment. The man must have an indiscriminate taste for American women if he could flirt with her the way she looked now. She fumbled for the door handle and nearly tripped in her haste to escape his close proximity. By the time she had righted herself, he was out of the car and beside her, taking her arm.


  "Easy," he said, his voice as soothing as the hot shower she intended to take the instant he left. And as far as these weird, tingly feelings James evoked in her, she passed it off as lack of sleep, lack of food, and lack of sex.


  Her shoulders tensed as they climbed the few steps and walked down the hall. When he swung open the door, she thought she was prepared for the worst, but she was wrong.


  "Bloody hell," he muttered.


  Vile American phrases whirled through Kat's head, but her tongue and body were paralyzed. She recognized the arm of her couch peeking out beneath a mountain of books and other debris. Drawers and shelves had been emptied, with no thought to replacing the items. Scarcely a bare spot remained on the floor. Pots and pans, bathroom linens, clothing—the contents of the rooms had been commingled and abandoned.


  She lifted her hand to her mouth and whispered, "Can they do this?"


  "Apparently so," James replied, lifting a carbon of a written order that had been taped to the door. He swung his head back and forth to survey the damage. "Seems a bit sloppy to me."


  Kat's legs felt rubbery. In the space of a few seconds, the events of the last twenty-four hours had caught up to her.


  He curled his arm around her waist. "You're quite pale, Pussy-Kat, maybe you'd better lie down."


  Which seemed like the most hilarious thing she'd ever heard, considering there was no place for her to lie down. She opened her mouth to laugh, but only a pathetic little squeak emerged.


  James released her and removed his jacket, hanging it from a bare nail where a picture had once hung, then began rolling up his sleeves. "I'll clear us a spot to sit while you freshen up," he said cheerfully.


  She smoothed a hand down the sleeve of the ratty cardigan she'd thrown on over her dinner clothes—God, had it been only this morning? Her skin itched, her scalp crawled, her tongue tasted stale. Her state of grooming seemed insignificant compared to everything else she'd been through, but right now the small solace of hot water sounded like nirvana. "Well, perhaps just a quick shower," she murmured.


  He waved her toward the bedroom, then began retrieving books from the sofa and shelving them. Kat yanked a semi-folded clean towel from a mound on the floor and walked into the disaster area that used to be her bedroom. Swallowing a lump of frustration, she marched straight through the strewn articles of her life and into the white tiled bathroom, which was too small for the police to have wrought much damage. At least the shower curtain hung intact.


  She turned on the water and let it run over her fingers until it was warm. Kat stole a glance toward the living room, then slowly pulled the bathroom door shut. Every nerve ending, every muscle quivered as she undressed, keenly aware of the man only a few strides away.


  A stranger, really. Handsome, aloof, confident, oozing more testosterone than all the men she'd been complaining about to Denise yesterday at lunch put together. How had they become so...so...comfortable that she had relaxed her normal paranoid security measures where people, and especially men, were concerned?


  She unbound her hair and stared at the lock on the bathroom door. It had never worked. Was she being foolishly trustworthy? She had never even seen the man's identification—she'd taken him at his word that he was some kind of secret service man for the crown, or something like that. Walking into the shower backward, she jerked the curtain closed.


  Kat reached for the shampoo and dumped a glob on the top of her head. Where exactly had Agent Donovan been during the burglary? If anyone in the group could get around security measures, it would be him. Perhaps his scam was accompanying a piece of art to its destination, then stealing it and selling it on the black market. He'd make money, the owner would collect insurance....


  Lathering her hair furiously, she mulled over what she knew about him. If he was a secret agent, then he probably knew all kinds of ways to kill people. Plus, how to make it appear accidental. And if he worked for the British government, he probably had diplomatic immunity—a license to thrill, er...kill.


  At the sound of a muffled thump, she jerked up her head. What was that? Had he barricaded them inside the apartment? Would he hold her hostage? Make her bend to his sexual will? She sounded hysterical, even to herself, but she couldn't stop the rush of adrenaline. She had to get out of there.


  Rinsing her hair frantically, she remembered his gun—and God only knew how many other weapons he carried: poison-tipped writing pens, detonating jewelry, a switchblade.


  The scene from Psycho flashed through her mind and she looked around quickly for something to use in her defense if he came crashing through the door. A rusty disposable razor lay in the corner—she could nick him to death and hope for tetanus.


  Kat soaped and rinsed her skin in mere seconds, then turned off the water with shaky hands and wrapped the towel around her. After hurriedly wringing the moisture from her hair, she listened carefully at the bathroom door. Nothing.


  No, wait...something.


  Music?


  Kat recognized the crashing, grinding crescendos of the instrumental theme to a live performance she'd seen. From all the CDs she owned that were probably scattered to the four corners of the apartment, he'd somehow managed to find her favorite.


  Opening the door a crack, she peeked into her bedroom. Not only was the coast clear, but it appeared he had closed the door leading into the living room to give her privacy. Was it possible that she had met the last breathing gentleman on earth? Then she recalled his wicked innuendos and decided that James Donovan was only a gentleman when it suited his purposes.


  After hunting for toiletries and coming up empty-handed except for a bottle of pink baby lotion, she sat down on her clothes-covered bed and massaged the creamy stuff into her skin. The colossal mess in her room made her sick to her stomach. Or was that hunger? The clock read five-fifteen p.m. and she hadn't eaten since last night's white lasagna. She mined underwear, a pair of gray leggings, and a long white shirt from the mountains of clothing on her bed and dresser. It would take her days to get things back in place. It took every ounce of energy she had to keep from stretching out on the floor on top of her sock collection for a good cry.


  Her hair dryer was nowhere to be found, so she simply combed her long wet hair straight back from her forehead. She did, however, find her ancient fuzzy house shoes. Pulling them on felt like hugging an old friend. Today, she was taking pleasure wherever she could find it.


  Kat paused for a moment inside her bedroom door, smiling wryly at her earlier wild musings. So James was a little forward, a little too confident, a little overwhelming...that was a long way from being a criminal.


  A knock on the other side startled her. "Kat?" he asked, his voice low.


  Instead of worrying like a ninny, she should be thankful to have someone of his expertise on her side. How that could have come about was a bit of a mystery in and of itself. She turned the knob and opened the door, poised to thank James for everything he'd done.


  Instead, she froze at the sight of the butcher knife he held toward her chest.


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  "ARE YOU HUNGRY?" James asked, confused at the expression on her face. "I ordered in a pizza pie."


  "P-Pizza?" she asked, eyeing the knife warily.


  He glanced at the knife in his hand and laughed. "I couldn't locate the correct tool to cut it, so I improvised."


  She smiled shakily and nodded, then looked over his shoulder. "It smells wonderful."


  Not nearly as wonderful as she smelled, he noted, his body tightening in response to the sweet, fresh scent floating around her. He'd had to close the door to her bedroom and turn on the stereo to drown out the sounds of her showering. Had Kat's life not been turned upside down in the past few hours, he might have joined her, the desire to see her lush curves shiny-slick almost embarrassing for a man who prided himself on self-control. He swept his arm toward the small kitchen. "I found two barstools and cleared enough counter space for us to eat."


  She ran her fingers through her dark, wet hair, disrupting the even marks her comb had left behind. Without her glasses, she seemed softer, more vulnerable. The lady had exceptional skin, pale without makeup, but wonderfully translucent. And the kind of bone structure that guaranteed her graceful aging. She walked in front of him, picking her way around the mess, and he noticed her house slippers.


  "Fond of those furry feet-things, aren't you?" he asked, not bothering to hide his amusement.


  "Love me, love my slippers," she quipped, the mere mention of the L word causing his heart to temporarily seize. "How did you know to order from Sid's?" she asked, raising the lid on the pizza box. "Oooh, olives." She lifted out a slice of the cheese-gooey pizza and bit off the pointed end with nice, even teeth.


  "It's listed on your land line’s speed dial directory," he said, pointing to the device he'd unearthed in the couch cushions. "By the way, your message light is flashing."


  Still chewing, she walked over and punched a button. The voice reported she had five messages. Kat glanced at James, a slight frown furrowing her brow. She was weighing whether to trust him with her personal communication. He busied himself with removing two beers from her refrigerator, his gaze averted, but his ears pricked. A high-pitched tone sounded, then Denise's voice came on the line.


  "Kat, call me—your cell phone must be dead, I’ve left you a half dozen messages. I want to hear all about your date with Mister Divine." James bit back a smile, and resisted looking in Kat's direction for her reaction. Another tone sounded. "Ms. McKray," a female voice said, "this is Maria Russert from Channel Thirty-one News. We'd like an interview about the theft at the gallery."


  Kat must have cut her off, because another tone sounded. "Kat, this is Guy." His voice was brusque, a shade short of rude. "Under the circumstances, I think it would be best for all involved if you took an indefinite leave of absence. Call and leave a voice message to let me know you received this." James winced—not unexpected, but still another blow for her to deal with.


  Another tone, and Denise's voice again, this time several octaves higher. "Kat! Jesus Christ Almighty, where are you? I heard on the news that the gallery was burglarized, and when I called you at work some dumbass told me you'd been arrested! I'm having congestive heart failure! Call me the instant you get this message." Another tone, and Denise's voice again, this time a frantic whisper. "Kat! The police were just here asking me all kinds of questions about you! What the freak is going on? I'm going nutso waiting to hear from you!"


  After a few seconds of silence, James lifted his head and chanced a glance in her direction. She had abandoned her pizza and stood holding the handset, her fingers poised to dial. "James," she said, swinging her face toward him, "I need to make a couple of quick phone calls."


  "Would you like some privacy?" he felt obliged to ask.


  But she was already dialing. She paused a moment, apparently waiting for a recorder to kick on. "Guy, this is Katherine. I received your message, and I agree with you one hundred percent. I'll be in touch." He admired how direct and strong her voice sounded. Kat dialed again, her face brightening after a few seconds. "Hey, Denise, it's me. Yeah, can you believe it? They even handcuffed me....Well, of course I didn't do it...." She put one hand on her hip. "Denise, what time did you leave last night? Nine-thirty? Are you absolutely sure? Okay. Did anyone call or did you notice anyone hanging around last night when you left?" She bit her lower hp, frowning. "Did anyone come to the door—a salesman perhaps? Because some maniac got in here and stole my clothes and security badge, then dressed up like me to break into a vault....No, Denise, I'm not shitting you." She smiled wryly in James's direction. "I'll be fine—Valmer Getty is handling everything....Yes...er, no, don't come over." She looked at James again, this time shifting uncomfortably. "Mr. Donovan drove me home." Kat sighed. "Yes, he's still here."


  Cupping the mouthpiece with her hand, she turned her back and lowered her voice. He almost couldn't hear her. Almost. "It's not like that, Denise...I'm hanging up now...Good-bye." She stabbed the disconnect button, then turned a cheery smile in his direction. "How about that? I'm fired and the police shook down my best friend."


  He nodded and lowered himself to a barstool, dubiously studying the greasy pizza pie before transferring a slice to a paper towel. "How well do you know your friend Denise?" Experimentally he bit off a small chunk, then a larger bite.


  Kat rescued her own dinner from the end table and joined him at the bar, shoving aside a haphazard stack of cereal boxes. "We've been friends for three years—what are you getting at?"


  James shrugged casually at her prickly response. "I'm just trying to rule out possible suspects. She was here and could easily have taken your clothing and badge."


  "You don't know Denise," she said, shaking her head.


  "People can behave strangely if they are desperate," he pressed. "Is she in financial straits?"


  "No," she said quickly, then stopped. "Well, except for joking about money to buy her apartment—her building is being converted to condos."


  "Is she familiar with the layout of the gallery?"


  Kat angled her head. "Several weeks ago she asked me to take her on a full-blown tour. I showed her the vaults that day." Her voice had grown much more uncertain, then she straightened. "Denise couldn't—wouldn't—do it."


  "Could she be an unwitting accomplice, perhaps giving someone else access to your place without your knowledge, or even hers? A boyfriend perhaps?"


  "I think she's seeing someone, but she insists he's just a friend."


  "Do you know his name?"


  "No, but this is a stretch, James, don't you think?"


  "Does she know the circumstances surrounding your reluctant employment with Jellico's?"


  She fidgeted. "No."


  "Then if you have secrets from her, don't you think it likely that she has secrets from you?"


  She shook her head stubbornly. "I can't comprehend it."


  "Okay," he relented for the time being, taking a swig of the weak domestic beer. "Then let's go down the list: Who would want to frame you?"


  She sighed mightily. "If I knew that, Agent Donovan, don't you think I would have been shouting it from the top of the jailhouse?"


  The color had returned to her cheeks. She was, he decided, simply beautiful. Tumble-out-of-bed-looking-great beautiful. Her expressive brows held her looks just shy of classic—her features were unique, arresting...and had become alarmingly satisfying to his eyes in a short period of time. He blinked, forcing his attention back to the matter at hand. "What about your boss? Or even his boss? Perhaps this is a way to get rid of you since your so-called debt to them is nearly paid."


  Kat pushed back a long lock of dark hair that had dried and fallen over her ear. "I suspect Guy knew I'd be leaving soon—they weren't going to have to push me out the door. Remember, they're the ones who wanted this working arrangement, not me. Besides, Guy was so excited about showing the King's love letter, he'd never do anything to jeopardize the show. I'm sure he's devastated."


  "Does the gallery specialize in private auctions?"


  She shook her head, dislodging more thick hair to distract him. "No, in fact, this is the first auction at Jellico’s to attract media attention. We typically give the pieces West Coast exposure, then ship them back east to the large auction houses."


  "And how did the gallery learn about the letter?"


  "Guy has European connections from a Los Angeles gallery he ran before coming to Jellico's. Since there are several document collectors in the Bay Area, he's constantly putting out feelers for new entries on the market."


  "These document collectors—are they history buffs?"


  She lifted the bottle of beer to her mouth for a quick drink. "Not necessarily—we've sold letters, movie scripts, autographs, even recipes."


  He pursed his lips. "I suppose there is a market for everything. What about the other fellow, Wharton?"


  She dismissed his notion with a wave. "Andy's harmless. He's quite a good painter, studied all over Europe, but in this city, good painters are a dime a dozen. He turned his talents toward restoration, and my dad hired him while I was working summers during college."


  "Are you artistic?" he probed.


  This prompted a laugh, a sound he definitely wanted to hear more often. "I was only blessed with an appreciation and a good eye."


  "So you're good at what you do?" He hadn't meant it to be a loaded question, but the glance she gave him said she suspected a setup.


  "Yes," she said simply. "Otherwise, Guy wouldn't tolerate me working there, no matter how much he thought I owed the gallery. For all his faults, he runs a top-notch operation." She took another bite, twisting the stretchy cheese around a finger and licking it off.


  James ran a finger around the collar of his turtleneck "What about the security officers?"


  Kat chewed slowly as she pondered his question. "Carl Jays and Ronald Beaman are the only ones I know past a first-name basis. Ron has been with the gallery since the day it opened and, as far as I know, has never raised an eyebrow."


  "Mr. Trent mentioned a guard he fired because he suspected the man of stealing."


  Nodding, Kat said, "I remember, but I think Guy was wrong. Jack Tomlin was guilty of overly admiring some of the gallery's jewelry, but I don't believe he was a thief."


  He mentally ticked down the growing list of suspects. "You trust everyone, don't you, Pussy-Kat?"


  


  *****


  


  Kat's breath caught at the pet name he bandied about with such ease. It was obvious he'd spent a lifetime perfecting flirtation. How many women had fallen victim to his charms? What shocked her most was she could sit here and logically analyze his methods, yet still be affected by them like a uniformed schoolgirl.


  Her hand tightened around the cold bottle she held. "No, I don't trust everyone, Mr. Donovan. While we're on the subject, though, where were you this morning at twelve-thirty?"


  His black eyebrows climbed. "Would you believe reflecting on our missed opportunity?"


  Her pulse vaulted. "Not for a second."


  Shrugging gallantly, he pulled a wry grin. "I decided to postpone my flight until today, so I checked into a hotel, watched some horrible TV interview shows, and tried to rest. I finally gave up and drove around the city for a while, then ended up back at the gallery. You know the rest."


  "So you were alone the entire time?" she asked, thinking it very likely he could have picked up someone in the hotel bar—an image which bothered her immensely.


  One corner of his mouth lifted. "Unfortunately, yes, I was alone."


  Faintly relieved, Kat crossed her arms triumphantly. "It seems your alibi is about as airtight as mine, Agent Donovan."


  He spread his hands wide. "But what motive would I have?"


  Kat angled her head at him. "Money?"


  "I don't need it."


  She thought about the remarks he'd made concerning the letter's owner, Lady Mercer. "Love?"


  James's brown eyes widened, then he shook his head with deliberate slowness. "Not in my vocabulary."


  Intrigued, Kat filed away his response. "Then maybe you stole the letter just for the thrill of it."


  He caught her gaze, then leaned forward on his stool until his face was only inches from hers.


  Kat froze, unable to look away, appalled at her thrashing heart. The man's senses were so superhuman, he could probably hear it.


  His eyes sparkled with warmth and humor, and his mouth was drawn back, revealing both dimples. His breath feathered across her chin three times before he smiled and said, "I'd rather get my thrills taking things which are freely given."


  Her pulse and the music from the stereo pounded in her ears. Her throat constricted, forcing her to swallow, painfully and audibly.


  He reached forward in slow motion until he touched her cheek with his warm forefinger. Kat's eyes closed involuntarily, her mind spun, her lips opened a fraction.


  "You," he whispered, "look good enough to eat."


  She opened her eyes as his finger swept a tiny semicircle against her skin.


  "Even without pizza sauce on your face." His grin widened, revealing white teeth. A splash of red sauce decorated his long finger.


  Embarrassment bolted through her and she pulled back, patting the counter for a napkin, then wiped her face as he laughed heartily.


  "You could have said something," she murmured.


  "I did," he said, his full-throated mirth surrounding her.


  At last, she gave in to the mood and smiled. Shaking her head, she pushed herself up. "Would you like another beer?"


  "No offense," he said, palming his empty bottle, "but American beer is a bit watered down for my tastes."


  "I have red wine." She looked around the jumbled kitchen. "Somewhere."


  "Thanks all the same," he said, standing up. "What can I do to help?"


  Kat started to protest, then relented. Telling herself she could use the help and ignoring the nagging feeling that she wanted to prolong his visit, she said, "I can't get everything back in its place tonight—you ought to see my bedroom."


  "If you insist," he said cheerfully, capturing her wrist and turning in the direction of her room.


  Her heart thudded in alarm—she was getting in over her head with this English Casanova. "B-But the kitchen would be a good place to start," she said, standing her ground. "All the dishes will have to be cleaned—God knows who handled them. Will you hand me plates to fill the dishwasher?"


  He sighed, but relented with a slight bow. "At your service."


  She opened the machine to find a few unwashed items, her eyes drawn immediately to two green coffee mugs in the top rack. "That's odd," she said, picking up one of them. "What?"


  "I didn't use these coffee cups."


  He frowned. "Someone did."


  "Do you suppose the policemen used them—perhaps for a drink out of the tap?" She lifted the cup and inhaled a deep, slightly acrid odor. "No, this one had coffee in it." Claiming the other one and turning it over, she announced, "This one too."


  "I doubt they would have made themselves coffee," James said. "What about your friend?"


  Kat glanced up in surprise. "Denise?"


  "Perhaps she had a guest over, after all."


  For the first time, Kat experienced misgivings about her girlfriend. "I'll call and ask her." She replaced the coffee mugs, only to have James reach past her with a handkerchief to retrieve them and set them on the counter.


  "Possible evidence," he explained. "And postpone ringing her until I can do some checking into Miss Womack's background."


  "You can do that?"


  James pursed his lips and nodded.


  "On anyone?"


  Another nod.


  "What could you find out?" she asked, intrigued and perturbed. "About someone like me, for instance."


  "If I invested some time," he said with a small shrug, "practically anything—the places you shop, the man you're sleeping with."


  Kat laughed nervously, gesturing for him to hand her a stack of mismatched, brightly colored plates. "Well, if you find out, I want to be the first to know his name."


  "Ah, no boyfriend?" He handed her a yellow and orange plate, his expression surprised.


  "Not currently," she supplied self-consciously. Not for ages, really, but he didn't need to know.


  "No aspirations for a family? Little Pussy-Kittens, perhaps?"


  He'd hit a nerve, but he didn't need to know that either. Kat attributed her longing for children and a family of her own to losing her parents and having no siblings with whom to share the loss. "It would be hard to raise children in the state penitentiary," she said, trying to lighten the mood.


  "So you do want children." His voice rose with new insight and he grinned as he handed her a pink and turquoise plate.


  "I don't dwell on it," she said wryly. "How about you?"


  Confusion crossed his brow and he averted his eyes. "I never allowed myself to think about it before, due to the nature of my job."


  The domesticity of their situation struck her—standing in the kitchen putting away dishes and talking about having a family. "And now?" she prompted.


  He brightened, his self-assurance returned. "And now I quite like the freedom of traveling to foreign countries and meeting charming women like yourself."


  So he was either a confirmed bachelor or loosely committed to the woman in England. "And does Lady Mercer share your enthusiasm for your spreading good cheer to women of the world?"


  "Tania has some admirable assets," he said roguishly, but I assure you our relationship is strictly business."


  Kat cocked an eyebrow. "No assurance needed, Mr. Donovan, I was simply being conversational."


  "Well then," he said, spreading his arms wide, "for conversation's sake, I'm an unfettered man."


  "And have you spoken with Lady Mercer since the break-in?"


  His smile disappeared. "She was out, so I shared the turn of events with her assistant. But I left word not to worry—we'll find the thief and the missing letter. And the whole episode will probably fetch her even more money in the auction."


  "Probably," Kat agreed as she racked more plates, then pointed to the saucers. "But I wish I were so certain the police will find the burglar."


  "I didn't say the police," he corrected. "Detective Tenner is quite content to believe you stole the letter and the other pieces from the gallery. Which means," he said with a smile, "the real perpetrator thinks he or she is off the hook. Which means we can catch them off guard."


  "We?" Kat asked.


  "As in you and me," he affirmed. "I'd never forgive myself if an innocent woman were locked up and denied the chance to have a cottage full of children."


  Kat frowned at a chipped saucer and set it aside. "I'm sorry for the delay in your trip to New York. I know this has turned out to be more than you bargained for."


  "An understatement of gigantic proportions," he said softly.


  Kat glanced up and reached for a red saucer he held out to her, but when she curled her fingers around it, he refused to relinquish his grip. Instead he plucked the saucer from her hand and clasped her wrist, then pulled her toward him slowly, as if he expected her to resist.


  She didn't. What woman could? He was irresistible, a larger-than-life image, a devastatingly sexy, charming superhero who seemed—at least for this moment—to want her. She had never felt more desirable. Kat became fluid in his arms, her curves surging against the hard planes of his body. He wrapped his arms around her and lowered his mouth with hard and fast intent. She held him loosely at first, tightening her hold around his neck as the urgency of their kiss increased.


  His lips were soft, but demanding. He stole her breath into his mouth in great gulps, and she gasped for air between the clashing of their tongues, their teeth. The bittersweet taste of beer remained on his tongue, and Kat lapped it up, echoing his moans.


  James crushed her against him, his hands roaming freely down her back and over her hips. Desire exploded low in her stomach and flamed out to her limbs as she felt his need for her growing hard against her belly. Reason fled, and all that mattered was his hands on her body.


  He slid his hands under her shirt and explored her like a lost traveler looking for home, his fingers searching, finding, revering. Her breasts bloomed as he caressed them through her satiny bra, teasing the peaks until her arms weakened and dropped to his waist. She kneaded his back muscles through the thin fabric of his shirt, pressing herself into his hands, opening her mouth to his plundering tongue. His groans resonated in her throat, sending a hum through her limbs.


  As he slipped the strap of her bra down one shoulder, he rained kisses along her jaw, triggering waves of shuddering desire. She rolled her shoulders, arching to meet him as his mouth traveled to her neck. He gently nipped at her lobe and flicked his tongue over the shell of her ear, sending liquid heat through her midsection and arrowing to her thighs.


  "Ms. McKray," he whispered between ragged breaths, "I should very much like to inspect the condition of your bedroom."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  TEN HEART-POUNDING, flesh-grinding, bone-melting seconds passed before his words sank in and sanity returned. Kat froze and her eyes popped open.


  James increased the urgency of his caresses, and crooned into her ear, "On the other hand, the sofa would serve us just as well." He urged her to follow him, but at her resistance, he lifted his head.


  Kat disentangled herself and righted her clothes, her mind spinning. Ignoring the disappointment and longing surging through her body, she took a deep breath. "James, having sex is not going to help anything."


  James glanced down at the bulge straining the front of his slacks and grinned wryly. "I'm afraid I don't concur."


  She averted her gaze and backed away from him, trying to rid herself of the lingering burn of his hands on her skin. Gesturing around the room, she laughed wildly. "Look at this place—this represents the state of my life right now, and you want us to get naked!"


  His eyebrows rose. "You seemed to be enjoying it as much as I, Pussy-Kat."


  A hot flush spread over her face. "I...I lost my head. I'm sorry if I gave you the wrong impression. It's been a crazy day, and I'm not myself."


  He slowly dragged his fingers through his hair, exhaling. "Forgive me—I don't make a habit of taking advantage of damsels in distress."


  Part of her felt flattered that he seemed so disappointed, but a larger part felt annoyed at his inference that she needed to be rescued. Her chin came up. "And I don't make a habit of being a damsel in distress."


  James sighed. "Once again I offend you," he said, splaying his hands. "Perhaps we should both get some rest and resume work on the case tomorrow. I'll drop the coffee cups off to the detective before I return to my hotel." He walked over to the counter and carefully wrapped the mugs in paper towels.


  Barbs of remorse pricked Kat—she didn't want him to leave, and that in itself scared her almost as much as the prospect of going to jail for something she didn't do. She found a plastic grocery bag and held it open in silence as he lowered the cups into it. Her mind raced for healing words, but as she opened her mouth, a knock sounded at her door. She jumped at the noise, her nerves a jangled mess.


  "Are you expecting anyone?"


  Kat shook her head and walked to the door, wondering what else could happen today. "Who is it?"


  "It's Valmer, Katherine."


  Her shoulders eased forward in relief and she swung open the door. "Come in, Val."


  "How are you doing, my dear?" The rotund man stopped when he noticed James, then addressed him, his voice tinged with suspicion. "I thought you were simply driving Katherine home, Mr. Donovan."


  James nodded, then indicated her apartment. "When we discovered this mess, I helped her straighten up a bit and we ordered dinner in."


  Feeling guilty and exposed without her glasses and with her hair hanging loose around her shoulders, Kat was too aware of the hot flush climbing her neck. Valmer glanced back and forth between them—he obviously suspected hanky-panky.


  "Has there been a new development?" James stepped in smoothly to bridge the awkward moment.


  Val turned back to Kat. "I thought you'd want to know the grand jury will hear your case in one week."


  Her knees felt rubbery, so she sat down hard on the denim couch. "As of now, what are the chances I'll be indicted?"


  Val's grunt was not comforting. "Well, it's all circumstantial evidence, but it's strong. I'd say fifty-fifty, but you could shift the odds in your favor if you take a polygraph."


  Kat's heart pounded and she glanced up nervously at James, then back to Val. "Is that necessary?"


  "It would help, Kat, and it's a fairly simple procedure."


  Dread mushroomed in her stomach. "What kind of questions will I be asked?"


  "Simple things to set the baseline for your responses," he said, "with inquiries about the burglary thrown in at intervals." He walked over and patted her shoulder. "Don't worry, you'll do just fine. We'll beat these charges, Katherine."


  She conjured up a brave smile. "Of course we will."


  James briefed Valmer about the possible significance of the coffee cups and told him he would hand-deliver them to Detective Tenner.


  "Perhaps I'd better take them," Val offered hesitantly, still unconvinced of James's trustworthiness.


  "Be my guest," James said magnanimously, pushing the bag toward him. "But I plan to see him regardless."


  Val's mouth twisted. "I'll call Detective Tenner tomorrow morning to make sure he received them." Turning to go, he said, "Call me in the morning to set up a time for the polygraph, okay, Kat?"


  She stood on shaky legs and walked the few steps to the door with him. "Val, what if I'm nervous? What if I fail the test?"


  He smiled. "You won't—everything will be fine, Katherine. You'll see." Then he squeezed her hand and closed the door behind him.


  Kat held on to the doorknob and kept her back to James, trying to regain her composure. Her body was still rebounding from her lapse with James, and now she had one more setback to cinch a sleepless night: She would never pass the polygraph. One impulsive sin would come back to haunt her.


  James studied her from behind, the droop of her shoulders, the white-knuckled grip on the doorknob. Offering comfort to her seemed like the most natural thing in the world. Walking up behind her, he gently wrapped his arms around her, covered her hands with his, and dropped his chin to her shoulder. Her hair smelled heavenly, and that sweet, soft smell lingered on her skin. She acknowledged his presence by relaxing into him slightly. When he could no longer will his body to remain calm, he whispered, "I'll call you early tomorrow."


  James reluctantly released her and she moved away from the door to open it. While shrugging into his jacket, he winked at her, glad to see her mouth turn up slightly at the corners. He didn't want to leave her alone, and the revelation stunned him. "I'll come back to stay if you need company," he offered. "I'll take the sofa."


  "No," she said softly. "I don't think that would be wise."


  He pursed his lips, nodding in agreement. He scribbled his number on a piece of paper. "Call my cell phone or my room at the Flagiron Hotel if you require my services—" He paused and searched for firmer ground. "That is, if you wish to speak to me."


  She smiled, but the spark didn't reach her blue eyes, which seemed a little too wide and a little too moist for his comfort.


  James walked to his car in the early dusk of the evening, passing off his antsy feelings as simple pent-up lust. Kat was a desirable woman in trouble, and he was programmed to offer assistance. It was natural to have protective feelings for her—but these strange sensations rumbling around in his chest felt alien to him.


  Then he grinned wryly. Perhaps it was his ego smarting from being turned down. He seemed to be losing his touch in several areas.


  James headed to the police station and circled for thirty minutes to find a parking place, then entered the nondescript building and asked an officer seated behind bulletproof glass for Detective Tenner. The uniformed man waved him through a door where he patted James down. He warned him of the gun before the officer found it, then presented various credentials and licenses. The officer also searched the bag containing the two cups, adding his own prints before James could stop him. Finally satisfied, the man checked his weapon and gave him vague directions, sending James on a journey through a noisy maze of cubicles and people, a hodgepodge of police officers, suspects, and witnesses.


  Incredibly, he heard the snapping gum before he found the detective. Tenner was sitting on a desk, his feet in a chair, his grubby white shirtsleeves rolled up to the elbows. The tie was long gone, it seemed. He stopped mid-laugh in response to something a seated companion was saying.


  "Well, Agent Donovan." He kicked the chair out of the way and lurched to his feet. "What brings you here?"


  James nodded a greeting. "I was wondering if the lab reports are back on the coffee the security guards at Jellico's were drinking."


  Tenner stretched out the gum with the tip of his tongue and squinted. James knew the tests had come back, but the detective was deliberating whether to tell him.


  "You and I are on the same side, Detective," James assured him.


  "Is that so?" the man asked, cocking his head. "Well, I think you've got a thing for that McKray woman."


  James pursed his lips. "Which doesn't make her any more or less guilty, does it?"


  "No," Tenner agreed, still dubious.


  "The results have to be made available before the grand jury meets—what harm could it do to let me in on it? I'd like to keep my client in England informed of the progress on the case."


  Tenner blew a bubble, then sucked it back into his mouth. "Over-the-counter sleeping pills in the coffee. Funny—they're the same brand as the ones we found in your girlfriend's nightstand."


  His reference to their relationship rankled James, but he didn't react. "Which is still circumstantial," James pointed out. "What else did you find to warrant making such a mess?"


  The detective grunted. "The coat, hat, and shoes."


  James shrugged. "But you expected to, correct?"


  "Yep, but we didn't plan on finding a piece of the gallery's missing jewelry."


  The last bit of news startled James. "Jewelry, did you say?"


  "Yep—a ring."


  "Where?"


  Tenner shook his head smugly. "I think I'll keep that one to myself."


  James's pulse jumped and he experienced a twinge of doubt. Was it possible Kat had taken the jewelry? She had seemed very concerned about passing the polygraph. "Have you been following up on other suspects?"


  Crossing his arms, the overweight detective frowned. "And what other suspects would that be, Agent Donovan?"


  James held up the plastic bag. "I have possible evidence from Katherine McKray's flat indicating at least two people were inside."


  Tenner's bushy eyebrows knitted. "I thought we gave her place a pretty good going-over."


  They had, and James resisted the urge to shake him for it. "These two cups were in the dishwasher and Ms. McKray insists she didn't use them. Did you or your men happen to?"


  "No."


  "Then someone else was in her apartment long enough to enjoy a cup of coffee. I suspect her friend Denise Womack had a guest over, although she denied it. Perhaps you'd better have her fingerprinted to check against these cups."


  "We know how to do our job here, Agent," Tenner said as he reached for the bag.


  James removed a pen from an inside jacket pocket. "Unfortunately, you'll find Ms. McKray's prints on them, and the fellow at the front who's keeping my weapon until I leave. Will you please keep me informed?" He scratched his cell phone number on a piece of paper. "And I’m staying at the—"


  "Flagiron Hotel, room twelve forty-five." The man grinned widely, showing coffee-stained teeth. "Like I said, we know how to do our job, Agent."


  


  *****


  


  Kat set the framed picture of her father on the bookshelf and rubbed her thumb over his face until tears blurred her focus. She sniffed hard and went back to her task of restoring order to the living room. Her body throbbed from exhaustion and some other distant ache that worsened when she thought of Agent James Donovan.


  She ought to be in bed, regaining her strength in preparation for the week ahead, which, unless someone stepped forward and confessed to the crime, promised to deteriorate even further. But if she kept her hands busy, she wouldn't dwell on the upheaval in her life. The land line phone rang a dozen times, and each time she hoped it was James calling. But she resisted and allowed it to roll over to her answering machine.


  Several reporters called. Andy Wharton left a message saying he hoped she'd be back to work soon—how were they going to host the open house next week without her? Despite her predicament, Kat felt anxious about the success of Jellico's annual open house—old habits and loyalties, however misplaced, were hard to break.


  Guy also called, to let Kat know he'd received her message that she'd received his message. Kat bounced a cushion off the wall as he talked. Dammit, the little bastard always had to have the last word.


  Denise called twice, and Kat almost picked up to talk to her friend, but she remembered James's earlier warning about not discussing the coffee cups until he had performed a background check. And although Denise sounded much too concerned for Kat's welfare to be remotely involved in this mess, she heeded his warning and made a mental note to call her back tomorrow.


  Heaving a sigh, she straightened her stiff back and surveyed her progress. Actually, things were looking pretty good—she'd weeded out three bags of garbage as she sifted through magazines, books, and newspapers. A silver lining in every cloud, she mused, no matter how black.


  She moved a CD rack from which her music had been dumped, and something shiny caught her eye. Intrigued, Kat picked it up and turned it over, then gasped.


  The stolen compass. Her heart thudded against her ribs. How on earth bad it gotten here? Then she jumped back and let it fall onto an area rug. Her prints were all over it now. She backed away from it, wrapping her arms around herself, and glancing around wildly. If someone had taken her clothing and badge, they could just as easily have planted the compass. Then her stomach turned over. Had the police found other items stolen from the gallery hidden in her apartment?


  She had to get out—the naked walls were unfriendly and closing in around her, the haphazard stacks of debris a reminder of the violence with which she was being targeted. But why?


  Kat stumbled into her bedroom and jammed on her glasses. The bulb in her lamp flickered, then went out, plunging the room into darkness. She felt her way into the bathroom and pawed the wall for the light switch. The tiny room's illumination cast enough glow into the bedroom for Kat to scrounge up a warm coat, gloves, and shoes. Her feet had carried her out to the lamplit sidewalk before the cold breeze slowed her down.


  Music from Sissy's cafe down the street drifted out to mingle with the sounds of passing cars and clumps of pedestrians hurrying to their destinations. A raggedy young man sitting on the stoop of the four-story building across the street tipped his hat at her and took a quick drag on a joint. Kat eyed him suspiciously, her pulse leaping. Everyone—everything—looked more sinister today than yesterday. Somewhere in the city, possibly within her circle of acquaintances, lurked a person who didn't mind that she was about to be indicted for a crime she didn't commit.


  She didn't have a vehicle, and even if she did, where would she go? Kat glanced about frantically for a direction that seemed right...east?...north? A southbound bus belched its way up the street and lurched to a stop at the corner several yards away. If she ran, she could make it...but she stood frozen with indecision.


  Miserable, Kat mentally scanned her list of friends and acquaintances—lots of nice people, but not many she would burden with her scandalous company at the moment. And while Denise would take her with open arms, Kat wasn't eager for the barrage of questions she knew she'd be subjected to. Andy? Guy would probably fire him if Andy let her stay at his place.


  Dammit, as much as she hated to admit it—she needed James...no, she wanted James. She wanted his big, comforting presence, his pleasing velvety accent, his gently rolling conversation. His hotel was only a few blocks away, normally safe walking distance night or day in the part of town she lived in, but thoroughly spooked, Kat walked to the deserted corner and hailed a taxi under the glare of the streetlight.


  Even if he weren't in his room, she'd be satisfied to sit in a busy lobby just for the comfort of a crowd. In fact, she'd book a room for herself until she could get the locks changed on her door. Feeling much better, she laid her head back and closed her eyes for a few seconds, willing her body to slow down. But unrelenting waves of fear, disbelief, and anger pumped a steady stream of adrenaline through her body. Her heart still pounded erratically as she walked through the grand entrance of the Flagiron Hotel.


  She stood in line for ten minutes behind camera-laden visitors with restless children, then stepped up to the smiling woman behind the desk. "I'd like a room, please."


  "Hiding out?" a familiar British voice asked behind her.


  Kat spun to see James standing with his lips pressed together, his eyes questioning. His cheeks were wind- flushed—he'd apparently just returned. "Not hiding. I...I don't feel safe at my apartment. I decided to have the locks changed."


  "Good idea." He addressed the clerk with a cajoling smile as he removed black driving gloves. "Is a room available next to twelve forty-five?"


  The woman melted at the sound of his voice, then straightened, her fingers flying over her keyboard. "Yes, sir—twelve forty-seven."


  "Good. Please quarter Ms. McKray there."


  Two days ago she would have shredded a man who presumed to make such a decision for her. But Kat didn't object to the arrangement, even though the prospect of sleeping in proximity to James was comforting and unsettling at the same time.


  He took her key while she signed for the room. "Where is your luggage?"


  Now she really felt silly. "I left in a hurry."


  His black brows knitted. "Did something happen?"


  Kat thought of the valuable gold compass lying on the rug in her living room. "Yes."


  He reached for her arm. "Are you all right?"


  She nodded, touched by his concern. "Fine—but I found something the police apparently missed while mine-sweeping my apartment."


  James's frown deepened and he glanced around. "Let's go upstairs where we can talk—I uncovered a few things the police overlooked myself."


  He hovered close as they waited for an elevator, then waved her inside the glass enclosure. Kat shuffled in on elastic legs and kept her back turned to the view. She had never minded heights, but today her reflexes seemed hypersensitive, and spiraling toward the twelfth floor made her light-headed. The feel of James's hands on her waist sent her body into a further state of chaos.


  "We might have taken the stairs," he murmured against her hair, "but I'd rather you conserve your energy for other pursuits." His low chuckle told her he was teasing, trying to lighten the mood, and she warmed to his banter, suddenly glad she'd come.


  He opened her door and flicked on a light before stepping aside for her to enter. Dressed in pleasing golds and soothing yellows, her room was luxurious with over-stuffed furnishings and rugs thick enough to trip up a tired person's feet. Just the sight of the waist-high queen-size bed reminded her how many hours she'd been running on empty. She glanced at her watch. Almost eleven, but she was still too keyed up to rest. James retrieved two glasses from the top of a pale wood dresser, then disappeared into the bathroom.


  Kat sank into one of the two armchairs, then kicked off her shoes and dragged her feet to the single large ottoman that serviced both chairs. Feeling oddly out-of-body, she stared into space, as if she were observing someone else experiencing all the craziness of the last day. She clawed her hair back from her temples, digging her fingernails into her scalp, triggering the kind of cleansing pain that relieves stress. A little.


  The water splashed on and off. A few seconds later, James emerged to hand her a cool glass, then sat in the chair opposite hers. The lighting in the room was more decorative than utilitarian, lending a golden intimacy to the room. Which, she decided, was what the designers had intended, considering the activities that had most likely taken place hundreds of times in this room.


  With shaking hands, she drained the glass, then laid her head back.


  "You're exhausted," he said quietly.


  She affirmed his observation with a half murmur, half grunt. "But not sleepy." She wondered if her eyes were as bugged out as they felt. "While I was cleaning, I found the gold compass that was stolen from the gallery."


  He pursed his lips, and she wondered what was going on behind those shrouded dark eyes. "And you have no idea how it got there."


  His statement was calm, but her defenses rallied nonetheless. "Well, obviously someone put it there, but it wasn't me."


  Sighing, he steepled his hands. "In addition to the clothing, the police found one of the missing rings during their search."


  Kat closed her eyes, summoning strength. "Who could be doing this to me?"


  "I have a theory, but you won't want to hear it."


  She opened her eyes and lifted her head. "What is it?"


  "Your friend Denise has more secrets than I suspected."


  Swallowing hard, Kat gripped the empty glass. "Like what?"


  "Like a record for repeated petty thefts."


  Her stomach churned. "When?"


  "The most recent one was twelve years ago. Shoplifting clothes and jewelry."


  Kat did the arithmetic in her head. "She would have been in college." She frowned. "I'm disappointed, but that was a long time ago."


  James drummed his long, tapered fingers together. "There's more. Thirty thousand dollars was deposited in her checking account this morning."


  Her stomach heaved and her lips parted. "Denise? Where on earth...do you think she could have stolen the letter and sold it?"


  "It's possible. Would she have such contacts?"


  Kat glanced around the room, her mind racing, trying to recall conversations, people, places. "The Chinese have a corner on the import-export trade on the West Coast, so naturally they also control the black market." She pressed her lips together, then looked back to James. "Denise hangs out in Chinatown—she likes Asian men."


  His black eyebrows rose a fraction. "And as a model, I suspect she has access to wigs and such."


  Tears pricked her eyes as she nodded. Not Denise.


  Leaning toward the ottoman, he captured her bare feet in his hands and fingered the delicate bones of her ankles. "Kat, I'm sure this is hurtful to you, but it's good news—at the very least it's enough evidence to instill doubt in the minds of the grand jury."


  She shook her head, disbelief coursing through her. "I would have to hear it from her own mouth."


  "Shh," he whispered, stroking the tops of her feet. "Things will look better in the morning, Pussy-Kat. I'm glad you decided to come here—I'll feel better knowing you're nearby." He nodded to a narrow door beside the dresser and smiled, dimples carved deep in his cheeks. "And look—our rooms adjoin in the event you find yourself in need of"—he cleared his throat—"an alibi."


  His hands sent shivers up her legs, straight to the core of her desire. Her toes curled involuntarily, and her eyelids floated down. It would be so easy to let herself be swept away for the night, to lie beneath him and revel in the coming together of their bodies. He wanted her, and she wanted him. Their kisses were so sizzling, their coupling was bound to be mind-blowing. Why not? After all, he'd be leaving soon.


  A sharp pain pierced her chest even as his hands worked magic. He'd be leaving soon. And taking with him the fleeting memory of another conquest. She, on the other hand, would be left with the idealized perception of a hero no other man could live up to.


  Years ago she'd gotten through that hormone-crazed period where she believed physical love was synonymous with spiritual love. Now she was looking for someone to share the simple pleasures of life, someone who wanted a family and a measure of the American dream she'd observed on television.


  She opened her eyes and absorbed James's image: gorgeous, sexy beyond belief, charming...and completely untouchable. She deserved more than a casual affair, and she wasn't about to settle.


  He moved his ministrations to her calves, kneading her flesh through the thin knit of her leggings.


  Kat swallowed. Not even if he made her feel weak with longing.


  His fingers traced circles over her knees, then moved higher to caress her thighs.


  Her breath caught in her chest, and her gaze locked with his. Not even if he made her forget her surroundings.


  He leaned forward and inched his hand beneath the tail of her shirt, grazing the sensitive mound between her thighs.


  Kat's knees came up instinctively. Not even if he made her forget her name.


  She opened her mouth to protest before she lost the ability to speak, but his mouth closed over hers, stealing the words from her throat. This kiss held no tenderness, simply hard passion as he gathered her in his arms, pulled her forward onto the ottoman, and cradled her between his knees.


  His tongue wrought havoc on hers, teasing, battling, conquering. She shuddered, her nipples beading and scalding wetness warming her thighs. Her mind spun, racing to transmit a desperate message, a memory of what she'd been thinking the second before his lips touched hers. She had the faint feeling that the notion had been an important one, but it eluded her.


  


  James felt a strange, scary feeling erupt as he held Kat against him and delved into the sweet recesses of her mouth. Unidentifiable, the emotion pressing against his chest could best be compared to the time he had parachuted directly into a guerrilla camp in South America. And he had the distinct impression that he would not be able to shoot himself out of this situation.


  He lifted his head and studied her blue eyes, smoky with passion. Inhaling sharply, he released her and stood in one motion, albeit unsteadily. He'd crossed the room, opened the door, and taken one step into the hallway before he realized he owed her some token of an explanation. Turning, he took one look at her kiss-softened mouth and forgot whatever clever quip he'd intended to deliver.


  An indistinct good-night was the best he could manage, then he pulled the door shut and escaped into his own room.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  KAT AWOKE BEFORE DAWN, still achy and fatigued from the restless night. The shadow of her friend's possible betrayal had weighed heavily on her mind, and James's abrupt departure had only heightened the prickly, coming-out-of-her-skin feeling. She'd lain awake and stared at the digital clock radio, listening to the couple in the next room make wall-thumping, hair-raising love until the wee hours of the morning.


  And now it appeared from the frantic sounds coming from the other side of the wall, they were also early risers—if indeed they had ever closed their eyes.


  She lay still, watching the first fingers of light caress the ceiling, and tried not to think about the flimsy door that stood between James's room and hers.


  Tried not to think about the passions he'd torched in her last night before ruthlessly tearing out of their embrace and leaving her smoldering with a lukewarm goodnight.


  Tried not to think about the fact that she'd slept in the buff, half because she didn't have a gown, half because she had a virginal yearning for him to crash through the connecting door and claim her with as few delays as possible.


  Her logical side told her to be eternally grateful for whatever had prompted his timely exit—she had been disappointed before by the change in a man's demeanor the "morning after." Hindsight had taught her the zenith of a man's affection crested just before the first night of sex, then moved into a gradual but steady state of decline shortly thereafter. Currently, she needed James's friendship and expertise more than she needed his carnal attention.


  The woman's muffled moans of "more, more, more" floated through the wall. Kat clamped the extra pillow on her face and pressed the ends over her ears. Okay, at the moment, she needed his carnal attention more, but the feeling would abate with the harsh reality of daylight...she hoped.


  By the time the couple had spent themselves, the clock read ten minutes before six and Kat felt as if she needed a cigarette. That brought her father's humidor to mind, and she breathed a prayer of thanks as she swung her feet to the floor that James had been able to remove it. She hadn't thought to ask him where he'd stashed it, but she assumed it was in his car or in his hotel room. Kat sighed—all roads led back to his room.


  She pulled herself to her feet and stumbled to the shower, glad for the mind-clearing blast of water. Mixed feelings about the case pressed upon her—relief that she was no longer the only suspect, along with anguish that her best friend had been fingered. Had she simply done it for the money? The idea that Denise would frame her still flabbergasted Kat, but she couldn't deny that the evidence was convincing.


  But then again, the evidence against herself had been convincing, too.


  Her mind strayed as her hands traveled over her lathered shoulders, arms, and breasts. She could see her naked image through the frosty shower door reflected back in the mirror over the vanity. She couldn't resist wondering if James would have been pleased. Her curves were generous, and her waist trim—her body wasn't exactly coin-bouncing firm, but not too shabby, either, she decided as the water beaded on her oiled skin. A warm flush climbed her neck when she thought of James's admiring glances the first night he'd come to her apartment door. So much had changed since then.


  At least in her mind. And heart, she admitted with a resigned sigh.


  So she was hung up on him, so what? He would pass on and so would her feelings and she would live through it, she decided as she turned off the faucet. She wrapped a large towel around her body and a smaller one around her hair, turban-style.


  Well, at least she'd had the good sense not to sleep with him. Kat ignored the voice that questioned how far she would've gone if he hadn't pulled back.


  She switched on the morning news for noise, tensing through the thirty-second update on the break-in at the gallery. "The police have charged Katherine McKray, a longtime employee, with stealing the love letter that King George III wrote to a mistress over two hundred years ago."


  "Allegedly wrote," Kat corrected the announcer. "And I didn't take the letter." She cursed and hoped that news of her innocence would garner the same amount of coverage. At least they hadn't shown her picture.


  With one leg propped on the unmade bed, she massaged the hotel's aloe lotion into her skin and thought of James sleeping in the next room. He seemed so omnipotent, it was hard to imagine his requiring something as pedestrian as sleep. Did he lie naked, sprawled over the entire bed with nonchalance, or fully dressed on the edge with his gun at his waist? Chill bumps zipped over her glowing skin and she frowned at the connecting door. A knock upon it startled her so badly she dropped the small bottle, sending it bouncing across the rug.


  "Kat?" James asked softly, then knocked again. "Are you awake?"


  Re-tucking the corner of her towel under her arm self-consciously, she stepped toward the door. "Yes, James, I'm awake."


  "May I come in?"


  She looked around the room frantically, searching for the shirt she'd worn yesterday. "Um, just a minute, I'm not decent."


  His throaty laughter rumbled through the inch of wood. "I sincerely doubt that, Pussy-Kat."


  Oh, that voice was going to be the end of her. Her pulse kicked up, dewing her hairline as she dropped the towel and pulled her day-old clothes from the back of a chair and onto her body. She winced down at her baggy-kneed leggings. Barefoot and braless, she unlocked the door and swung it open.


  The door pulled with it the scent of his grooming, tickling her nose with strong mannish aromas. James filled the doorway, wearing perfectly creased navy slacks and a crisp taupe-colored long-sleeved shirt. The top two buttons were undone, revealing a slice of a sparkling white T-shirt which she guessed had also been pressed within an inch of its life. "Do you travel with a personal valet?" she asked, peering around him.


  He smiled, a breathtaking gesture. "I'm glad to see your sense of humor has recovered."


  Not a word about what had nearly transpired between them last night, proof positive of its insignificance—to him. "I'm almost a free woman," she said lightly. "I need to call Val and let him know where I am, plus the fact that the police have a new suspect."


  "Will have a new suspect after we talk with Detective Tenner and the district attorney. I left a message for Tenner that we'd see him this morning, and your attorney will need to accompany us." He stopped and angled his head slightly. "Perhaps you can arrange to take the polygraph while we're there."


  Kat's heart tripped and she swallowed. "Do you think that will still be necessary?" As James studied her face, she fought to keep the fear from her eyes by attempting a small shrug.


  


  *****


  


  James sensed her trepidation. Was she hiding something or simply nervous at the prospect of taking the test? "That will be up to you and your attorney."


  She brushed aside the topic with a forced smile. "Let me dry my hair, then I'll need to stop by the apartment for clothes and toiletries."


  He nodded, relenting. Perhaps he was mistaking awkwardness over their encounter last night for guilt. And he certainly didn't want to dredge up that unsettling subject. "I'll order breakfast—what would you like?"


  She headed back toward the bathroom and released her hair from the towel with a flick of her wrist. It tumbled around her shoulders in thick, separated locks. "A bagel sounds great," she said, "or maybe some hot cereal. And coffee."


  James stood rooted to the spot as she picked up a pink comb, squinted into the vanity mirror, and leaned forward to part her hair. For a few seconds, the wet, dark carpet of mane concealed her face, then she swept the heavy strands back over her ears carefully with the comb. It struck him as infinitely intimate, watching her fuss with her hair, and quite possibly the most innocently erotic scene he'd ever witnessed.


  From a tiny tube she squeezed a clear substance into her palm, rubbed her hands together, then massaged the shiny stuff from her scalp to the ends. Silhouetted by the glaring overhead light and with her arms lifted high, it was suddenly quite apparent that beneath the rumpled white shirt, she wore no bra. The dusky outline of her nipples riveted him. James felt his manhood twitch in warning, then surge.


  In Europe, it was common to see bare-breasted women—on public beaches, in advertisements—so he, like most traveled Englishmen, had seen a fair amount of comely busts in somewhat casual settings. In the past, he'd found the puritan practice of American women binding and covering their God-given gifts to be, in turn, annoying and stimulating. And at the moment, the glimpse of taboo flesh was uncomfortably stimulating.


  Kat's gaze cut to his in the mirror. "The stronger, the better."


  James shook his head slightly in confusion, willing his libido to heel. "Sorry?"


  "The coffee," she said, removing a hair dryer from the vanity. "The stronger, the better."


  "Right," he said, straightening. "Strong coffee coming up."


  She flicked a switch, eliciting the whine of the hair dryer, blowing her lustrous hair back from her face like some exotic model photo shoot. He turned and retreated into his room, chastising himself for allowing her to reduce him to a gawking schoolboy, when a stiff breeze would've had him chafing in his drawers.


  He dialed room service and ordered enough food for both of them. Glancing at the open connecting door, he resisted the urge to watch Kat complete her toilette and instead drew aside the curtains in his room to admire the spectacular twelfth-story view.


  San Francisco was a picturesque city, with hundreds of old Victorian row houses snuggled together in the hills, utilizing every square foot of scarce and expensive land. Their ice-cream colors and dark roofs with identical pitches reminded him of the patchwork quilt that used to cover the foot of his mother's bed. She'd called the pattern "tumbling blocks," although he had no idea how he remembered such an obscure detail.


  Diabetes had snatched her from them when he was not quite a full-grown man, and his father had succumbed less than a year later, of a broken heart, James was convinced. His older sister had been dating the man she'd eventually married, so for the most part, James had been left to his own devices.


  Later, his superiors and co-agents at British Intelligence had become his family, although he acknowledged that, out of necessity, everyone conducted themselves more like distant relatives. In the ensuing years, he'd grown fond of his own company...but suddenly he felt a swell of reverence for that elusive connection to another person, the bond which had crossed ethereal boundaries for his parents.


  Why these bittersweet domestic memories were descending on him now, he couldn't fathom. He peered back over his shoulder and bit the inside of his cheek—maybe his mood had something to do with Katherine McKray and the feelings she had dislodged within him. As if on cue, the muffled sound of her honeyed voice, half humming, half singing, invaded his room above the static noise of the hair dryer. The song was indistinguishable, but her tone sounded sweet and melancholy. And beckoning.


  He abandoned his station at the window and, against his will, took three strides toward her room before a knock on his door pulled him up short.


  "Room service," a voice called through the door.


  Grateful for the distraction, James claimed the food and tipped the man, then set the covered tray on an impractical looking writing desk. He stepped to the doorway to summon Kat, and leaned against the door frame, arms crossed, to watch her. Once again he was struck by her natural beauty as she finished drying her dark hair and sang to herself, apparently oblivious to being heard. She glanced up and stopped, mid-note, then blushed furiously and switched off the dryer.


  "Very nice," he said, grinning.


  "I didn't realize you could hear me."


  "I assure you, I found it delightful. Breakfast has arrived."


  She plucked her glasses from the vanity and slid them on, then preceded him into his room, her gaze pivoting from one side to the other. "Wow, I'll bet it's neater in here now than when you checked in."


  He shrugged, feeling a bit sheepish. "I'm trained not to leave a trail—I guess old habits die hard."


  


  *****


  


  A pang of disappointment cut through Kat's chest. "So," she said lightly, lifting the silver lid from the tray, "when you leave, no one will even know you've been here, is that what you're saying?"


  He was quiet for so long, she glanced up to find his head angled toward her. "Are you saying you will miss me, Pussy-Kat?" His voice was husky and colored with surprise.


  She dropped the lid and lifted her chin. "I said no such thing."


  His mouth twisted in an infuriating smile, then he wagged his finger at her and stepped closer. "Thou doth protest too much."


  "You're putting words in my mouth."


  "Then allow me to occupy it elsewhere," he murmured, pulling her into his arms.


  Her heart cartwheeled as he dipped his head with calculating slowness and captured her lips with his. The desire she'd smothered all morning, hoping to extinguish, rose like a phoenix out of the flames. All the reasons to avoid this man who'd become much too important to her, much too quickly, were incinerated as his mouth moved against hers. With his tongue, he coaxed her mouth open, then ravaged the inside ruthlessly, stealing, commanding, demanding.


  Her glasses became too fogged to see clearly—surely that was why everything seemed blurry?—but her other senses roared to life. He moved his warm hands beneath her shirt to span her back and waist, and Kat instantly felt her nipples bead. She moaned into his mouth and he shuddered against her, fueling her passion higher. He massaged her back in small circles, tracing her spine, lazily working his way up and around to caress the sides of her quivering rib cage. When the urgency of his kiss intensified, she rolled her shoulders and inhaled sharply, poised for the feel of his hands on her breasts. But just when his thumbs grazed the underside of her bosom, he lifted his head and slowly straightened, then dropped his hands away from her.


  Confusion washed over Kat. She wet her lips carefully, then asked in a deadly calm voice, "Is this where you mumble good night and make a hasty retreat, Agent Donovan?"


  He stared down at her with a clouded expression. "Kat, you're vulnerable right now. I don't wish to take advantage—"


  "In case you hadn't noticed, James, I'm all grown up." She pressed her lips together hard. "Able to make my own decisions, and live with the consequences."


  He pulled her closer to him, and rested his forehead against hers. "And you want this as much as I do, Pussy-Kat?"


  In answer, she took one step back, looked him directly in the eye, and began to unbutton her shirt.


  As if spellbound, his gaze dropped to her fingers. With outward control that belied her quaking insides, Kat divorced the white buttons from their buttonholes, never taking her eyes off James's face. When she'd reached the bottom, she paused, allowing the shirt to reveal an inch-wide strip of her cleavage and stomach. His lips parted, his undivided attention on her covered breasts.


  Ever so slowly, she peeled the fabric back, feeling her nipples contract as soon as the cool air of the room enveloped them. Passion glazed his eyes, gratifying her. She thrust her breasts forward in a slow-moving shrug out of her shirt. The whoosh of the cotton garment falling to the rug sounded like a lead weight dropping in the silence of the room.


  "Kat," he breathed, standing statue-still. "You are magnificent."


  A thrill raced through her body. "So touch me," she whispered.


  "I thought you'd never ask." He bent and swept her into his arms, then laid her gently on his bed. She removed her glasses and folded them safely on the nightstand. He stood and kicked off his shoes, then shed his shirt and undershirt, tossing them carelessly onto an armchair.


  Heat and moisture pooled between her legs at the sight of his naked torso—broad, muscled shoulders, lightly haired chest, with dark, flat nipples indented in firm flesh. He lowered himself beside her, supported on one elbow while his hungry gaze swept over her bared breasts. Lifting his free hand, his fingers hovered over a budded nipple almost reverently before descending for a soft squeeze that elicited a groan from both of them. Sexual energy raced through her body, triggering chills in one place, muscle contraction in another. He kneaded her breasts and reclaimed her mouth, his breathing as frantic as hers.


  Kat arched toward him, rolling on her side to face him and press her breasts against his chest, hot skin on hot skin. He interrupted their kiss long enough to whisper, "I have to taste you, Pussy-Kat," then lowered his head to lave her nipple thoroughly. He licked, nipped, and drew as much of her breast into his greedy mouth as possible, devouring her. And when she thought she would go insane from the waves of desire flooding her body, he shifted his attention to her other breast and started over.


  Anxious to touch every inch of his flesh, Kat ran her finger around his waistband, stumbling over various tabs and buttons, at last revealing white boxer shorts and his straining shaft. James paused from his ministrations just long enough to groan with satisfaction when her fingers closed around him.


  Driven by the rhythm of his mouth on her skin, she stroked him, drawing wetness that oozed over her fingers. His hand snaked down to palm her stomach, then pushed the flimsy leggings over her hips and plunged his hand into her drenched nest. Hot splinters of desire bolted through her and she convulsed around his probing fingers, gasping. With feet and legs, they skimmed off each other's remaining clothes, at last lying on their sides fully naked against each other, mouth to mouth, hand to hand, sex to sex.


  Kat wondered if her face held the same expression of desire and blatant need as James's. His black eyes were hooded with passion, his smooth cheeks and forehead covered with a fine sheen of perspiration. His lips parted slightly, as if he wanted to say something.


  "James?" she whispered. "Is something wrong?"


  An unidentifiable emotion flitted across his face, then it was gone just as quickly. His mouth pulled back to reveal both dimples as he rolled her beneath him. "No, Pussy-Kat, everything seems to be in top working order." With his knee, he urged her to open to him, and she obliged almost involuntarily, readying herself for his swift entry. But he took his time, rubbing his hard staff against her slick folds, circling the sensitive nub of her desire with mind-blowing accuracy. A slow hum of pressure began building low inside her, like a swarm of tiny, vibrating bees. Then with a groan of raw passion, he thrust inside her.


  At the feel of him burrowing deep, Kat gasped and drew up her knees, squeezing hard, arching her pebbled breasts against the solid wall of his chest. He resumed the pleasure he'd set in motion between her thighs by massaging her with his thumb in time to his long, unhurried strokes. With soft, raspy words of encouragement in her ear, he coaxed her mounting orgasm to the surface until she succumbed to the white-hot flash of release, crying out in abandon and digging her fingers deep into the flesh of his back as he rode through the waves with her.


  


  *****


  


  As Kat trembled around him, James felt dangerously close to losing control, and not of his body. In the many times he'd lain with women and shared carnal pleasures, he'd always managed to distance himself from the intimacy by concentrating on the act itself instead of the person. Only now, he felt overwhelmed by Kat's essence...of her beneath him, all around him, her scents, her cries, her hands, her mouth.... His muscles bunched, readying him for the terrific explosion building in his loins. He plunged inside her silken depths one last time and shuddered his release over and over as sheets of pleasure-pain coursed through his body.


  He slumped over her, smoothed back her hair and kissed her face around the smiles, nuzzling her neck and sharing low growls as their bodies pulsed with latent contractions. He'd suspected the minute he set his gaze upon her that she would be a luxurious lover. James sighed in satisfaction—at least his instincts in that department were still reliable.


  It was only after he rolled to her side, gulping air to slow his pounding pulse that a thunderbolt of realization struck in horrific clarity—he'd actually gasped her name in the throes of his ecstasy.


  Kat...my Pussy-Kat. Floored by his own lapse, and the possible implication to his emotional well- being, James lay stock-still.


  "James?" Propping up on one elbow, Kat tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear and stared down at him. "You look as if you have regrets."


  His mind spinning with revelation, he glanced up into her clear blue eyes and felt like a condemned man. But if he'd learned anything in the last twenty years, he'd learned not to allow the opponent to see the chink in his armor. Act normal, as if his world hadn't just turned bottom side up. So he conjured up a charming smile and gave her a wicked wink. "Just one regret, Pussy-Kat—that we wasted so much time last night sleeping."


  Her laughter filled the room, then she left the bed and walked toward the abandoned breakfast tray. "I'm starving." She lifted the lid and snatched a strawberry.


  "Then let's eat," James suggested cheerfully, glad she seemed at ease with her superbly curved body. Then he shifted as his erection began a slow climb—he only wished he could be so nonchalant about her rounded hips and heavy breasts.


  "I'll be right back," Kat said, then headed toward his bathroom with a wry smile. "I need to clean up your trail."


  James watched her walk away and wondered how she had managed to worm her way into his well-guarded heart in only a couple of days. But even more important, how the devil was he going to evict her from the premises?


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  


  AS JAMES DELIVERED his theory in the cramped interrogation room, Kat wondered if the idea of Denise Womack pulling off the heist sounded as ludicrous to everyone else as it did to her. And on top of her other concerns, she found it difficult to keep her eyes off him while he talked. Since they'd left the hotel, she'd tried not to analyze the emotional fallout of their deed, yet stiff muscles had kept the memory of their energetic lovemaking close at hand.


  Shifting uncomfortably in the metal chair, she flicked her gaze to Valmer Getty as James wrapped up with the information Kat had told him about Denise's penchant for Asian lovers. Dressed in outdated, casual clothes, her attorney sat forward on his seat, nodding his head nonstop in support throughout the recitation.


  The assistant district attorney, a middle-aged woman of Hispanic descent, scribbled notes on a pad with an expensive pen. She looked as though she had been on her way to church when summoned to the station. So far, she hadn't asked a single question.


  "So, Agent Donovan." Detective Tenner rose slowly to assume a wide-legged, authoritative stance—incongruous since his fly was down. "How did you discover the Womack woman had that sum of money deposited in her account?"


  James lifted his shoulders in a casual shrug. "I have my sources—it was a matter of a simple phone call."


  Kat nearly smiled at his nonchalance, but Tenner obviously didn't like James having the jump on him. His eyes narrowed. "I thought someone said you were retired."


  "I am," James affirmed, then offered an amiable smile. "Detective, someone is trying to frame Ms. McKray, and in doing so, is endeavoring to trick you. We can get to the root of this matter if we work together."


  "He's right, Tenner," Valmer chimed in, then extended a sweeping, empathetic smile to the detective and to the D.A. "Plus I'm sure neither your department nor Ms. Pena's needs a lawsuit from my client if she's indicted and tried when the police have substantial evidence that someone else might have perpetrated the crime." Kat felt a surge of appreciation toward Val. And a surge of something stronger toward James.


  Ms. Pena pursed her lips, then capped her pen and stood. "Check it out, Detective. Judge Tyler won't appreciate being disturbed on Sunday morning, but I'll handle the search warrant."


  Tenner gave a curt nod of resignation, then grimaced at James. "I suppose you want to go with me, Secret Agent Man?"


  James nodded. "And I think it would be beneficial if Ms. McKray went along as well—after all, she knows the woman better than anyone else."


  Everyone turned their gaze upon her. She wanted to decline, but Val had instructed her not to talk. Sitting there in silence, she hoped Tenner would object.


  The detective frowned sourly in her direction, then withdrew a nugget of five-cent bubble gum from his pocket and unwrapped it. He noticed his open zipper and righted himself without turning away. "We got about an hour before the warrant’s ready, Ms. McKray. What say we give our polygrapher a call?"


  Kat's heart jumped to her throat. "Now?"


  Ms. Pena nodded in agreement, then addressed Val. "My office is not interested in prosecuting the wrong person, Counselor. Give me enough proof, and we'll drop the charges."


  Valmer smiled magnanimously. "Call your technician—my client has nothing to hide."


  Kat felt James's gaze upon her, but she was too busy trying to look innocent to acknowledge him.


  


  *****


  


  On the other side of a two-way mirror, James sat with Kat's attorney and watched as she was led to a dingy upholstered chair, then connected to several monitors. Her face looked pinched, and her skin pale. He had a bad feeling about the test, primarily due to the fact that Kat herself had seemed less than enthusiastic each time the polygraph had been mentioned. Still, if she was innocent—and he believed her to be—then the results could help clear her name.


  The polygraph machine hummed to life, its avenging needles sliding across the page in a carefree scribble. Kat's eyes widened and she looked terrified.


  Val clucked. "Poor dear is nervous."


  For her sake, James hoped apprehension was the only cause of her anxiety.


  "Relax, Ms. McKray," the spectacled technician said woodenly. "I'll ask you a series of questions and you are to respond yes or no, is that clear?"


  "Yes," she said, causing the needles to shimmy about a quarter inch, then level out.


  "Is your name Katherine McKray?"


  "Yes."


  "Do you live at One Twenty-four Tangled Vine?"


  "Yes."


  "Is your birthday March third?"


  "No."


  "Have you ever been employed by Jellico's Gallery and Museum?"


  "Yes."


  James kept his eye on the polygraph, gratified that she seemed to be relaxing. She answered more mundane questions, then the man asked, "Did you steal the item known as the King George letter?"


  "No."


  "Were you born in the state of California?"


  "Yes."


  "Have you ever stolen an item from the gallery known as Jellico's?"


  "No."


  James watched the needles and pressed his lips together at their movement. The man progressed through a series of about six-dozen questions, of which twenty or so concerned the burglary. The dread in the pit of his stomach grew as the questions, reworded in every possible combination, became more pointed. Kat was visibly relieved when the man announced the test was over.


  "How soon will they have a reading?" James asked Valmer, who had remained silent during the exam.


  "They should call me with an opinion later this afternoon," the man replied, noticeably distracted. "I'll notify Kat immediately."


  "Will she be allowed to take the test again?" James asked, looking the man directly in the eye.


  Valmer stared, then sighed and nodded curtly. "I have to leave. Tell Katherine I'll be in touch."


  She appeared a few moments later, and James gave her Val's message. "How did it go?" he asked, studying her face.


  Fanning herself, she attempted a laugh. "I was so nervous, I could barely concentrate. I probably failed the damn thing."


  James reached out with his finger and tipped her chin until her gaze met his. "This lovely face couldn't belong to a liar," he said softly.


  Her shaky smile was not reassuring.


  


  *****


  


  "I'm not so sure about this," Kat murmured to James.


  "If you're with us, she may be more inclined to talk," he said as they followed Tenner to Denise's apartment door.


  She inhaled deeply and nodded. "Denise is a late riser, especially on the weekends," she offered nervously when Detective Tenner knocked for the third time.


  It was after eleven o'clock and her stomach churned at the prospect of the impending conversation. For an instant, she hoped her friend was off having breakfast with her mystery man. Yet even though she didn't want to believe the worst, she had to concede that Denise did owe her the truth.


  The truth. Kat nearly laughed aloud. She was a fine one to talk, after losing track of the fibs she'd told during the polygraph. Her only hope now was that someone else would be fingered for the crime. While she didn't relish the idea of visiting her best friend in jail, at the moment it ranked slightly higher than the prospect of returning there herself.


  Denise was knotting the sash on her silk robe when she opened the door. Her friend smoothed a thin hand over her sleep-tousled hair, looked straight past Tenner brandishing a shiny ID badge, and narrowed on Kat, who lagged behind everyone else in the hall.


  "Kat? Is everything okay? What's going on?"


  Kat opened her mouth, hoping some kind of reasonable, non-accusatory explanation would emerge. But Tenner cut in, extending his arm against the door, as if he were afraid she would deny them access. "Ms. Womack, I need to ask you more questions about the night of the break-in at Jellico's Gallery."


  The woman's delicate eyebrows furrowed, then she shrugged. "Sure. Come on in."


  Kat hung back, watching as James allowed Officers Campbell and Raines to precede him. When he waved her forward, she shook her head. "I still don't buy it, James."


  He nodded sympathetically. "Then perhaps your friend will recall a detail that will lead us in the right direction."


  She brightened a little, then entered the messy living area of the apartment. If she hadn't known better, she would have sworn that Tenner's men had already searched the place. But Denise was not particular when it came to orderliness.


  The rotund detective glanced around, then said, "Be advised, Ms. Womack, we have a search warrant for your apartment, and you may be considered a suspect in the burglary. Would you like to call an attorney?"


  Kat's stomach rolled as Denise blanched. "Excuse me?" Wheeling toward Kat, Denise's eyes bulged. "Kat, what the hell is going on?"


  "Denise—" Kat began, but Tenner cut her off.


  "Ms. Womack, do you waive the right to have an attorney present?"


  Her friend flushed red and looked him up and down, glaring. "I didn't have anything to do with the break-in, so why would I need an attorney?"


  "So you do waive your right?" Tenner pressed.


  Denise gestured impatiently. "Yeah, yeah, already. Get to the point."


  "Okay," Tenner said smoothly. "Would you mind telling us about the thirty thousand dollars that appeared in your bank account yesterday?"


  Denise crossed her arms over her chest in a protective gesture. "How," she squeaked, "did you get access to my financial records?"


  "Just answer the question, ma’am."


  Her gaze cut to Kat, who squirmed, embarrassed for her.


  "A friend gave it to me," Denise said, then bent to rummage around on an end table, coming up with a crushed pack of cigarettes.


  "In exchange for the letter?" Tenner asked bluntly.


  "The King's letter?" Denise asked, her voice outraged. "Are you nuts?" She looked back to Kat, her expression hurt. "Kat, do you think I had something to do with this?"


  Tenner opened his mouth, but Kat silenced him with a stare, then walked over to her friend. "No, I don't," she said gently. "But if you want to help me and help yourself, just tell the detective what he wants to know. Did your new boyfriend give you the money for your condo?"


  Her friend tossed down the pack of cigarettes with a curse, then turned tear-filled eyes toward her. "Yes. Is that so bad?"


  "No," Kat assured her, laying a hand on her arm. "Just tell the police his name."


  But Denise shook her head miserably. "I can't tell you—I can't tell anyone." A tear slipped down her pale cheek and she roughly brushed it away.


  "So it was gained illegally," the detective said triumphantly.


  "No," Denise snapped. "It was a gift."


  "Oh." Tenner made a clicking sound with his cheek. "A Chinatown sugar daddy? You provide attention and he provides cash?"


  Denise snorted. "You've been watching too much television, Tubby."


  Tenner's face turned grim. "So who is it, Ms. Womack? You've got ten seconds to give me a name, or I'm placing you under arrest."


  The color drained from her face. "You can't do that."


  "It wouldn't be your first time in jail, now would it, Ms. Womack?"


  Kat heard her inhale sharply, then she stiffened.


  Tenner must have sensed her panic. "And we'll find whoever you entertained at Ms. McKray's apartment that night," he said, crossing his arms smugly. "You should have remembered to wipe the prints from the coffee cups."


  Denise's shoulders started to shake and she held a fisted hand to her mouth.


  "Denise," Kat admonished softly, "just tell us the truth."


  Her friend nodded, her nose glowing from unshed tears. "Okay...okay." Denise inhaled, obviously gathering her strength. "The money was a gift from a lover to help me buy this miserable excuse for an apartment. H-Her name is G-Gloria Handelman."


  Kat blinked, then looked at James. He nodded slightly, as if to acknowledge he remembered the woman's name from their earlier conversations.


  "A woman?" Tenner croaked in his seemingly infinite capacity for insensitivity. "Who is this Gloria Handelman? The name sounds familiar."


  "She worked at the gallery for a few months as an administrator," Kat volunteered, still stunned by Denise's revelation. "Her father is Morris Handelman, and most of the family members are serious collectors of historical documents."


  "Not your everyday family hobby," the detective noted.


  "Working at Jellico's was Gloria's first paying job, I think, and she only stayed long enough to find and acquire a half-dozen rare manuscripts through the gallery."


  "Employee discount?" Tenner asked, popping his gum.


  "No, but the job gave her access to the names of other private collectors, and she knew immediately when documents hit the market."


  "Sounds like the primo job for a collector. Why did she quit?"


  "I never knew," Kat replied. "But I do know that the Handelmans were to be one of our prime bidders for the King's letter—Gloria's mother wanted it, so Morris was determined to buy it for her."


  The detective pulled out a yellowed pocket notebook and pencil stub. "So this Gloria Handelman is familiar with the gallery security?"


  Kat glanced sadly at her friend. "Yes."


  James stepped toward them. "Ms. Womack," he said gently, "was this Handelman woman the same person who had a cup of coffee with you at Kat's Friday night?"


  Looking miserable, Denise nodded. "I guess it's pretty obvious why I lied about having company. But I called Gloria to chat and she wanted to come by to give me the check." She smiled sadly at Kat. "I was embarrassed and afraid you would disapprove."


  Kat's heart squeezed and she patted her friend's hand.


  "Ms. Womack," James continued, "did you see Ms. Handelman take anything from Ms. McKray's bedroom?"


  "Absolutely not."


  "Did you leave Ms. Handelman alone in the apartment?"


  Denise shook her head, then stopped. "No, wait—I ran down to my car to get an art book I'd bought for her."


  "Did she have a bag with her?" James pressed. "One large enough to conceal garments, such as a coat and hat she might have taken from Kat’s apartment?"


  Her brow furrowed. "A black athletic bag—she said she'd just come from the gym and didn't want to risk having her racket stolen by leaving it in her car." Her scowl deepened. "But why would she have gone to so much trouble? Her family is richer than the Rockefellers—and the money her dad would have spent on the letter is a drop in the bucket to the Handelmans."


  Tenner scribbled furiously. "What time did she leave?"


  Denise sniffed, then squinted. "Around eight-thirty. I folded a load of towels after she left, then came back here."


  "Were you alone all night?" Tenner asked.


  "Yes," Denise said pointedly.


  James cleared his throat. "Ms. McKray mentioned that you requested a private tour of the gallery several weeks ago."


  Denise reddened. "Gloria talks about galleries and museums all the time—I just wanted to be able to converse with her, that's all." Her face crumpled with concern. "Are you going to drag her into all this?"


  "Sorry, ma'am," Tenner said, sounding not the least bit sorry. "She'll have to answer some questions, same as you."


  Kat felt Denise's hand on her arm. "Kat, I'm sorry I lied, but I honestly didn't think there was any connection to the break-in." She smiled, her eyes watery. "I'd hate to think that Gloria could have done such a thing, but I'd never knowingly withhold evidence that would take the heat off you."


  Her heart expanded with affection for her friend. "Don't worry, Denise, everything will be fine." Kat gave her friend a long, rocking hug, during which Denise whispered, "So, are you in love or what?"


  Kat pulled back and opened her mouth to protest, but for once, Denise's expression was void of teasing. She decided to be honest, especially since Denise had just bared her soul to an audience of virtual strangers. "I don't know," she murmured sincerely.


  A smile bloomed on Denise's face. "Toldja you needed a man," she said in hushed tones.


  


  *****


  


  Tenner scratched himself indiscreetly. "The more we stir this pile, the more it stinks."


  James stopped, a hamburger halfway to his mouth. The man had an uncanny sense of bad timing. He glanced sideways at Kat, who bit back a smile as she dipped a french fry in a mountain of catsup.


  "The case is certainly more complicated than we first believed," James agreed.


  "It's taking longer to get a search warrant for the Handelman woman's apartment." The detective rubbed his grubby thumb over his fingers in a gesture that said "money." "Looks like no one wants to step on their toes." He belched, excused himself, then added. "Another hour—maybe two."


  Wincing at his manners, James asked, "Have you checked out everyone at the gallery?"


  "Didn't see much use," Tenner said through a mouthful of chili nachos.


  Pushing aside his half-eaten burger, James snatched one of Kat's fries and, curious, dipped it in the catsup. "Anyone at the gallery could have taken Kat's key ring, duplicated her apartment key, and returned them without her knowing." He took a tentative bite of the french fry, then pursed his lips in concession to Kat's taste in fast food.


  "I've still got that list of employees that Guy Trent came up with," Tenner admitted.


  "What about Guy Trent himself?" James asked. "He's practically a black—" Kat dug her elbow sharply into his ribs, stealing his breath. He'd forgotten she'd gone to great lengths to keep her sordid work arrangement private.


  The detective wiped his mouth, missing badly. "What's that?"


  James straightened and frowned at Kat, but unable to match the intensity of her glare, relented. "Um, blackheart. He struck me as being an unlikable fellow."


  "Why would he sabotage his own place?" Tenner asked.


  "The break-in has resulted in a lot of publicity for the gallery," James pointed out. "I'll bet admission sales have increased."


  "Temporarily," Kat agreed. "But we expected droves of people for the showing of the letter, plus the gallery would have earned a commission from the auction—a few hundred curiosity seekers can't make up for the money lost."


  "What if the letter had turned out to be a fraud?" Tenner asked.


  "Then the auction would be canceled, and Lady Mercer would probably receive some token amount from her insurance company."


  "And if it's never found?"


  "Then the owner would have a case for the full value of the insurance policy, twenty-five thousand if I remember correctly, which the insurer will seek to extract from Jellico's." She angled her head toward him. "Is Lady Mercer distraught over the loss?"


  James grimaced—he had never heard more vile words spew from Tania's mouth than when she had returned his call. In rather unladylike terms, she had made it very clear she wanted the American woman who had stolen her chance at worldwide celebrity to perish in prison. "She is rightfully concerned about her investment," he said carefully. "If the letter isn’t recovered, the insurance money won’t even cover the expenses of having the document transported to the States. Detective, did your men fingerprint the compass Kat found at her apartment?"


  "Yep—just Ms. McKray’s prints on it, same as the jewelry, same as the security badge."


  "Were there any fibers on the clothing? Hair?"


  "Just hers."


  "Have you sent anyone to Chinatown to see if the letter is floating around?"


  Tenner picked his teeth. "No, and that's a pretty good idea, except they clam up tighter than a vir—" He looked at Kat. "The Chinese aren't very talkative around the police."


  James glanced at his watch and unfolded himself stiffly from the hard swivel chair. Damn, she'd given him quite a workout this morning. "Call me when you get the warrant and we'll meet you at the Handelman woman's place." He motioned for Kat to bring the remainder of her lunch with her.


  "Where're you going, Donovan? I thought we were working on this together." Tenner looked crestfallen, but James wasn't about to expose his local sources to the man. Kat had walked away to dispose of their trash, so James leaned toward the man and said, "We need some time alone."


  Looking like a wounded dog, Tenner said, "High time to be thinking with your crotch, Donovan. We got a case to solve."


  Smirking, James said, "I'm trained to keep several plates in the air at once, Tenner."


  Tenner frowned as Kat walked up to the table.


  "Ready?" James's gaze raked her glorious figure with appreciation. She was demurely tucked into tailored slacks and a high-collared shirt, topped with a sensible wool jacket. Her hair was fastened back in a tight wad, and her wire-rimmed glasses perched on the end of her nose. Only a discriminating eye would recognize what lay beneath the plain brown wrapping. Snatches of their morning tumble surfaced in his mind and he suddenly wished they were indeed off to share a romantic tryst.


  Thankfully oblivious to his lusty thoughts, she grabbed her purse. "Where are we going?" she asked when they reached the sidewalk.


  He forced his mind back to the case. The sooner he wrapped up this mess, the sooner he could leave San Francisco. And the sooner he left San Francisco, the sooner he could shake these visions of cold English nights with Kat curled up next to him.


  Ah, New York...a city where he could immerse himself in fun, frivolity, and anonymity for a few weeks. New York would be the perfect place to distract him from these discomfiting thoughts of becoming...what was the word he was looking for? Monogamous. James shuddered.


  "James?" Kat's voice yanked him from his train of thought. "Where are we going?"


  He stared into her blue eyes for several seconds, perturbed by the power she wielded over his psyche. "To resolve this predicament as quickly as possible," he said brusquely. "I have no intention of staying here forever."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  


  KAT WAS SO TROUBLED by James's comment that she nearly plowed into him when he stopped to make a phone call.


  "Who are you calling?"


  "An associate," he said, his tone all business. He turned his body to exclude her from the conversation, but she stepped close and listened anyway, her feelings smarting. Her little theory about the "morning-after syndrome" was kicking in—and apparently the malady was universal.


  "This is Agent James Donovan, on assignment in San Francisco. I need to speak with Antonio, please. The code word is 'Black Mulligan.'...Yes, I'll wait."


  Kat's pulse picked up. Code word? Did they really say stuff like that?


  "Antonio? Agent James Donovan here. Good to speak with you again too. I'm in town looking into the disappearance of a piece of fine art, and have reason to believe it may have been sold on the black market....Yes....Very good. I'll be there, with a—" he paused and Kat's ears perked up. "With a female companion. Thank you."


  He hung up and Kat stepped away, feigning fascination with a banged-up coffee table in the window of an antiques shop.


  "A future project?"


  She turned and gave him a crooked smile. "Maybe my own business one of these days. A girl's got to pay the rent somehow."


  "So you won't be going back to Jellico's?"


  She shook her head slowly, suddenly melancholy for all the years that Jellico's had been her second home. "Even if Guy would take me back, it's time for me to move on."


  His brow creased. "Will you stay in the city?"


  "I'm not sure. I have a friend in Los Angeles who's been trying to get me to come work for him for years." She gestured to his phone. "Are you finished?"


  "Yes," he said, rolling his wrist to check his watch. "And we have an appointment in Chinatown in thirty minutes."


  He handed her a card with the name and address of the bakery where they were expected printed neatly. "With whom?"


  "Someone who will keep an eye out for the infamous letter."


  "Who?"


  James sighed. "I don't know his name, and for the love of God, don't ask him when we get there."


  Going to Chinatown to meet a stranger who moved in the underworld of the black market. It was all so, so...clandestine. Her heart pounded with excitement, her skin tingled with anticipation. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she said, "Let's go."


  "I'll hail a cab," he said, stepping to the curb.


  "James, you're in San Francisco. Van Ness is just a couple of blocks over—we'll take the trolley and still get there in plenty of time." His car was still at the police station.


  He winced. "A trolley really isn’t my style."


  "Fine," she said, pushing up her glasses. "I'll meet you there." Then she turned and started walking.


  "Kat!" he called, his voice flat with impatience. His second attempt sounded more cordial. "Kat, I need the address—I don't even know where this place is."


  She turned, walking backward and farther away from him with her hands raised, palms up. "Guess you're going to have to depend on me for a while, Agent Donovan."


  His mouth twisted in resignation, and he began walking after her. "Okay...uncle." He caught up to her in a few strides but his face remained stoic. Kat felt burdensome for preempting his trip to New York, and disappointed that his demeanor toward her had changed since this morning.


  Then she kicked herself mentally. What had she expected? That this morning’s tryst would mean something to him? When would she learn that men were simple creatures driven by base needs...regardless if they were American, European, or Martian. Take James for instance—strip away his impeccable clothes and his suave accent, and what was left?


  Kat winced. A gorgeous, naked, mute man with a big gun.


  So why did sex have to change things? Because it erased the thrill of the chase? Didn't the thrill of the catch count anymore?


  Biting back a sigh, she chalked up another one to experience. Right now, though, she needed this man's help. So she swallowed her wounded feelings, donned a cheerful smile, and played tour guide, indicating shops and other points of interest along the way. After a few minutes, James seemed to relax, asking questions about the local architecture. By the time they'd reached the trolley stop, he seemed to be in better spirits.


  "Sit or stand?" she asked, climbing onto a red car the size of a small school bus. Clear vinyl window covers had been rolled down in deference to the mild weather, funneling a salty breeze across the passengers' faces.


  "Stand," he said, wrapping one large hand around a pole. The driver rang a bell, then the car lurched into motion, heading directly downhill.


  "You have to lean out to get the best view," she yelled, showing him. The sensation of hurtling into the heart of the city with the wind blowing on her face was a thrill she never tired of, even though she'd experienced it dozens, perhaps hundreds of times since childhood. The car moved at a speed just slow enough to allow a passing glimpse of the stunning homes and store fronts on either side of the street, but fast enough to cause her stomach to flutter.


  To her surprise, James seemed to be enjoying it too. A smile creased his face as he leaned out precariously far, the wind tousling his thick dark hair and flapping his tailored sport coat. His head pivoted to take in their surroundings.


  Watching him, Kat's breath caught in her throat. He was an enigma to her, this man. Scary yet safe, powerful yet vulnerable, sexy yet professional...her mind was crowded with the impact of his synergy, the whole person. She was sadly aware that his affection, attraction—whatever he'd felt for her—was dwindling rapidly as he became increasingly anxious to be on his way.


  The architecture abruptly changed to Asian influence as they rolled into the outskirts of Chinatown. Often mistaken for a simple tourist haven, even Kat had to remind herself that above the souvenir shops and restaurants, entire families lived in the confines of one or two small rooms.


  "The next stop is ours," she said loudly, and he indicated he'd heard her.


  When the car squealed to a stop, they jumped down, Kat's cheeks stinging from the exhilarating ride.


  "A most commendable mode of transportation, Ms. McKray," James conceded with a smile, running his fingers through his hair.


  Gratified, Kat pointed down a sidewalk crowded with shoppers and street vendors. "The bakery is down this street and around the corner." As they walked toward their meeting place, Kat's pulse picked up. "Do you think whoever stole the letter sold it already?"


  James shrugged. "If the Handelman woman took it, she would have kept it. But if someone else—let's say your boss—stole it or arranged to have it stolen, then chances are good they would have gotten rid of it as soon as possible."


  "So you don't think Gloria Handelman did it?"


  "I'm simply covering all bases so the thief doesn't benefit from time spent on chasing misleading clues."


  "And you still suspect my boss?"


  James pursed his lips and lifted one black brow. "After that miserable performance at the polygraph machine this morning, perhaps I should still suspect you."


  Kat nearly stumbled, unable to meet his gaze. "I was just nervous, that's all—I told you I didn't steal that damned letter."


  "That's fortunate, because Lady Mercer is out for blood."


  "I can't blame her," Kat said with sincerity, wondering if speaking with his supposedly former lover had something to do with his distance. Maybe the woman was still a fixture in his life, or at least in his heart.


  "This is the place," she announced, stopping at a white building with a winged window front, full of colorful baked goodies. Double doors were propped open to handle the flow of foot traffic.


  "Smells good," he said. "We're a little early—how about coffee?"


  She nodded, craning her neck to scrutinize the people sitting at the half-full tables near the back, expecting to see a man dressed in a trench coat, with a fedora pulled low over his eyes.


  "Why don't you get us a table? And try to be less conspicuous, Miss Marple." He turned toward the tall glass counter.


  Kat frowned at his back, then chose a table in the corner, farthest from the door and near the bathrooms. At the counter, James bent at the waist, pointed to something behind the glass case, and held up two fingers to the elderly woman who waited on him.


  Kat glanced around the nondescript walls dotted with inexpensive Oriental art and perused the dreary tables and chairs. She wondered how many secretly arranged meetings had taken place here, perhaps even at this very table. She wiped her moist hands on a paper napkin from the holder on the table and tried to relax.


  James approached her, holding two paper cups of coffee in his joined hands and a small wax bag under his elbow. "I thought we might have a treat."


  Kat leaned forward and lowered her voice. "Is he here?"


  James looked at her pointedly. "No, he isn't." He took a seat across from hers. "You might have picked a cleaner spot."


  Frowning at the tabletop, her defenses rose. "Well, it looks clean to me."


  "Ma'am," James called to the woman behind the counter who had waited on him, "Would you be so kind as to send someone out to wipe our table?"


  He was a neat freak, she decided, straining to see whatever it was on the shiny Formica table that concerned him.


  A young girl emerged from behind the glass food display, brandishing a wet cloth and offering them a shy smile. "So sorry," she said, her English only slightly influenced by a Chinese accent.


  "No problem," Kat felt obliged to offer as she lifted her cup for the girl to scrub vigorously beneath.


  "Do you have a photo of the item, sir?" the girl asked so smoothly and quietly, Kat almost didn't hear her. When she realized they had met their informant, she snapped up her head to stare. Only after she felt James pressing the toe of his shoe down on hers did she force herself to relax and look away from the girl—who couldn't have been more than sixteen.


  "Unfortunately, no picture," James replied, taking a sip of the coffee and not looking directly at her. "It's a three-page letter on yellow parchment, the dimensions of each sheet about five by seven inches. Written in German, the letter is unsigned, but reputed to have been authored by King George III to a paramour."


  "When did it disappear?"


  "Friday night, just after midnight, from a gallery called Jellico's. Estimated worth on the market, twenty thousand dollars."


  "And where can you be reached?"


  "Flagiron Hotel, under the name Donovan—James Donovan."


  At the sound of him announcing his name, a shiver raised the hair on Kat's arms.


  "There," the girl said in a louder voice, giving the table a final swipe. "So sorry for the inconvenience, sir."


  "Thank you," he said, inclining his dark head in a curt nod. He remained silent as she walked away and calmly opened the wax paper bag to withdraw a dry, speckled cookie. "Would you like a biscuit for your coffee?" he asked Kat, as if nothing had transpired.


  "Um, yes," she said, reaching into the bag and taking the other one. She studied his impassive face as he broke the cookie in two and took a crumbly bite.


  "This is your life, isn't it?" she asked, hearing the wonder in her own voice.


  A tiny frown crimped the area between his eyebrows. "What do you mean?"


  "Secret phone calls, informants, guns, investigations—you know, high drama."


  "You make it sound glamorous," he said with a small laugh.


  "Isn't it?"


  He chewed another bite of cookie before answering. "It isn't boring, but it's far from glamorous, I assure you."


  "But the travel, the danger—"


  "Is exhausting," he said, punctuated by an abbreviated nod. "I'm rather glad to be rid of it full-time."


  "So from now on, you can pick and choose your assignments?"


  He nodded, his smile satisfied. "In fact, I took this job primarily to learn a bit about the fine arts industry. I have a job offer at the Webster museum in London to look into some improprieties, but I had little better than a layman's understanding." He took a sip of the coffee, then another. "Mr. Muldoon was kind enough to give me a crash course during our lengthy flight, and you have added to my knowledge as well." He gave her hand a friendly pat, as if she were a helpful pet instead of the woman with whom he'd most recently shared his body.


  "So you're going to take the London museum job?" she asked, her heart contracting at the thought of him returning to England.


  "If I ever get to leave this place," he said, revealing one dimple in a dry half-grin. He bent his head to check his phone, then frowned.


  "Is that Tenner?" she asked, finishing her coffee. She felt a crushing urgency to solve the case and release James from his inconvenient obligation.


  "No, I was just checking to see if I'd missed his call," he said. "And I wonder what's taking so bloody long."


  "According to Denise, Gloria doesn't live far from here, so we can get there in no time. Let's take a walk."


  He shrugged, exhibiting typical male disinterest in window-shopping. "Sure."


  But Kat wasn't interested in shopping either—she simply wanted to escape the intimate setting of the bakery where they were forced to converse over a tiny table. She didn't like this push-pull feel radiating between them; it was too awkward and too draining.


  She set off in the direction of the trolley car, walking slowly to hide the turmoil inside her head. They strolled by several T-shirt shops, a butcher shop that featured some pretty unappetizing fare hanging in the window, and a few furniture stores. Outside one of the more upscale boutiques, Kat stopped by a rack of men's fine silk ties and fingered through them, thinking of Valmer. He'd already told her he wouldn't accept money for her representation, but she wanted to give him some small token of her thankfulness.


  "I'm going to buy this for Val," she said, selecting a teal-colored tie with tiny yellow shadow boxes.


  


  *****


  


  "Nice," James agreed, walking his fingers through several on the rack. Kat was very thoughtful person, he decided, thinking he probably should select a gift for his sister while he had the time. He followed Kat inside, pausing to allow his eyes to adjust to the dim interior. She definitely had chosen one of the nicer shops—marble floors, twinkling chandeliers. An impressive array of clothing, jewelry, intricate china, and art spilled upward to a second story.


  A tall glass cabinet filled with figurines caught his eye and he made his way toward it. Most of the statues were various forms of Oriental erotica: nude figures, both sexes, separate but entwineable in various positions to form an add-on orgy of massive proportions if the collector desired. Like the diversity of the human body, some of the primitive figurines boasted flamboyant breasts and genitals, some were nearly androgynous. Jade pervaded, but wood, black soapstone, and even ivory were shown, with staggering price tags.


  "I see you found the good stuff," Kat said near his shoulder. She held a small paper bag under her arm as she returned her wallet to her purse.


  "Most intriguing," he admitted, a bit flustered from her sudden appearance. "Are these common?"


  "Not this quality."


  "Quite dear," he noted, indicating the price tags.


  "And these are fairly new pieces," she added. "Antique erotica figurines bring astronomical prices. Jellico's buys every one we can get our hands on, but the old ones rarely come on the market."


  "I rather like these," James said. "Would you help me choose a couple of pieces?"


  Her head swung around, her eyes slightly questioning. Looking into those blue depths, James saw something that struck terror in his heart: a nucleus around which to build a future. For the first time in his life, he felt...did he dare even think it? Defenseless.


  "I'm asking for your professional advice on an investment," he assured her, detaching himself from the implied intimacy surrounding the figurines.


  She pressed her lips together, nodding. "Of course. What is your price range?"


  "My price range is the cost of whichever two you choose."


  "I didn't realize you were a collector."


  "I'm not," he confessed. "Simply because I've never before found anything I deemed worth collecting."


  Giving him a small smile, she turned and waved for a sales clerk. Once the cabinet was open, she accepted a pair of cotton gloves from the woman and walked around the cabinet, scrutinizing every piece on the four shelves.


  He watched her move—her brow furrowed in concentration, her eyes alight with excitement—and again he was struck by the sensuality she exuded. She picked up a few of the figures one by one, weighed them in her gloved hand, then examined them closely. A couple she even went so far as to caress, paying special attention to a standing jade male about ten inches tall, thick through the shoulders and thighs and heavily sexed. His arms, crudely fashioned but effectively rendered, were slightly lifted, as if he were reaching out to someone.


  She replaced the figure, and looked up. "Do you have a preference?"


  He smiled and crossed his arms, enjoying himself immensely. "Actually, I was thinking one male and one female."


  Kat gave him a wry smile, then nudged aside a kneeling ivory male to select a wooden female, lying on her side, knees bent. "I had assumed that much, but as far as the materials are concerned, or the...um...the positions?"


  She blushed adorably, he decided. "All of the materials are superb. And as far as the positions go"—he grinned and splayed his hands—"I don't discriminate."


  "D-Do you have a special place in mind to display them?" she asked, turning her attention back to the cabinet.


  "My library, or perhaps my bedroom," he said, but instead of picturing the statues on display, all he could conjure up were images of Kat moving through his big, drafty home, adding warmth in her wake. He forced his attention back to the present, and noticed she had once again returned to the big jade male.


  "I like him too," he announced, causing her to glance up.


  She frowned. "He doesn't seem to have a partner, though. As magnificent as they are, all the females seem so...so insignificant next to him."


  The Chinese saleswoman, who had faded into the background, made a clucking noise. "Very observant—the owner has the female in his office upstairs."


  James pursed his lips. "May we see her?"


  The woman hesitated, then nodded curtly. "I will bring her."


  The instant he saw her, James wanted her. Buxom and lush-hipped, her hair pooled behind her on the ground to counterbalance her arched body, thrust forward to meet her missing partner. When the clerk set her in front of the male, her energy flowed into his. They might have been carved from the same stone, a perfect complement...yin and yang.


  "How much?" James asked, striving to keep the urgency out of his voice.


  The woman remained silent for several seconds, her gaze straight ahead, her mouth twisting in thought. James caught Kat's gaze and, wondering if he should make an offer, lifted his eyebrows. But she answered with an almost imperceptible shake of her head.


  Another moment passed, and the woman seemed to be struggling with her decision. At last, she nodded and named a price—double the price of the male, but half of what James had been willing to pay.


  "Done," he said, relief and something akin to joy filling his chest. After the woman secured the cabinet, James also selected a silk shawl for his sister, glad when Kat seconded his choice of black and silver.


  "That was quite a coup," Kat said when the woman disappeared to pack the treasures.


  "I'm rather pleased," he admitted. "Thank you for your inspiration."


  Confusion flitted over her face and she shook her head. "You cinched the deal."


  "Ah, but you have given me a heightened awareness for beautiful things." Wispy baby hair, dislodged from her bun by the trolley ride, framed her face. Her eyes were luminous, making him want to get to the person hiding behind those spectacles. That woman in his arms this morning.


  She laughed. "If I have stirred your interest in launching a collection, then I'm pleased."


  James opened his mouth to tell her exactly which of his interests she had stirred, but the woman returned, carrying two plain brown boxes, a wide smile on her face. "It's the last time they will be separated. After this, I know you will keep them together."


  Nodding in assurance, James handed her a gold credit card and said, "I hope the owner isn't too distressed when he finds her missing."


  The woman wrinkled her nose and dismissed his concern with a wave of her hand. "He's my husband, and he doesn't deserve her."


  He felt touched that the woman was willing to anger her spouse in order to see the "couple" together—and awed that the woman trusted him to honor the pair's bond.


  The woman walked around the counter and handed one box to James, one to Kat, then tucked the bag with the shawl beneath his arm. "Happiness to you both," she said as they left the store, and it struck him that she thought he and Kat were a couple too.


  He had never been part of a couple, and the label wrapped around him like a starched flannel robe straight from the clothier's—rather ill-fitting and uncomfortable, but tolerable because it had the potential of becoming a favored garment.


  Out on the sidewalk, Kat smirked in his direction. "That was a very expensive little trip."


  "But worth it," James proclaimed, happier than in recent memory. He felt a faint vibration at his waist. "And that must be Tenner," he said, nodding to his phone. For once the detective's timing was perfect.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  


  


  GLORIA HANDELMAN was also a late riser, Kat noted wryly, considering the afternoon hour of three o'clock was nearly half spent when the woman answered the door in roomy striped pajamas. Kat would have recognized her, but the changes she'd made to herself were blatantly irreverent—perhaps part of a "coming out" statement?


  She was a thin, angular person, boyishly built and sporting cropped, peroxide-white hair. At least ten earrings studded the rims of both ears. When Tenner waved his badge, she yawned widely and held her temple as if she had a headache. Or a hangover.


  "You’d better not be selling Amway," she said, her thin, crooked eyebrows crumpled together.


  "Ms. Handelman, we have a search warrant for your apartment. I'm Detective Tenner from the city police department. This is Agent James Donovan and—"


  "Katherine?" The woman's eyes widened. "What the hell is going on?"


  Kat stepped forward. "There was a break-in at Jellico's Friday night."


  The woman's mouth twisted and she nodded. "Oh, yeah—the letter. Dad called and said Mom was inconsolable, then asked what the hell he was going to do about a birthday gift. I suggested getting her a woman, but he wasn't amused."


  Kat smiled awkwardly, trying to squash the image of this woman with her best friend. "Detective Tenner would like to ask you some questions—may we come in?"


  Officers Campbell and Raines didn't wait for an answer, but simply stepped into the apartment and split up. Gloria gave them a murderous look. "Know that anything you morons break is probably worth both your salaries for a year." She turned back to the door and squinted. "Detective, um, Tenner, is it? Do you know who my father is?"


  "Yep...can I use your bathroom?" He rubbed his stomach. "The chili dog I had for lunch is working on me."


  Kat smothered a smile.


  Gloria scowled. "Try the gas station across the street."


  "Okay," Tenner said cheerfully. "After we talk."


  Anger lit her eyes, then Gloria stepped back sweeping her arm magnanimously. "I don't know how I can help, but sure, come on in—what is this, Sunday afternoon?"


  The woman’s apartment was breathtaking, filled with expensive, smart furnishings and dressed in an offbeat flair that Kat bet was Gloria's doing, and no designer's.


  "I'm sure you'll understand if I don't offer you a seat," she said, smiling tightly.


  "That's all right," Tenner said, rubbing his stomach again. "I probably should stand. Now then, can you account for your whereabouts Saturday morning between the hours of midnight and one o'clock?"


  Confusion clouded her pale eyes and she shook her head slightly. "Wait a minute—you think I broke into the museum?" She laughed in high-pitched amusement and dropped into an armless leopard-skin chair. "Detective, that is the most fun I've been accused of in a while."


  "So you have an alibi?" Tenner pressed.


  She smiled dreamily, as if a life of crime was a direction she hadn't considered, but might give serious thought. Then she looked heavenward. "Let's see, I was at Barishka's Friday night—or was that last night?" She glanced back to Tenner. "No, I'm sure it was Friday. Dragged myself home around three or three-thirty."


  "That's a lesbian bar right?"


  Gloria nodded. "Lesbians, drag queens, and wide-eyed, curious heteros."


  "Did you go to the bar after you visited Denise Womack at Ms. McKray's apartment?" the detective asked, pursing his lips.


  She gave Kat a surprised look. "Oh, you know about that. Well, I for one am glad it's out in the open, although I'm not sure Denise is ready to deal with it just yet. She's worried about what you'll think, Katherine."


  "What prompted your visit to Ms. McKray's?" James asked, breaking his silence for the first time.


  Gloria flicked her eyes over him appreciatively. "To give Denise a check for a down payment on her condo—why she wants the dump, though, I can't fathom."


  Tenner grunted. "Did she need the check that night?"


  She shook her head. "I think she has a few weeks to get the money together. But Kat's place is on the way to the club where I work out, and I wanted to give Denise some peace of mind. We had a cup of coffee and cold pizza."


  "Detective," Officer Raines interrupted, holding up a large black gym bag he'd pulled from a coat closet. Tenner walked over to retrieve it, then unzipped it and rifled through the contents.


  "If you're looking for dirty underwear, you're out of luck," Gloria offered dryly.


  "Ms. Handelman," James said, crossing his arms, "would you mind telling us why you left Jellico's?"


  Gloria shrugged her bony shoulders. "Boredom—oh, sometimes it was exciting, but the day-in, day-out stuff was a drag."


  "Yeah," Tenner chimed in. "Working for a living stinks, doesn't it?"


  Her thin mouth pulled back into an arrogant smile.


  He handed the bag back to Raines, then frowned at Gloria. "Ms. McKray tells us your family wanted that letter badly...bad enough for you to steal it?"


  Kat shifted nervously at the expression on Gloria's face. Tenner was treading on thin ice—the woman could have him for a snack if she wanted.


  "Detective, my parents derive their enjoyment of having an expensive manuscript collection from being able to display it prominently and make all their rich friends green with envy. I can assure you they have no interest in something which has to be squirreled away for fear of prosecution."


  "What about you?"


  "I'm only interested in Victorian correspondence between homosexual lovers—if it turns out he wrote the letter to a man, call me. And as for as hiding anything—" Her gaze cut to James. "Everything about me is available for inspection."


  One of James's dimples appeared and Kat felt an irrational zing of jealousy. Gloria Handelman was notoriously bisexual.


  Tenner was growing impatient. "I'll need the names of people who saw you at Barishka's around midnight."


  She shrugged again, searching her memory. "Everyone on the staff knows me, and the regular weekend customers were there—wait a minute." A wicked smile crept across her face. "Here's the name of someone you might know...Ronald Beaman."


  Shock bolted through Kat. "Ronald?"


  "Jellico's head of security?" James asked.


  Gloria nodded, pleased with herself. "Ron likes to dress up on his nights off—he has a bent toward long, feminine skirts and high heels."


  Tenner expelled a noisy sigh and scratched his head. "Wigs?"


  "Dark, shoulder-length. Looks pretty good too."


  The detective winced. "Damn."


  "You should drop by there tonight. On Sundays they have a drag queen pageant at seven, with talent competition and everything." She winked. "And Ron does a great Tina Turner impression."


  


  *****


  


  James felt more than a little self-conscious standing offstage with Tenner and Kat, waiting for Ron Beaman to finish a teeth-jarring rendition of "Proud Mary." The detective had hoped to catch Beaman off guard, and from the gaped expression on the man's face when he skipped off stage, blowing kisses to the audience, Tenner had certainly achieved his goal.


  "Nice duds, Beaman," Tenner said sarcastically.


  "H-How..." The security guard was speechless, his hand to his fake bosom, his eyes darting from face to face.


  "Never mind how," Tenner barked. "Where were you Friday night between midnight and one o'clock?"


  "H-Here," Ronald whispered, dragging the wig from his head to reveal a stocking cap. Without the hair, his fake eyelashes and heavy makeup looked clownish.


  "I'll take that," the detective snapped, grasping the wig by thumb and forefinger. "And you're lying because the bartender already told us you left before midnight."


  Moisture welled up in Beaman's eyes.


  "Okay...okay. I left w-with a man. I'll give you his name, but you have to promise not to go to his house." A tear slid down his rouged cheek. "His wife doesn't know and neither does mine."


  "Don't even think about skipping town," Tenner warned, shaking the wig at him. "If we've been on a damned wild-goose chase and it turns out you're the bird, your wife's reaction to your sideline will be the least of your worries, Tina."


  Gloria Handelman, dressed in a painful-looking sling of black leather, lifted her hand in a little wave from the bar as they made their way toward the door, then added punctuation by giving Tenner the finger.


  "I think she digs me," he said as they walked outside.


  The man was as smart as a tree, James decided. "Maybe you should join her," he suggested. "That is, unless we can come up with just one more lead suspect before midnight," he added sarcastically.


  The detective snorted. "Think it was Beaman?"


  James shook his head slowly. "I'd be surprised, although he could have been in on it with someone else."


  "Ms. McKray," Tenner said, turning toward her. "Do you have any theories?"


  Kat jerked her head up. "Are you saying, Detective, that you no longer think I’m involved?"


  He gave a curt nod. "We might never catch the person who staged that break-in, but I'm not interested in putting an innocent woman in jail. I'll make a call to Ms. Pena's office in the morning to ask her to drop the charges."


  Relief flooded James's body at the same time Kat's face erupted into smiles, her openmouthed laughter music to his ears. Yet even as he gave her shoulders a squeeze, James felt his chest constrict. Should he leave now? The letter wasn't any closer to being found, yet somehow he felt as if his duty had been done. So why did he feel torn?


  "Come on, I'll give you both a lift," Tenner said, taking Kat's elbow. "His hotel and your apartment are on my way."


  "Well, actually," Kat said, biting her lower hp, "I'm staying at the Flagiron."


  Tenner lifted an eyebrow.


  "In my own room," she added hurriedly. "And just until I get the locks changed on my doors tomorrow."


  "Good idea," Tenner said as they stopped by his faded car. "Considering someone was able to waltz in and out of there like they knew the place."


  James held open the front passenger door for Kat, then claimed the seat behind her in the boat-size, four-door sedan. The inside smelled moldy and he was rather glad the interior light had expired so he couldn't see what scuffed and rattled beneath his feet.


  The detective rolled into the front seat. "So, Agent Donovan, when is a good time tomorrow for me and you to question this guy who's supposedly fooling around with Beaman?"


  James realized with a start that at some point, the detective had passed him the lead in handling the investigation. Just when he was thinking of making his escape to New York...his escape from Katherine McKray. "I'm not sure of my schedule at the moment," he said vaguely. "I'll call you, Detective."


  The ride to the hotel seemed interminable to James. Kat was talkative, no doubt buoyed by news of her impending freedom, and Tenner apologized for his men making such a mess of her apartment. When she responded that she would be moving soon anyway, James pursed his lips in thought. So she had decided to take the job in Los Angeles. Well, jolly good for her.


  He sat back against the seat and crossed his arms, frowning as something crunched beneath his left hip. Now when he remembered their brief time together in San Francisco, he couldn't picture her moving around in her apartment, or listening to the jazz band at Torbett's, or leaning over the side of a trolley car, smiling into the wind.


  Instead she'd be in Los Angeles breathing smog and getting shot at on the crowded roadways. He scoffed silently. Foolish woman—didn't she know how dangerous it would be to live there alone?


  "L.A is terrific," Tenner said. "Lots of nightlife, and celebrities everywhere. Young, pretty girl like you will love it—might even marry yourself a movie star."


  While Kat murmured her thanks, James resisted the temptation to lean forward and bop the man on the top of his round head.


  "Here we are," the detective said cheerfully, throwing the car into park with a lurch.


  "You don't have to get out," James assured him, scrambling out to open Kat's door.


  But Tenner emerged and walked around to the trunk, holding up a key. "Don't forget about your boxes—I wouldn't want my wife to think I'd bought her a gift or something." He laughed and slapped James on the back.


  James couldn't hide his surprise. "You're married?"


  "Hell, yes. Eighteen years. Three great kids—all girls." He pulled up his polyester pants and rocked back on his heels.


  Good God, out of all the women in this gigantic country, how had Tenner managed to bumble onto the one girl who was desperate enough to marry him? And worse—James gulped—sleep with him, at least three times.


  "Most wonderful woman on the face of the earth," Tenner said, his voice growing uncharacteristically warm. "Can't wait to get home—she always has a nice cup of hot chocolate waiting for me. 'Night, folks."


  Kat shifted the box she held to her hip and watched Tenner drive away. "How sweet."


  James grunted, realized he sounded like Tenner, then said, "Some people thrive on domesticity." He hadn't meant to sound quite so disdainful, but there it was and he couldn't take it back.


  Kat tipped her head back and looked into his eyes. "And some people thrive on arrogance." Then she turned and marched toward the hotel entrance.


  James followed, feeling grumpy, and caught up with her at the elevator. "I apologize," he said, suddenly feeling tired. "Perhaps the time change is affecting me after all."


  She was quiet for a full minute, the tension crackling across the few feet between them. "Perhaps you just can't understand how a man could be happy going home to the same woman every night." The elevator door dinged open and she stepped in first.


  When she turned around, he grinned. "That's true."


  But she obviously didn't share his humor. Blocking his entrance, she said, "No, James, that's sad."


  Then she pressed a button and the doors slid shut.


  James scowled at the closed steel door, then stabbed at the up button to retrieve another empty car. When he unlocked his door, he found the box she'd carried upstairs sitting inside the connecting door—the panel on his side was standing open, hers was closed. And locked, he'd bet. The saleswoman had printed "Woman" and "Man" on the respective boxes. He exhaled noisily and carried his own Man box over to the desk, then stored his sister's gift.


  As he removed his jacket and retrieved the television remote, his ears strained for sounds coming from her room. Nothing. James stacked the four bed pillows against the headboard, then slipped off his shoes and stretched out on the bed.


  His muscles sighed in relief and various joints popped and cracked as he sought a comfortable position. He was getting old, he thought wryly. Old and crotchety.


  He clicked through the channels, stopping briefly at an adult movie before frowning and going on to the news. It would do him good to be reminded that more important things were going on in the world, that he had isolated himself, making this little burglary case—and Kat—seem more significant than they really were. After all, in the scheme of things, it was one nonviolent crime, and she was one woman.


  To prove his point, he reached for his phone and booked a first-class seat on a direct flight to New York Monday night at eleven-thirty. He hung up with a smile of satisfaction on his face, but it was short-lived.


  His traitorous eyes strayed to the Woman box on the floor. Females were such complex creatures—changing moods at the drop of a hat, first giving, then withholding, seductive one minute, uptight the next—how did any man stick it out? The ones who did, didn't know any better, he decided, nodding to the Man box on the desk for support.


  They didn't know there was a world out there to travel, full of beautiful women and good food and wonderful adventures. Didn't know that admitting vulnerability to a woman meant transferring the power to her—the power to woo or wound, as she saw fit.


  He glanced back to the Woman box, remembering her curvaceous lines with a rush of pleasure, then bit down on the inside of his cheek. Kat's naked image rose up to mock him, the involuntary hardening of his sex a taunting reinforcement of his earlier observation of power flow between the sexes. The Maker had tempered a woman's package by coupling a vexing will with a tantalizing body. Which was the bottom line, really. Their trump card. They had what men needed, and all the cat-and-mouse games in between revolved around it.


  James dropped his head back on the pillows and admitted defeat to the ceiling fen. Then he pulled himself up, retrieved Woman and sat her on the desk next to Man. "They've got us, but good," he mumbled to his jade counterpart.


  He stepped back into his shoes, then walked to the door connecting their rooms and, after a few seconds' hesitation, knocked.


  It was nearly a minute before he detected movement on the other side. "Who is it?" she asked.


  Case in point, James noted wryly. "An arrogant man bearing apologies."


  Silence, then, "Apology accepted."


  He closed his eyes in frustration. "I'm leaving tomorrow night, Pussy-Kat."


  Several seconds of tense silence passed, then the lock on her door made a thwacking sound and she pulled open the door.


  James blinked. She wore a long, white sleeveless gown of thin knit, reminiscent of a floor-length fitted T-shirt. Except the innocence of the fabric and the demure neckline was corrupted by the deep armholes and thigh-high slit on either side. Her hair was captured in a low side ponytail, loosely gathered beneath her ear.


  "I was ready for bed," she said, her smile a bit shaky.


  All moisture had left his mouth. "So I see," he managed to croak.


  "So you're leaving tomorrow," she said, suddenly fascinated with the doorknob she held.


  He cleared his throat. "Yes, I, um...I'm no longer needed here."


  She glanced up, and he tried desperately to read her eyes. "You're not going to try to find the letter?"


  "Our friend in Chinatown will stand a much better chance than I."


  "And if it isn't located?"


  He shrugged. "Then Lady Mercer will collect a few thousand pounds from the insurance company and perhaps an asterisk next to her name in a book someday."


  Kat inhaled deeply, straining the nearly transparent fabric. Her nipples were clearly outlined, pebbled from the room's chill, he supposed. His body, indifferent to the cold that had triggered her reaction, began to harden in response to something else.


  She laughed softly. "This has been the most eventful three days of my life."


  His, too, but in a different way. James reached for her hand and twined her warm fingers with his, then leaned close, his body surging with desire, and whispered, "Let's top it off with an eventful night, shall we?"


  After a heartbeat's hesitation, she nodded and opened her mouth to accept his kiss. Within moments they were on her bed, tearing at each other's clothes. James told himself to wait, to love her with steeping slowness, a memory to savor in the months to come. But when she lay bare against him, beneath him, astride him, his restraint fled. Her mouth, hands, and silken passage tore the energy from his body with staggering speed and intensity. He gathered her against him and gasped, "Kat...Kat...."


  She quieted and was soon breathing evenly beside him, her head tucked beneath his arm. Exhausted, but wide awake, he stared at her incredible breasts rising and falling until he felt the beginning of another erection and decided to get a drink of water.


  After easing from the bed, he padded across the room, retrieving his clothing on the way back to his room. There he tossed the garments on the bed, ran a glass of water in the bathroom, and drained it. When he emerged, he decided it would be a good time to call Lady Mercer and tell her of his plans to leave the city. He felt sure she would agree there was little more he could do.


  Squashing the nagging thought that he was running away from Kat more than the investigation, he punched in her number and waited for the connection.


  "Lady Tania Mercer's residence."


  James recognized the sleepy voice of Tania’s personal assistant. "Mary, this is James Donovan. I’m sorry to call at this hour, but I need to speak with Tania—is she available?"


  "She left for the London cottage, sir, and she has yet to install a phone there. You can try her cell, but she rarely has it turned on. "


  "I know," he said. "When you talk to her, please tell her I've left the matter of the missing letter in the hands of the San Francisco police and I'll be traveling to New York Monday evening. I'll call her when I get settled."


  "Fine, Mr. Donovan, I'll tell her."


  James ended the connection and briefly wondered if he were letting Tania down by not trying to locate that damned silly love letter. Glancing toward Kat's room, James wondered at what point his mission had shifted from solving the crime to seeing her cleared.


  When she'd asked him to get her father's humidor, he decided. He would never forget the panic in her eyes when she thought she might lose something so precious to her. James walked over to his closet, then knelt and dialed in the combination of the wall safe. The door popped open, revealing a cavity not much larger than the humidor itself. The rich scent of the mahogany tickled his nostrils as he carefully withdrew the box.


  Since he'd be leaving tomorrow, he would check the water one last time and place the humidor in Kat's room. He lifted the lid and noted on the barometer that the moisture level had dropped just below the proper level of seventy percent He removed the soapsize sponge from a vented cavity and wet it under the faucet. That done, he couldn't resist fingering the wonderful cigars again.


  He chose one and twirled it between thumb and forefinger, loving the feel of it, the flash of the gold band, the colorful label. Which seemed to be loose, he noticed, then stopped when something fluttered to the carpet.


  James bent over to pick up the tiny square of paper, realizing when he turned it over that it was a stamp. A very old stamp. And he recalled Guy Trent's words when the man had implied that Kat was responsible for items disappearing from the gallery.


  Katherine's father found the stamp...bought it for fifteen dollars, and it was worth around fifteen thousand...then a few weeks after he died, it vanished.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  


  KAT STIRRED, feeling a delicious sense of contentment. The sheets were warm, the pillow was comfy, James was—she opened her eyes and glanced toward his pillow...James was gone. As she stared, the digital clock on the nightstand went from two-twelve to two-thirteen.


  Frowning, she sat up in near complete darkness, holding the sheet to her breasts. "James?" she whispered.


  "I'm here." His voice came from the direction of the armchairs.


  She squinted until she discerned his outline, black on black, sitting with his long legs propped on the ottoman. "Why aren't you sleeping?"


  "I'm asking myself the same question," he said, his voice low and rumbling. "Considering I'm not the one who should have a guilty conscience." She heard a click, then the bulb of a small reading lamp illuminated him in a yellow haze. He had donned his slacks, but they gaped unzipped around his waist, revealing his pale underwear.


  He was barefoot, his legs crossed at the ankles. On the tip of his large forefinger dangled a stamp. Her father's stamp.


  Her heart jumped to her throat. "What do you mean?"


  His mouth tightened. "I mean Guy Trent told me a valuable stamp disappeared from the gallery shortly after your father was killed—he implied that you had taken it, but I didn't believe him."


  She pulled the sheet higher, covering herself from his incriminating gaze. Her mind raced. Would he understand why she had taken it? He seemed to dodge emotional involvement but if he had been close to his parents—


  "Say something!" he barked, pounding his fist on the padded arm of the chair.


  Kat jumped, inhaling sharply. Then anger sparked within her, and she pushed herself up and walked across the bed on her knees. "Don't you dare speak to me like I've done something to you! Those jackals at the gallery never gave my dad credit for anything!" Her voice and hands shook violently. Hateful, bitter words that had been festering in her stomach for years bubbled up and out of her mouth, like a cleansing regurgitation.


  "For years, my father begged Mr. Jellico to build a restoration center, only to be told it was a foolish idea. Then Guy Trent arrives and reads an old memo my father wrote and presented it like it was his sudden inspiration. Not only was it built, but Guy received national recognition for his innovative concept of assembly-line-style restoration teams—an idea he stole from my father's notes."


  She stepped to the floor and walked closer to him, leaning forward, shaking her finger. "My father bought that stamp one day on his lunch hour—I had convinced him to leave Jellico's and he said we'd use the money to start our own antique furniture business. Instead, Guy told him he'd bought it on the gallery's time, and bullied my dad into giving it to him."


  To her horror, tears blurred her vision. "My dad was so naive, he just...handed it over." She stopped and straightened, taking a deep breath and forcing herself to calm down. "After he died, I actually forgot about it until I went into Guy's office to fetch something he was too lazy to get for himself, and there it was, lying on his desk in a mailing case, next to a sales order. The bastard had sold it for eighteen thousand dollars." Her laugh tasted bitter on the back of her throat. "I couldn't let him do it, so I stole the stamp." She sniffed mightily. "Go ahead and call the police if you feel like you have to."


  Except for his eyes, he had barely moved during her outburst. Setting her mouth, she refused to drop her gaze, refused to back down.


  He pressed his lips together and held up the stamp. "So this is why you failed the polygraph?"


  She nodded, wary.


  "And you had nothing to do with the disappearance of the letter?"


  She shook her head no.


  "So why didn't you simply sell the stamp and pay off your debt to the gallery?"


  "Guy would have been suspicious," she said. "Besides, just having it gives me more satisfaction than the money it would bring."


  James nodded slowly, then studied the stamp for several long moments.


  "So," Kat said, trying to keep her voice steady, "are you going to call the police?"


  When James looked up, a frown carved deep lines in his face, pulling down the corners of his eyes. "How can I do that without admitting I removed the humidor in the first place? Besides, perhaps what you did was wrong, but it was for the right reason."


  His mouth twisted into a sad smile as he closed his fingers around her wrist and gently tugged her toward him. At first, Kat resisted—the fact that he was leaving today was the worst reason to succumb to him...and the best, she decided with a sigh, allowing herself to be pulled down on his lap. She settled into his body like floodwater searching for low ground, oozing into his crevices and leveling off.


  He grabbed the end of a sheet she'd dragged onto the floor, whipped it above them with a flip of his wrists, and allowed it to float down around them. Then he clicked off the light and tucked her head beneath his neck. Relieved, spent, and a little frightened of the strong feelings coursing through her, she felt herself drifting off almost immediately, lulled by the cadence of his heart beneath her cheek.


  


  *****


  


  James started awake and blinked, not sure what he'd heard. A dull sound—a distant knock perhaps? From the direction of his room came the sound of a faint scrape and a swishing noise, as if someone had slid something under the door to his adjacent room.


  He lifted his head, and winced at the needles shooting through one arm and both legs. Kat lay snuggled up against him, her breath fanning across the hair on his chest. She hadn't stirred, and he hated to wake her. The clock read only five-thirty, and her sleep had already been interrupted once.


  By him—because he'd been so shaken that she'd lied to him. But even as a small part of him hoped Kat had lied so he'd have a reason to forget her, he'd wrung from her a soul-baring confession that triggered all kinds of protective feelings in his chest. Now as he watched her sleep, he wondered how he'd ever thought she would have committed a crime for her own personal gain. In his mind, the stamp rightfully belonged to her, and he had a new lead suspect—Guy Trent. Perhaps he and Beaman were in cahoots.


  He bent his arm and made a fist, then wriggled his toes to get the blood flowing again. When he trusted his strength, he scooped her up and walked to the bed, then deposited her gently among the mussed covers, shushing her back to sleep when she roused. A thick strand of hair had escaped the haphazard side ponytail, and as he swept it away from her face, emotion ballooned in his chest.


  He'd never experienced blood-boiling lust in tandem with this intangible thing whose growth accompanied every thought of Katherine McKray. Whatever it was, it heightened lovemaking to near staggering proportions. But he recognized the danger in the euphoria because, like a potent drug, this thing gave him false confidence that he could handle obligations he knew he couldn't—mind-boggling obligations like being a husband, and a father. And the only way he had managed to survive a twenty-year career in the British Intelligence Agency was by following one commandment: Know thy limitations. It seemed like an applicable rule for civilian life too.


  Clearing his head with a shake, James rubbed his eyes, then stumbled to his room in the predawn light. Indeed, a blank envelope lay on the slightly worn traffic area just inside the door. Knowing the messenger was long gone, he checked the hall anyway. Stepping back into the room, he picked up the note, then withdrew a single folded sheet of white paper. The message was printed in neat, slanted letters. A man transacted sale of item to broker via phone; seller is reliable provider of authentic pieces; item sold to unknown third party.


  A man. Which could be a man working at the gallery—one of four security guards, including Ronald Beaman, plus Andy Wharton, Guy Trent, and two dozen or so volunteers, ticket takers, and maintenance men—or an acquaintance of a female employee. He grunted in frustration—so Kat was the only one who could be excluded.


  James scanned the note again. Not much more to go on, except that the person regularly provided stolen items to the underground market. Which didn't fit Guy Trent's assertion that only a handful of items, and small-ticket items at that, had been taken from the museum over the last several months. Unless the fellow who did the brokering was being fed items smuggled from more than one gallery.


  A man…. He hadn't given the Wharton guy much thought after Kat said he was harmless. Now they had more impetus to check into everyone who worked at the gallery, particularly the men. James frowned. And especially Guy Trent, whom he now thoroughly despised. Then he stopped.


  Well, they wouldn't be checking, but Tenner would be, of course. He'd make rounds with him today to follow up on Beaman's alibi, and pass him the information from the note, then the detective could take over. What mattered most was clearing Kat's name. Finding the thief, and perhaps the letter, would simply be a bonus.


  James peeked in on Kat, glad to see she was still sleeping. Having cast aside the sheet, she lay with her back to him, providing an unobstructed and tormenting view of her round derriere. His fingers twitched to touch her, but halfway to the bed he stopped and looked back to his room. He really should shower—Tenner would be expecting him to call. Then he glanced back to Kat and exhaled in appreciation. Kat, Tenner, Kat, Tenner...he stopped.


  There was a decision here?


  Within two seconds, he had reached the bed, then took another half second to shed his slept-in slacks and underwear. He slid in next to her warm body with his head at the foot of the bed, vice versa her position, and said good morning by covering her exquisite ankles with kisses, then traveling north from there. She roused instantly, with a surprise of her own that wrung a gasp of satisfaction from him.


  From zero to sixty-nine in two and a half seconds. Even his Jaguar couldn't do that.


  


  *****


  


  Kat extracted a wide gold belt from the tangled nest on her bedroom floor and turned to Denise. "Give away or throw away?"


  Her friend looked up and squinted. "Hmm. Circa nineteen eighty-eight...nice buckle...it could work."


  "Then I'm adding it to your pile." Kat tossed it on the growing mound of clothes that were either too small or too hip for her.


  "Ooh, I've never seen you wear these." Denise held up a pair of stretchy, black-and-white striped pants Kat had bought two years ago during a moment of insanity.


  "I wonder why."


  "Can I have them?"


  "They're yours."


  "Gloria has these cool shoes—" Denise stopped, then bit her bottom lip.


  Kat shrugged. "Denise, it's okay. You should have told me earlier."


  Her friend took a deep breath. "I didn't know how to tell you without you thinking that I've been your friend all this time because I had a crush on you or something."


  Surprise and embarrassment jolted Kat, stilling her movements. "That thought hasn't entered my mind."


  "Not that I don't think you're attractive," Denise added, "it’s just that I don't find you attractive."


  "Thanks...I think."


  Denise threw up her hands. "Now I've really made a mess of things—which is why I didn't tell you in the first place."


  "Relax," she urged her friend with a laugh. "I know what you meant. Are you going to help me sort these clothes or not?"


  Denise nodded and smiled.


  Kat sighed in relief, glad the awkwardness had passed. She certainly had no right to pass judgment on Denise's love life, considering the fact that her own was a case study in insanity. She inspected a dress two sizes too small that still had the tags on it—inspiration for the cabbage soup diet, January 2007. "One of these days, I'm going to lose weight."


  Her friend scoffed. "You have a big bone structure."


  "A big bone structure? Denise, bones do not spread across the front of a chair when you sit down."


  "So you've got curves—you look great." A naughty expression crossed Denise's face. "James Donovan seems to agree with me."


  Kat's heart contracted. "Don't go there." She'd managed to go nearly thirty seconds without thinking about him and the fact that he was leaving tonight.


  "I can't believe you're not spending every minute with him until he boards that plane."


  "He's spending the morning with Detective Tenner, and I had things to do here." Kat tried to force lightness into her voice. "He said he might stop by on his way to the airport."


  "Well," Denise said, adopting an innocent look, "that should give you time to recover from last night—or is he a morning man?"


  Kat shook her finger at her friend. "Nice try, but I neither confirm nor deny that I had relations with Mr. Donovan."


  "For heaven's sake, Kat, you're walking bowlegged."


  "Denise!"


  "So does he wear his holster to bed?"


  Kat laughed. "You're nuts."


  "Oh, come on, Pussy-Kat, what's he like?"


  Folding a T-shirt with slow, precise movements, Kat savored the images of James's lovemaking, all of them bundled tightly in her heart. She couldn't explain it, but she was afraid if she shared them with someone, the images might escape. The day would come when she would be eager to exorcise the memories, but for now, she wanted to keep them locked away. "Let's just say he's a perfect gentleman."


  Denise frowned. "Oh, that's too bad. Do you think you'll see him after he leaves San Francisco?"


  Kat shook her head, now accustomed to the pang of longing she felt every time she thought of the future. "No."


  Denise walked over and gave Kat's shoulders a comforting squeeze. "You never know—he could show up some day with roses and a ring." She frowned in thought. "So would that make you Mrs. Agent James Donovan?"


  Kat shook her head, smiling sadly. "Even if there were such a title, I don't think the position is available, and I'm not so sure I'd want it anyway."


  "Really? God, Kat, I can tell you're crazy about the man—you wouldn't marry him?"


  Pursing her lips, she struggled to put her jumbled feelings into words. "Being with James is so powerful, it's almost overwhelming, and a little scary."


  "Wow."


  "And as G-rated as it sounds, I want a stable man who is just as crazy about me and who could see himself being a father someday."


  Denise's eyes bulged. "You want kids?"


  Kat pressed her lips together and nodded. "Yeah, someday. I don't want to grow old alone, Denise. I want my own family."


  "Gee, Kat, you've got lots of time to think about that."


  She smiled at her friend and tilted her head. "Silly, I'm not talking about next week, I'm talking about someday. The point is, no matter how attractive, how dashing, or how rich the man is, I'm not sacrificing what I want, what I need, to play a bit part in his life. Especially since James probably goes through leading ladies like I go through Baskin-Robbins's flavor of the month."


  The doorbell rang, and Kat thankfully escaped the troubling conversation, although voicing her thoughts had reinforced them in her mind. She only hoped the logical side of her brain could comfort the emotional side in the coming months.


  "Who is it?" she yelled through the door as she glanced at her watch. Eleven o'clock—the locksmith was already an hour late.


  "It's Guy, Kat. I need to talk to you." He sounded anxious, and contrite. "Please."


  Anger barbed through her as she swung open the door. "What do you want, Guy?"


  His balding head was shiny with sweat, and he swallowed nervously, then held up an envelope. "I brought your paycheck."


  She snatched it out of his hand. "I was planning to pick it up when I came over this afternoon to empty my desk."


  He steepled his chubby hands together. "That's what I came to talk to you about. May I come in?"


  "No."


  He winced. "Katherine, I'm sorry I suspended you, but you have to admit the tape was pretty convincing." She started to shut the door, but he braced it with his arm and said hurriedly, "And I figured you had a legitimate reason to get back at me."


  Kat stared. "Just one reason, Guy?"


  His round cheeks turned bright pink "Well, okay, several reasons. The point is, I don't blame you for being miffed—"


  "Miffed?"


  "Okay, angry—furious, even. Detective Tenner called this morning to tell me the charges against you were dropped and said he'd be over later to question some of the other employees."


  "And what does this have to do with me?"


  He smiled his most charming smile. "I have a proposition I believe will help you and Jellico's part on good terms."


  "I don't give a rat's ass how anyone at Jellico's views my departure."


  "There's a windfall in it for you," he said, his jowls wobbling. "For just a few days' work. Please, Kat, the gallery is in chaos, and the afternoon will be shot if Tenner comes over—nothing's getting done. If you don't come back, I'm going to have to postpone the open house, which means some of the exhibits we leased will already be gone, which means the open house will flop, which means our attendance will be down—"


  "Which means, Guy," Kat cut in, "you are in deep doo-doo."


  "We need to have the open house now, while public interest is running high. With the canceled auction for the letter, I..." He sighed, then scratched his head. "You're right, Kat, I'm in the crapper. I just received notice that we're being audited by the IRS again, and since you didn't have time to start the painting inventory, we're in a spot. I asked Andy to step in, but no one can handle the details like you, Kat."


  Unmoved, she smirked. "How much?"


  He blinked. "So you would come back for a few days?"


  "How much?"


  Guy scratched his head. "Four thousand for two weeks?"


  "Five thousand for one week and the last few hundred of my dad's so-called debt is free and clear."


  "One week?"


  "Actually, Friday will be my last day. I'll work extra hours until the open house Thursday evening, and by then I'll have enough of the inventory completed to finish on Friday." She smiled. "I'll even throw in a report for the insurance claim on the King's letter."


  "Alleged King's letter," Guy said morosely.


  "Agreed?"


  He sighed. "Agreed. Can you come in this afternoon?"


  Kat nodded, her smile congenial. "Draw up a contract with the terms we discussed and I'll sign it when I get there. I'll gather my notes and come back here to make the necessary phone calls to coordinate the open house."


  He peered around her and frowned. "Are you moving?"


  "Yep."


  "To England?"


  Her heart lurched. "What?"


  "I figured things between you and that British fellow were heating up—and frankly, I'm glad to see it." He made a regretful noise and wrinkled his brow. "You're a good girl, Katherine, and I'm sorry I've made things hard for you." He shook his head. "Your dad wasn't much of a business man, and he might have made a few mistakes, but he was intelligent and I suppose I was a little intimidated. In hindsight, I should have worked with him. I’m sorry."


  He gave her a rueful smile, then turned and walked away. Kat closed the door and leaned against it, tears brimming in her eyes. Too little, too late.


  


  *****


  


  "This is a nice ride," Tenner said, looking around the Jaguar and nodding in approval. "That Lady Mercer broad must be paying you big for this little job."


  James inhaled deeply. Tenner was uncouth, but he was predictable. "Actually, this was a personal favor for an old friend."


  The detective grinned. "Is she a looker?"


  Tania's face came to him, and he nodded. "I suppose so."


  "Got 'em pantin' after you, don't you, son?"


  James probed his cheek with his tongue, wondering how the conversation had taken such a dive. "Panting? I don't think so, no."


  "Well, I don't know about this Mercer woman, but I think Ms. McKray is very nice."


  "So do I," James agreed, his thoughts turning back to their morning romp.


  "And I'm sorry she got dragged into this mess."


  "So am I." Then he wouldn't have lost his heart to her, and wouldn't have to miss her when he left.


  "Why do you think someone tried to set her up?"


  James pursed his lips. "To detract attention from themselves."


  Tenner drummed his finger on the armrest. "Do you think it's worth our time to conduct these employee interviews?"


  "You don't have a choice," James said. Tenner would be on his own soon. "Did you discover anything interesting in the background checks?"


  "Guy Trent was married several years back to a woman from Chinatown. They have a child together."


  "So he has possible connections to unload stolen goods on the Chinatown black market."


  "Yep."


  "What about Andy Wharton?"


  "A bit of a geek, but according to his resume and letters of reference, his work is well thought of. He doesn't strike me as being very bright, though."


  Considering the source, James bit back a smile. "What about the security guards?"


  "Carl Jays is the only one with a pimple—he was fired from an art gallery across town for 'improper procedures.' I called a former coworker of his who told me Carl used to show up for work, sign in, leave and go to another night watch job. Then he'd come back in time to sign out."


  So the man was either extremely industrious or just plain stupid, James thought, smiling wryly. "Has he always worked for art galleries?"


  Tenner twisted and reached in the backseat for the files, his breathing so labored after the effort that James regretted his question. Wheezing, the detective scanned the files, then said, "Yeah. Started right out of high school and hopped from one gallery to another for the last fifteen years."


  James looked at Tenner. "Could the attraction be supplemental income from stolen art? What does he drive?"


  After flipping another page or two, Tenner grunted. "A late model Lexus. Pretty nice car for a man who makes around thirty thousand a year." He expelled a noisy breath, whistling through his chewing gum. "I wish you would stick around, Donovan. I could sure use your help."


  Feeling a tiny burst of affection for the clumsy man, James said, "Detective, I have every confidence that you will apprehend the criminal. And when you do, give him a punch for me over the trouble he caused Ms. McKray."


  The detective smiled wide, snapping his gum. "You got it bad for her, don't you?"


  "I'm not familiar with the term, but if you mean am I attracted—"


  "Nah, son, it's more than that, ain't it?" Snap, snap. "Ever been married?"


  "Er, no."


  "Never been in love before, huh?"


  James sighed, unwilling to discuss his private life with the man. "That's not the sort of thing I'd do."


  Tenner cackled. "Son, you're in big trouble if you think it's something you can control. You can wear a bulletproof vest to protect your heart from guns and knives and such, but there ain't nothing in this world that'll keep a woman from getting in."


  As Kat's face appeared in his mind, James's chest tightened and he felt the beginning of a headache in his temple. He shifted, feeling tired and itchy. If being in love felt this bad, it couldn't be good.


  Tenner rubbed his chest, dislodging a belch. "Yep, ain't nothing to do but lie down and take it like a man."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  


  "KAT!" ANDY WHARTON’S face lit up and he clasped her in a rocking bear hug. "Thank God you're back. I told you we couldn't do the open house without you."


  Guy snorted. "Andy's just glad his load will be lightened."


  Andy lowered his voice as Guy walked out of hearing distance. "Napoleon is so worried about the open house, he made everyone come in over the weekend. Guy says you're going to be here through Friday?"


  "Right. Just to tie up loose ends."


  "You're leaving at a good time," he said. "I hear we're being audited again and you'll be safely out of range."


  Kat frowned slightly. "Out of range?"


  "Well, you know how it was last time—answering questions, interruptions all the time. Besides, I'm sure it would bring back sad memories for you."


  She nodded, touched by his concern. Her dad had liked working with Andy, and she was grateful for his friendship.


  "Listen, Kat… I know you always said you wouldn't date a coworker, and now that you're leaving, well..." His smile was shy. "I'm in L.A, occasionally—can I call you sometime?"


  She suddenly realized that Andy was a cute guy, with a fresh face and large, expressive eyes. And she had always enjoyed his company. Maybe he wasn't her dream man, but he might be just the friend she needed to get over James. Her smile was wide and sincere. "I'd like that very much."


  "Really? Great. That's...just great." He lifted his hand in a pleased wave and backed away, nodding.


  Kat laughed to herself, feeling good about making plans for her new life in L.A. Her friend from college, John Cloff, said he could use her at his folk art gallery for as many hours a week as she wanted to work until she found a place to open her antique-furniture store.


  Kat inhaled deeply. Things were definitely looking up—Officer Raines had even arranged for her van to be towed back to the gallery parking lot. She'd come by to pick it up, along with a copy of the contract she'd signed with Guy and her notebook of caterers, florists, musicians, and dozens of other service people who needed to be contacted with last-minute instructions before Thursday.


  She grabbed her purse and turned to leave, shuddering slightly when she remembered that the last time she'd left the gallery, she'd been handcuffed. Over a single long weekend, her life had changed so much, it was scarcely believable. She'd been arrested, freed, prompted to take an overdue step in her career, and in between, she'd managed to fall in love.


  She tried to be glib about her feelings for James because it helped her deal with the hurt. People fell in love every day—she was realistic enough to know that a happy ending did not necessarily follow. Besides, James didn't feel the same way about her...and even if he did, it took more than love to make a relationship work. So the sooner she forgot about him, the better.


  "Hallo, Pussy-Kat."


  She jerked her head up, her heart jumping at the sound of his voice. He stood beside Detective Tenner, his brows knitted into one long, dark line. "What are you doing here?" she asked.


  "I was preparing to ask you the same question. Clearing your desk?"


  After ordering her pulse to slow, she smiled brightly. "Not exactly—Guy needs my help for the rest of this week, and he's making it worth my while."


  "I sincerely hope so," James said, his voice dubious.


  "I didn't realize you were coming with Detective Tenner," Kat said. If she had, she might have taken the time to change from her old jeans and paint-splattered sweatshirt. She'd planned to simply run in and get the notebook, return home to make her business calls, take a shower, and then, like a lovestruck teenager, wait for him to drop by to say goodbye.


  "I had a few hours to kill," he said with an easy shrug. "I was planning to stop by your place to say so long, and to see if your locks have been changed."


  "Oh, um, yes, they've been changed." She squeezed the notebook to her chest and laughed cheerfully. "Now you won't have to stop by and you'll have more time to get to the airport." She'd given him an out if he wanted to take it.


  He was silent for a few seconds, his eyes unreadable. "I suppose you're right."


  Tenner coughed. "Want me to go ahead and get started, Donovan?"


  James kept his gaze locked on her. "Sure, Detective, I'll catch up with you in a few minutes."


  She watched Tenner leave, then shifted her heavy notebook to her hip.


  "Why did you come back?" he asked, his voice resonating with anger.


  Tiny hairs rose on the nape of her neck. She jammed her glasses higher on her nose and lifted her chin. "James, it's only for a few days and I need the money."


  He strode toward her, then wrapped his hand around her wrist. "I will give you the damn money to get you away from this place—how much is the little weasel paying you?"


  She fumed at his reaction, then pulled her arm away. "I don't want your money."


  "James," came a silky voice from the doorway. "Since when do you have to get rough with your women?"


  Kat turned to see what could only be described as the most gorgeous woman she'd ever seen standing with her hand on one slim hip, her perfect eyebrows in the air, her stunning gaze directed at James.


  "Tania?" His eyes were wide with surprise.


  "In the flesh," she said with a honeyed smile, and Kat had to agree, since so much of it was showing. She wore the briefest of minis and a loose crop top in taupe linen with a jacket to match slung over her shoulder. The bag and shoes alone probably cost more than Kat's entire wardrobe. And the flat little outie belly button...well, even if Kat won the lottery, that fixture was a pipe dream.


  Flipping her chic, precision-cut hair, the woman walked toward them with such smoothness, Kat wondered if her pointed-toed, crocodile stilettos were equipped with rollers. Her gaze flicked over Kat in quick dismissal. From her accent and her bearing, Kat guessed the visitor's identity, which James' introduction verified.


  "Katherine McKray, this is Tania Mercer."


  Kat conjured up a smile and extended her hand, which still bore the slight yellowing stains of wood dye. "How do you—"


  "James," Tania said, turning away, her eyes wide. "Tell me this isn't the woman who stole my letter?"


  His mouth quirked. "No, Tania. The charges against Kat have been dropped."


  She glanced back to Kat warily. "Are you quite sure she didn't do it?"


  "Yes, Ms. Mercer," Kat said distinctly, dropping her hand. "Quite."


  Lady Mercer narrowed her eyes, apparently unconvinced.


  "Tania," James said evenly, "what are you doing here?"


  She flashed him a brilliant smile, and laid a manicured hand on his arm. "Darling, instead of meeting you in New York, I thought I would come and release you from this nonsense, then we could fly out together. Are you surprised?"


  Kat gave him credit—he certainly looked surprised.


  "I didn't realize we had decided you would join me in New York."


  "Oh, James," she said with a laugh and a wave. "We really should try to talk more when we're together. I'm starving—let's get a bite to eat, shall we?"


  Her feelings smarting, Kat began to back away quietly.


  "Tania, you must not have received my message—I was planning to leave for New York tonight anyway."


  She frowned beautifully. "No, I didn't. I've been pining away for you at the London cottage and decided to come straight away. Poor Mary doesn't even know I'm here."


  When Kat felt safely out of range, she turned and hurried down a long hallway toward the back exit, then pushed the release bar and stepped out into the parking lot. If that was the kind of woman James wanted, he'd probably been laughing at Kat behind her back. When she heard James call after her from the doorway, she quickly blinked away hot, absurd tears.


  "Kat," he said loudly, striding up behind her and touching her forearm. "We weren't finished talking."


  "Yes, James, we were."


  He frowned. "I don't like the notion of you coming back here—doesn't it bother you knowing the person who stole your things and planted evidence could very well be employed here, or perhaps signing your paycheck?"


  She chewed on the inside of her cheek during his speech, then brushed back a wild strand of hair the wind had caught. "Sure it does, but whoever it was got what they wanted—the letter—and the charges against me have been dropped. I've been working in a near-hostile environment for years, four more days isn't going to kill me."


  Kat turned and marched in the direction of her dilapidated van, which had been pulled to the farthest corner of the long parking lot and left at an odd angle. Suddenly she felt a shove against her chest, as if a wall had walked into her, followed by a horrific explosion that rocked the ground where she'd been thrown facedown. Instinctively, she covered her head with her arms, and felt debris raining down around her. A piercing wail, like an unrelenting dog whistle, whined in her ears, blocking out everything else. She lay frozen, not sure what had happened, but very sure it was bad.


  Strong hands grabbed her shoulders and rolled her over, and she struck out wildly, terrified. But the hands subdued her arms and held her still. James came into focus, faded, and came back His mouth moved and he looked angry—no, not angry… scared. She blinked hard, trying to read his lips, trying to comprehend what had happened. At last, his voice came to her in muffled syllables, still unrecognizable, but blessed confirmation that she was not deaf.


  She concentrated on his wide, searching eyes, and tensed her limbs, one by one to see if they were still attached. When she realized that he was desperately trying to get her to respond to him, she nodded slowly, and his face relaxed in relief. He yelled something to someone behind him, but Kat's head felt too heavy to lift and look around.


  The fact that an explosion had occurred leaked into her brain. From the gallery? A neighboring building? A gas line perhaps? Other faces appeared over hers, some distantly recognizable.


  James waved everyone back and hovered over her, stroking her hair back from her face. His hair was tousled and his impeccable clothes disheveled, which struck her as funny for some reason, and she smiled up at him. He leaned closer, tilted his head and winked at her, but his eyes were still clouded with concern.


  The paramedics arrived and shuffled her onto a stretcher, then rolled her into an ambulance. She wasn't sure if James had accompanied her until she felt his hand on her socked foot. Where were her shoes?


  Then they were moving and she could make out the lower pitch of the siren through the shrill hum drilling through her head. A blue-coated paramedic leaned over her and said something once, then twice, but she didn't understand him. Slowly, oh-so-slowly, sounds around her began to filter in—the bass of the ambulance engine, the muted voices of James and the paramedic talking. She grunted to see if she could hear herself, a noise that brought James and the paramedic back to her side.


  "James?" she yelled—at least it sounded like a yell, except hollow and echoing. His lips moved, then his face blurred as darkness crept over her, and he slipped away.


  


  *****


  


  Tenner's face was grim as he walked into the deserted waiting area where James stood fidgeting, pacing—anything to keep from screaming in frustration.


  "It was a pipe bomb in the van, wasn't it?" James asked from across the room.


  The detective nodded and expelled a noisy breath, dragging his hand through his sparse hair. "How's Ms. McKray?"


  "Lots of cuts and bruises and a mild concussion, but the doctors say she'll be fine." James massaged his neck, then rolled his shoulder. "A few steps closer to the van and she would’ve been—" He stopped, unable to say the word.


  "How about you?" Tenner asked. "Looks like you got nicked yourself."


  James touched the bandage at his temple and scoffed. "It's just a scratch—I let them dress it to be near Kat."


  "What the devil happened?"


  The fury and helplessness he'd managed to hold at bay ballooned in his chest, threatening to break him apart. "Bloody hell, man, she was almost killed right in front of me, that's what happened!" Then he turned and slammed his hand into the wall and leaned against it as the blessed, comforting pain subsided.


  He heard the detective walk closer, then the creak of a chair being filled with a big body. "Won't do her no good if you go bustin' yourself up, son."


  James closed his eyes, then sighed and slowly turned around, massaging his knuckles. "I did that for myself, not for Kat."


  "I need to file a report," Tenner said gruffly.


  Lowering himself into a vinyl seat across from Tenner, James nodded.


  "A woman called a local newspaper and claimed responsibility for the bomb."


  Astonishment washed over him. "What?"


  "The guy said she sounded Asian—maybe Chinese. Some rambling message about abortion clinics—there's been a rash of small bombings lately...no fatalities, though."


  James frowned in confusion. "This was some kind of random political statement?"


  Tenner frowned. "In my opinion, no. I'd say someone wanted to kill Ms. McKray and made the phone call to throw us off, or some nut took it upon herself to claim the bombing. Now, tell me what happened."


  James took a deep breath and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs, and repeated every detail he could recall from the time Tenner had left them alone in the gallery to the time of the explosion.


  "Did you see anyone hanging around the parking lot?"


  "No."


  "How about anyone pulling away in a vehicle when you came outside?"


  "No."


  Tenner grunted. "You're both damned lucky, if you ask me."


  "How could someone plant a bomb in her van—wasn't it searched when they towed it in?"


  "Yep, clean as a whistle."


  "How about before it was towed back?"


  "Can't be sure, but anyone who would sneak into a police impound lot and plant a pipe bomb has got gonads the size of my bowling ball."


  "So the bomb was planted after the van was returned to the gallery?"


  "That'd be my guess."


  "Has the area been sealed and everyone questioned?"


  Tenner nodded. "Yep, but now the case has been handed over to the bomb squad, and the FBI will probably step in. My squad car, along with every other car on the lot, was confiscated for evidence. That security guard Carl Jays had come by to pick up his paycheck—his Lexus was carrying a high-priced cargo."


  "Drugs?"


  "Yep. Did all his dealing at night—working midnight shifts at art galleries was the perfect cover."


  "So he didn’t have anything to do with the break-in?"


  "Looks that way."


  "So we’re down one suspect."


  Tenner exhaled, puffing out his cheeks. "I'm just glad this isn't a murder investigation. When I heard that boom, I nearly pissed my pants."


  James lifted his head and smiled, appreciating the man's attempt to lighten the mood for a moment before he turned serious again. "Why would someone want to kill her, Tenner? The charges have been dropped, so the police were already looking elsewhere for a suspect. What could possibly be gained from getting rid of her?"


  The detective sighed and scratched his belly. "That's a good question."


  Watching him squirm, James knew the man was holding back a theory. His heart skipped. "What is it, Tenner? Is she involved in this somehow—have I missed something because I'm...because I'm too close?"


  Frowning, Tenner grimaced. "I don't know, Donovan, but there's only one reason to get rid of her—she knows something she hasn't told."


  James pursed his lips, his mind racing. "Or she knows something she doesn't realize is important."


  "Right," Tenner said, leaning forward. "And it's our job to find out what it is."


  "Mr. Donovan?" a nurse asked as she walked in with a chart.


  He jumped to his feet. "Yes?"


  "Ms. McKray is ready to go. Will you sign her out and be responsible for her?"


  To James, the question touched something deep inside him. The idea of not being responsible for Katherine was unthinkable, and a revelation that would have to wait for closer scrutiny. "I will," he said, reaching for the papers.


  


  *****


  


  "I can walk," Kat protested when James swung her into his arms.


  "I know, but it gives me an excuse to put my hands on you," he whispered close to her ear.


  She smiled, secretly glad to be carried into her apartment. Her face and arms felt tight from many tiny cuts, and she was still a little light-headed. Tenner had driven them to her apartment in his newly acquired squad car, and brought up the rear carrying James's suitcase and the figurine boxes.


  "Are you staying?" she asked, her eyebrows lifted.


  His nod brooked no argument. "And Officer Raines was so shaken up, I believe he's going to keep an eye on things outside."


  As he set her down on the couch, Kat looked around and frowned. "It was a mess in here before, but something is different." She caught James's and Tenner's exchanged glances. "What?" She reached up to poke James in the shoulder. "Tell me."


  He lowered himself to sit next to her on the sofa. "The police swept your place before we brought you home."


  She felt the blood drain from her face. "You mean for another bomb?"


  He nodded, his face drawn.


  Fear and frustration clogged her throat. "Why is this happening to me?"


  "That's what we intend to find out," Tenner said, moving a straight-back chair closer to the couch. "Let's say for the time being this wasn't a political statement and assume it had something to do with the gallery break-in. Agent Donovan and I think whoever is after you thinks you know something incriminating."


  She frowned. "But if I did, I would've already reported it."


  "Would you?" James asked with a pointed look.


  "Of course."


  "What about Guy Trent's attempt to extort you? You didn't report that."


  Kat looked quickly at Tenner, and James said, "I filled him in."


  Frowning, she said, "That's different—I didn't have to pay back the money. I had a choice, but I agreed to it anyway. Technically, that's not really extortion, is it?"


  Tenner pressed his lips together then said, "Technically, no. Companies often offer employees a payback schedule to avoid prosecution for theft—the publicity really isn't good for them or the employee, so everyone is happy."


  "Think, Kat," James said, taking her hand. His touch never failed to set her heart aflutter, even when the mood was so serious. "Are you absolutely sure you don't know anything that would be damaging to someone at the gallery? Something no one else would know?"


  Her mind raced backward and forward, trying to seize some minute detail that had escaped her in its simplicity, but she shook her head. "I can’t think of a thing."


  Tenner folded a stick of gum into his mouth. "Maybe walk in a room on the tail end of a conversation, or pick up a phone and overhear something?"


  "No, not that I can remember." She touched a hand to the base of her skull where it had started to pound.


  "Maybe we better wait until tomorrow to finish this," James said, nodding to Tenner, who stood and hitched up his pants.


  "Okay, I'll see you all in the morning. Try to get some rest, Ms. McKray."


  James closed the door and turned the deadbolts, then walked back to the couch. "Want to lie down?"


  She nodded, then slid down and drew up her legs, leaving room for him to sit on the end. He did, but he pulled her feet into his lap, straightening her legs into a more comfortable position.


  "I should thank you," she said, glancing at him through her lashes. "Lately every time I look up, there you are."


  He smiled and laid his head back, massaging her feet. "It's my job."


  Disappointment rose in her chest. Still the dutiful agent. "Shouldn't you be on your way to the airport?"


  He rolled his head toward her. "New York will still be there."


  "And where is Lady Mercer?" Kat acquired a mock accent and lifted her nose in the air.


  James grunted and expelled a short breath. "I believe she checked into the Flagiron." He grinned and leaned toward her. "Careful, Pussy-Kat, if I didn't know better, I might think you were jealous."


  "I'm still delirious from the blast."


  His thumbs were working magic on her insteps. "Believe me, you have nothing to be jealous of where Tania is concerned."


  "She's very beautiful."


  "Yes."


  "And slender."


  "Yes."


  "And rich."


  "Three for three," he said with a smile.


  "Nice?"


  He squinted. "It depends, but today, no."


  "So," she said, studying her cuticles. "Do you two have an understanding?"


  "If you mean that Tania and I understand there is nothing between us, then yes."


  "But you were lovers."


  He dropped his gaze, but nodded, still rubbing her feet.


  Well, it was certainly hard to blame the woman for staking her claim, Kat acknowledged with a little barb of remorse. After all, he had slept in Tania's bed long before he'd slept in hers.


  "I didn't ask, Kat," he said softly, "but I assumed you weren't a virgin either."


  She smiled wryly. "No."


  A slow grin spread across his face. "Good, because if I had despoiled you, I would have felt a gentlemanly obligation to marry you."


  Her heart cartwheeled over the mere mention of the word, but she kept an innocent, light smile on her face. "Horror of horrors."


  His gaze was steady, but unreadable. "I'm glad we see eye to eye on some things, Pussy-Kat." Giving her feet a final pat, he slid out from under them and said, "I'll get your bed ready and come back for you."


  "No, I'll walk," Kat insisted, swinging her feet to the floor, and standing up slowly. He took her arm and they headed into her room, then Kat diverted to the bathroom. She frowned at the abrasions on her face and arms, but thanked her guardian angel for the hundredth time for keeping her and James safe.


  The thought of their most recent conversation resurrected the hurt in her chest. James couldn't have made it more clear that if he had intentions of settling down, it wouldn't be soon, and it wouldn't be with her. Yet she had to admire his honesty in this age of cat-and-mouse games. And ironically, if anything, it made her feelings toward him even stronger. She gingerly pulled a nightgown over her head, then shuffled back into the bedroom.


  She hadn't realized how sleepy she was until she felt the mattress at her back. James extinguished all the lights but a small lamp, then removed his shirt and shoulder holster. He checked his gun and laid it on the night stand, then piled extra pillows next to her and sat against the headboard on top of the covers, his legs stretched out in front of him.


  Kat closed her eyes and tried to forget about the man next to her. She dozed fitfully, then awakened around two o'clock, her mind working feverishly. She was on the verge of remembering something, she could feel it.


  She focused on James's deep, even breathing, the rise and fall of his chest in the dim lamplight, hoping her subconscious would take over. Suddenly, a thought struck and she reached over to shake James's shoulder before it escaped her. He jerked awake, his eyes wide, his hand automatically going to his gun on the nightstand.


  "What? Are you all right?"


  "Don't shoot," she said, only half joking. "I just thought of something."


  He sagged against the headboard in relief, then leaned forward to stretch his lower back. "What?"


  "James, what if the something someone is worried about isn’t something I've already seen or heard, but something I would have encountered in the near future?"


  He frowned, then launched a full-body stretch, punctuated with a shuddering yawn. "You mean like something at the open house?"


  "Possibly. Maybe someone I would have met?"


  He nodded. "Someone who might discuss something with you, either purposefully or in innocence."


  She shrugged. "Too far-fetched?"


  Scrubbing his hands over his face, he shook his head. "Maybe not. Is anything else going on right now, something internal to the gallery?"


  "Well, there's the IRS audit, but Guy approves all expenditures, so no one would have a reason to do something behind my back, like forge my signature."


  "Do you approve selling prices?"


  "Yes."


  "Could someone be skimming?"


  "It's possible, I suppose, but they would have to dispose of Guy, too, since he countersigns the sales slips."


  "Unless it's Guy who's doing the skimming."


  His eyes were closed, but she knew he was awake. "But then why rehire me? I was ready to walk away."


  "But the auditors would subpoena you no matter where you went."


  She shuddered. Could she have worked for a man all these years who would commit cold-blooded murder?


  He inhaled deeply, then blinked wide, obviously trying to concentrate in spite of his exhaustion. Kat felt a rush of appreciation—and love—for him. Every woman should be so blessed as to have a brush with a real, live hero, she decided.


  "What about something you do as a regular part of your job?" he asked. "Something no one else does?"


  She frowned and started to shake her head, then stopped. "There is one thing," she said slowly.


  He opened his eyes and turned his head toward her. "What?"


  "The painting vaults are inventoried every three years. I was just getting started last Friday."


  He sat up straight. "And the burglary interrupted you."


  "Right." Then her eyes widened. "James—one of the reasons Guy hired me back was to finish the inventory."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  


  "IT’S THAT ARTSY-FARTSY, long-haired Wharton guy, ain't it?" Tenner's voice barked over the phone.


  "So it would seem," James said, trying to summon the elusive thought that kept nagging the base of his brain. He shifted the receiver uncomfortably, tired and keyed up at the same time. "My guess is he's creating forgeries and storing them in the vault, then selling the originals."


  "And Ms. McKray was on the verge of finding them when she started the inventory, so he framed her for the break-in to get her out of the way?"


  "Right."


  "Hmmm—guess he wasn't as dense as I thought. How's he been smuggling in the fakes?"


  "According to Kat, Andy supervised the construction of the restoration center based on her father's plans. My guess is he had a secret closet built in and that's where he's doing the work."


  "Damn—right inside the gallery. Want me to pick up Wharton?"


  James glanced at his watch. "No. Send someone else to arrest Wharton, and send an officer to stay with Kat. Then meet me at the gallery in forty-five minutes." He depressed a button to disconnect Tenner, his mind racing. Then he slowly punched in a London number. "Bernard, it's James Donovan. I'm in the States, and I need your help....Yes, anything to connect the name Andrew Wharton with the Webster art gallery in London." He spelled the last name. “Call me the minute you find something.” Then he ended the call.


  "I just can't believe it."


  He looked up. Wrapped in a robe and sporting her fuzzy house shoes, Kat stood in the kitchen, shaking her head. "I thought Andy was a friend of my father's...a friend of mine."


  "Don't blame yourself," James said, pushing to his feet. "Some people only show you the side they want you to see." He tingled, feeling like a hypocrite, considering that was how he had behaved around Kat, afraid to let her see how deeply he cared about her.


  His heart filled at the sight of the abrasions on her body—she'd nearly been killed for the sake of someone's greed. The thought flashed through his mind that he'd been given a wake-up call: seize the opportunity to plan a future with Katherine. But the old concerns were still there. Could he move in and out of the daily routine of being a husband for the next forty years with a smile on his face and sincerity in his heart? Did he have the strength to relinquish control over some parts of his life? He'd been completely independent of other people for so long, he simply didn't think he could incorporate them into his life at this late date.


  "I made some coffee," she said, pushing a mug toward him.


  "Thanks," he said, striding forward to take a great, hot gulp, then turned back to her bedroom. "I'm waiting for a phone call, then I'm meeting Tenner at the gallery."


  "I heard." She followed him into the bedroom, and when he shrugged into his shirt, he noticed she was disrobing. Even the brevity of the moment could not prevent his body from reacting when she pulled her short gown over her head.


  "Pussy-Kat," he said with a low laugh, unable to take his gaze from her bare breasts, "although I'd like nothing better than to usher in the dawn pleasuring each other, perhaps now isn't the time—"


  "I'm going with you," she said, donning a T-shirt, then a sweatshirt.


  His expression changed abruptly. "No, you are not."


  She stepped into a pair of jeans and quickly pulled them up over her hips, then fixed him with a hard stare. "Yes, I am. I'm the one who was framed for the break-in, I'm the one who was arrested, and I'm the one who was targeted for that bomb—I'm going with you. I might just be able to help you two find what you're looking for. Besides," she added with a wry smile, "do you trust my safety to a police officer standing watch at my door, or would you rather I be with you?"


  He scowled and finished dressing in silence, unable to argue with her logic, but unwilling to acquiesce verbally. As she brushed her hair and pulled it back into a low ponytail, he saw that she moved gingerly and winced a time or two. She was stubborn. A taste of what it would be like to live with her, he noted wryly.


  The phone rang just as he finished washing and toweling his face. "James Donovan here....Yes, hello, Bernard, do you have something for me?...Just as I suspected....Yes, let the London police know that the Wharton fellow is probably being arrested as we speak....I'll call you later, old man, thanks for your assistance."


  Kat's eyes bulged. "Andy is connected to forgeries at a London gallery?"


  He nodded grimly. "His name has come up, along with others. Didn't you say he studied art in Europe?"


  "Yes."


  "Well, he obviously developed long-lasting friendships with the wrong sort of people."


  A knock on the door interrupted them, and Officer Campbell announced that Tenner had sent him. James admitted him and explained the change in circumstances, glaring at Kat. Officer Campbell offered them a ride, and James accepted, since he had planned on walking to meet Tenner before having Kat's company forced upon him.


  The detective sat waiting in his new squad car when they arrived. Remnants of yellow police crime scene tape dangled from low cement pillars in the parking lot.


  Tenner climbed out, his gum snapping with intensity. "What's she doing here?"


  James frowned. "Weren't you the one spouting advice the other day about women?"


  "Just because I live with four of 'em don't make me no expert."


  Kat stepped between them. "At least the gallery was spared from the blast."


  "Good thing there was no glass on this side of the building," remarked the detective.


  She looked around, expecting to feel fear or dread, but the area seemed innocently normal. She noticed two cars parked where her van had been yesterday, one she knew belonged to Ronald Beaman and the other to a female guard she knew as Nisa. She shuddered to think that a few parked cars between her and the van had probably spared her life.


  A hand-lettered sign on the door read "Will reopen Friday." So Guy had finally conceded defeat, she noticed. The open house must have been canceled. Unfortunately, he had no idea of the scandal that would shake the gallery to its foundation in the days to come. James pounded on the back door and waved to the camera pointed at them. Within a few minutes, Ron Beaman came to the door, his eyes wide. "Is something wrong?"


  "We need to come in and take a look around the restoration center," Tenner said, flashing his badge unnecessarily.


  The security guard bit his bottom lip, and Kat tried to force her thoughts from the costume in which she'd last seen him. "I'm not sure about this," Ronald said. "I'm going to have to call Mr. Trent."


  "Call him," the detective said casually. "But this is still considered the scene of at least one crime, so I don't have to have your permission, I was just being nice." In a burst of power that surprised Kat, he pushed his way in, and she and James followed.


  "Is anyone else in the building?" James asked.


  Ronald's eyes moved around nervously. "Just me and Nisa, the other guard."


  They moved down the hall as a unit, then into the new wing with Kat leading the way, her heart pounding in anticipation.


  "Open it," James ordered Beaman. The man jangled a huge set of metal card readers on a chain, finally finding the right one and swinging open the door to the restoration area.


  "I need to get back to my rounds," Ronald said, backing away from them.


  "We'll take it from here," James assured him.


  Kat walked in first, turning on lights as she went and looking around the sterile room, which resembled a medical lab. Looking for what, she didn't know.


  "Give us a brief tour," James said, his gaze sweeping the room, missing nothing, she was sure.


  She showed him each of the four large rooms, including a tiled area with aluminum fixtures and a long, narrow storage room lined with containers of all kinds—cleaners, paints, turpentine.


  "We've circled back around, haven't we?" James asked, almost to himself, his head pivoting as he walked.


  Kat looked around to gain her bearings. "You're right—on the other side of that wall"—she pointed to the row of supply-laden cabinets—"is the painting vault."


  James and Tenner headed for the wall at the same time. The men exchanged glances, then both started pulling supplies from the floor-to-ceiling metal shelves.


  "Well, what do you know," Tenner said. He swung out an emptied section of shelving, revealing a sliding panel the size of a three-drawer file cabinet that led to a closet-size lab.


  "I'm afraid I'll have to stop you right there," a menacing voice called from behind them.


  James froze, then turned around slowly to see Andy Wharton standing beside Kat, holding a pistol at shoulder level, aimed directly at her left ear. His heart jumped to his throat, and he drew blood from his tongue.


  "Wait a minute, Wharton," Tenner said, raising his arm slowly. "Forgery and burglary will only get you a few months—murder is another matter altogether."


  "Then I guess I just blew it," Andy said, his mouth twisting into a grin. "Because Beaman is lying in the hall with a bullet in him." He laughed. "I insisted on maximum soundproofing when these walls were built."


  "And the other guard?" James asked.


  "She's tied up, but she'll die in the fire."


  "The fire?" he pressed, trying to stall.


  "Oh, yeah," Andy said with confidence. "This whole place has to go. Does anyone have something to start a fire with?" He glanced at the shelves packed with flammable solvents and laughed.


  Kat’s gaze darted sideways, then back to him, her eyes wide and terrified. James nodded to her, trying to comfort her with his eyes and hide the fact that he was shaking inside. He'd nearly watched her die yesterday—he wasn't about to watch her be executed today.


  He jerked his head to indicate the panel they'd uncovered. "Soundproof walls—so you could work undetected in your little lab?" he asked, his voice unbelievably casual.


  "Yeah," Andy said with pride in his voice.


  "I’m guessing there’s another hidden door from your lab to the vault?” he asked to keep the man talking.


  "Uh-huh. I could take things out for hours at a time and no one even suspected. Ingenious, wasn't it?"


  "You're right, Mr. Wharton," James said agreeably. "We quite underestimated you. I have to admit, you fooled many people for a rather long time. Except perhaps Mr. McKray." He saw Kat's eyes close and prayed she wouldn't faint. Wharton looked so wild-eyed, he might shoot at the first movement.


  The man frowned, and his hand dropped an inch. "Frank was starting to get in the way, being a little too nosy for his own good, so I fixed his brakes."


  Kat looked as if she were going to be ill.


  James nodded to the man sympathetically. "He found out you were behind the embezzling—I suppose you needed start-up funds?"


  Andy pursed his lips. "Someone told me you were smart."


  Conjuring up his most charming smile, James moved his hands to his waist. His gun was at his back, beneath his jacket, but he wasn't going to risk any quick movements. "Which brings me to another point," James said, shaking his head. "How you were able to branch out internationally—I'm dying to meet your London connection."


  Andy's grin was slow and sweet. "Are you now?"


  "Tania," James called, "you might as well show yourself."


  After a few seconds of silence, he heard the sound of a woman's heels clicking on the tiled floor in the other room. Tania Mercer appeared, dressed in a black pantsuit and boots, her hair tucked beneath a black beret, holding a box of long matches. "James, darling, I hate to see it come to this."


  James smiled sadly. "You wanted me out of England because you knew I had been asked to work on the Webster museum case in London."


  She raised her lovely hands in a shrug. "You're the best—I knew you would find me out."


  "So you shipped me here with a fake love letter."


  Tania sighed. "Very fake. You were supposed to be gone by the time the burglary took place—but you missed your damn plane." She frowned in Kat's direction. "I wonder what could have distracted you. Women have always been your weakness, James. I'm afraid this little dalliance will cost you your life."


  "You beat me to San Francisco, didn't you?" he asked. "It was you on the videotape, stealing the letter."


  She nodded, her eyes alight with drama. "Andy knew she was going to stumble across the forgeries when she inventoried the vault, so we came up with a way to get her out from underfoot." Her lip curled in disgust. "But your libido got in the way and messed up our entire plan."


  "But a bomb, Tania? I never figured you for a killer."


  "It's your fault—you forced our hand."


  "Surely you can't imagine you'll get away with this."


  "We have enough money now to buy new identities."


  His eyes flicked to the scrawny Wharton, whose arm was shaking from holding the gun. "And this is the man with whom you're going to spend your life as a fugitive?" He didn't attempt to keep the disdain from his voice.


  She smiled. "Let's just say there's more to him than meets the eye, James."


  James smirked, and scratched his rib cage. "Ah, so your well-endowed painter boyfriend knows how you convinced me to make this trip?"


  Her smile faltered, and Wharton’s brow crumpled. "What? You were on your back with him?"


  James shook his head. "Oh, no, Tania's positions were much more creative than that."


  "What?" Wharton screamed, swinging his gun forward and away from Kat's head. James jerked his gun out of his waistband and fired two shots in succession, hitting the man in the shoulder both times. Wharton fell back, firing his gun, and James heard Tenner grunt in pain. He looked back to see the detective lying on his back in a pool of blood, his eyes open and darting side to side.


  "Tenner!" Kat gasped and lunged for him.


  Tania grabbed the gun and yanked Wharton to his feet. She aimed at James and shot wildly. Two rounds ricocheted off the tiled floor. James dove for her legs and knocked her off her feet, the impact sending both weapons skittering across the floor. Tania fought like a wildcat, kicking, biting, and clawing. James knocked her out cold with a right jab. "Sorry, old gal," he whispered, then let her fall back to the floor.


  "James, look out!" Kat screamed.


  He rolled over and saw Wharton towering over him with the gun aimed at his chest. The man's face glistened with sweat, his shoulder oozing blood. His eyes were slightly glazed, and his lip curled back in a sneer. His finger started to squeeze the trigger. "Ugghh!" His eyes bulged in outraged pain as he froze for two seconds, then fell sideways, discharging the gun as he dropped.


  James ducked, feeling a zinging vibration between his legs as the bullet struck too close for comfort. When he lifted his head, Kat stood, still holding the glass canister she'd bashed into Wharton's head.


  "Varnish," she said with a shaky smile.


  "I'll add it to my arsenal. How's Tenner?"


  "He's conscious—I'll call nine one one."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  


  JAMES KNOCKED ON the open door and stuck his head into the hospital room. "Are you up to the task of talking?"


  "Well, if it isn't Agent Donovan." Tenner gave him a face-splitting grin from the hospital bed. "Sure, come on in. What did you bring me?"


  James handed him a greasy sack with a wry smile. "Italian sausage with mustard and onions, and cheese fries with chili on the side."


  Tenner beamed. "Thank you, Donovan, you really know how to make a man happy."


  He cocked an eyebrow. "Well, I must say, that's the first time anyone has ever told me that. How are you feeling?"


  Tenner tore into the sack and stuffed a fry into his mouth. Then he patted his stomach, bulging under the thin hospital gown. "Just a flesh wound, and thank goodness I have plenty of that. I should be out in plenty of time for the trial. How's Beaman?"


  James frowned. "Not as cheerful as you, old chap, but he'll pull through. I've come to say good-bye."


  The detective's brow furrowed. "You're leaving?"


  He nodded.


  "Taking Ms. McKray with you, I hope."


  James lowered his gaze. He hadn't been able to shake the chest-tightening blahs since he rolled off Kat's couch this morning. Between her healing injuries and mutual wariness, they had silently agreed on separate sleeping arrangements for the last two nights.


  "Er, no," he said. "I'm due in New York tonight and Kat is leaving for L.A. next week to start a business with an unexpected windfall from Guy Trent."


  "Oh?"


  "When he discovered that Wharton had been behind the embezzling, he gave back the money she'd paid for her father's debt—with interest."


  Tenner's mouth pulled upward. "That's great for the missy. Wharton's been charged?"


  James nodded. "Tania turned on Wharton. Now he'll be tried for murdering Kat's father in addition to all the other charges."


  "What'll happen to the Mercer woman?"


  "She agreed to a plea bargain here, but she'll still have to stand trial in London. She might see the light of day in a few years, but she'll be broke and shamed—not quite the exotic adventure she'd planned for herself."


  "No, life doesn't always turn out the way we plan, does it, Agent Donovan?"


  James knew what the man was hinting at, but didn't rise to the bait. "No, it doesn't, but it always seems to turn out for the best, doesn't it?"


  Tenner gave him a crooked smile. "I'm going to be a father again."


  Surprise shot through him. "Really? So she did it with you again?"


  "What?"


  James shook his head. "I mean, she did it to you again." He laughed weakly. "My, my."


  "Yeah, a baby at my age—don't that beat all?" Tenner belly-laughed, winced and clutched his stomach, then smiled. "Hope it's another girl."


  "Then I do too," James said, extending his hand. "Good luck, Detective. I hope you get home to your womenfolk soon."


  "Agent Donovan," Tenner said, his eyes bright, "it's been a pleasure working with you. Glad I could introduce you to the finer foods of this good country."


  Looking down at the grease shining on his hand from Tenner's slippery grip, he simply inclined his head with a smile.


  "Too bad I couldn't teach you more about women," he said as James walked to the door.


  "Thank you, Detective, but I've made it this far on my own rather well in that category."


  "You're running, son."


  James glanced back at the man and pointed to his watch. "Running late. Good-bye, Detective." But his steps slowed as he walked down the hall. His good-bye to Kat would be torturous for him—why was he rushing? If he timed it just right, it would be fast, clean, painless. Or at least less painful.


  


  *****


  


  As Kat folded towels from the dryer, she packed them in a box labeled "Bathroom Linens" and glanced out the window for the fiftieth time. He had to come back before he went to the airport—he'd left his luggage and his figurines. She sighed. And his smell, and his laugh.


  Tears, which had hovered near the surface all day, pricked her eyelids, but she widened her eyes and blinked them away, forcing herself to smile.


  She just wanted to get it over with, to say good-bye and watch him walk away so she could start getting over him, so she could begin her new life in L.A. with a clean slate. She loved him, and she knew he cared about her, too, even though "love wasn't in his vocabulary." For her, it was simply a case of right person, wrong time. They wanted different things out of life: She wanted marriage, a home, and a family, and he wanted...well, she wasn't sure what James wanted, she just knew his plans didn't include the words "monogamy" and "daddy."


  Kat checked her watch again—he had to leave for the airport in thirty minutes to make it on time. Denise was coming over later for a good old-fashioned breakup pizza party, a prelude to the farewell pizza party planned for next week.


  She truly was looking forward to leaving the city—she had too many sad memories here, especially after the showdown with Andy Wharton and Tania Mercer. Just thinking about it sent shudders through her: Had James not stayed in San Francisco, she'd either be in jail or dead. She owed him her life. The gift she had for him was only a token, but she felt as if she needed to do something. Plus some part of her wanted him to have something that would remind him of her. She smirked—something besides powder burns on his thighs from the shot Wharton had fired as he passed out from her direct hit.


  Twenty-five minutes later she'd decided he had forgone their good-bye and would probably send a courier, James Donovan style, to pick up his luggage and have it shipped.


  A huge lump formed in her throat when she realized he hadn't wanted to see her again. She actually thought they had shared a special bond. Instead he was probably already thinking ahead to the next adventure.


  The knock on her door sent her pulse jumping and she smoothed a hand over her loose hair as she walked to the door. When she opened it, he was holding onto the door frame, smiling like the devil's evil brother. "Hallo, Pussy-Kat." Then he glanced at her slacks and blouse. "I was hoping you'd be naked."


  She made a good attempt at a smile, she thought. While she was wallowing in angst wondering how she was going to say good-bye, he was as breezy as a kite, just flying through, ma'am.


  He leaned forward to give her a light, swift kiss, then glanced at his watch. "But it’s just as well. Not much time for good-byes, Pussy-Kat, I have a plane to catch."


  She nodded, biting her lower lip. Disappointment sawed through her—she hated that their parting was going to be so...so...so common. But it only reinforced her earlier assessment that her feelings obviously ran deeper than his.


  He nodded to the Woman box. "I'm leaving you the female figurine, so take good care of her."


  Kat frowned, shaking her head. "James, I can't accept a gift like that—it's much too expensive and it means—"


  "It means nothing," he said curtly, his tone cutting her deep. He sighed, raking his hand through his hair. "I simply decided I don't have room for both pieces, and I don't feel like lugging the pair all the way to New York and then to London."


  She blinked and forbade herself to cry.


  His mouth was set in a firm line. "It doesn't represent something larger, if that's what you're worried about. If you don't want to be bothered with it either, take it back to the dealer and see if he'll take it off your hands."


  Kat bit her tongue, determined not to let him see how much he was hurting her. "Okay," she said softly.


  He had gathered up his suitcase and the Man box and was backing out the door when she remembered the gift. She reached for the small package and fingered the paper she'd so carefully wrapped around it. "Um, James."


  His brow was still furrowed when he glanced up, and climbed in surprise when he spotted the wrapped gift.


  She shrugged. "Just a little something to say thank you."


  James stopped, then looked flustered. "My cab's waiting—"


  "Go," she said, shooing him out the door and smiling as wide as she dared. "You can open it later—it, um, doesn't represent something larger."


  He gave her a little smile, then nodded.


  "See you in the movies," she quipped.


  One dimple appeared. "Sorry?"


  She shook her head and whispered, "Private joke."


  "Good-bye, Pussy-Kat, I hope you find everything your heart desires in the City of Angels."


  She could almost feel her heart cracking open. "Good-bye, Agent Donovan, I wish the same for you in your worldly travels."


  He flashed both dimples, and then he was gone.


  Kat resisted the urge to watch him walk away. She simply closed the door and slid down it until she sat on the bare wood floor, her tears falling freely.


  


  *****


  


  James cleared his throat for the tenth time to dislodge the clump of emotion he felt at leaving Kat. In his bumbling attempt to avoid a sappy good-bye, he'd hurt her feelings. What a cad he'd been.


  "Got a cold?" the cabbie asked conversationally.


  "Er, yes...I believe I am coming down with something."


  "Sounds bad."


  James glanced down at the wrapped package in his lap. "It's quite bad, actually."


  "Drink lots of fluids," the fellow said.


  "Do martinis count?" James asked with a wry grin.


  "Hell, yeah." The man pointed at the package. "Whatcha got there?"


  "I'm not sure—it's a gift."


  "Aren't you gonna open it?"


  James nodded, then carefully opened one end. He tore away several layers until he withdrew a fat leather case, from which protruded a copper-colored metal tube with a decorative screw-top lid.


  "What is it?" the guy asked.


  "It's a portable humidor," James said, his heart doing strange things inside his tight chest.


  "For cigars?"


  "Yes."


  "Wow, it looks nice."


  "Indeed," James replied, alternately caressing the metal and the leather. The initials JD had been engraved in simple block letters on the lid.


  "From a girlfriend?"


  James frowned. "Not really." He looked back to the gift and smiled. "Just a wonderful lady I met during my visit." He carefully unscrewed the lid and blinked as the strong aroma of tobacco filled his nostrils.


  "Did she put a cigar in it too?"


  James pinched the top of the cigar, his heart thudding as he withdrew it from the metal cylinder. "Bloody hell," he whispered.


  "Must be a good one."


  "The best," James agreed softly, studying one of the Cuban cigars that had been her father's. Her most precious treasure, and she'd given one to him.


  


  *****


  


  "No, Denise, really I'm fine," Kat said into the phone. "I just don't feel like getting together tonight, that's all."


  "You’re missing your secret agent man."


  Her heart squeezed. "No, I think the excitement of the last few days is catching up with me."


  "That’s understandable, I guess. Get some rest. Call me tomorrow?"


  "Absolutely." Kat disconnected the call, then stared morosely at the Woman package. With a sigh, she slit open the box and lifted the heavily wrapped figurine. She carefully removed the layers until she uncovered the jade female, translucent, resplendent...and alone. She felt a brief pang for Woman, who might never be reunited with her true partner. Then she smiled sadly—she was commiserating with a statue. "Want some ice cream?" she asked Woman.


  What hurt the most was that she had so misjudged James’s affection for her. All along it had been a convenient, physical relationship, and nothing more. She glanced at the clock—he was already in the sky, winging his way toward New York and the rest of his life… without her.


  Kat poured herself a glass of wine, with two scoops of vanilla ice cream on the side, then turned on the stereo and wrapped another cabinet of dishes in a stack of newspapers. She'd polished off the ice cream and started on a second cabinet when a knock sounded at the door. Kat smiled—how would she make it in L.A. without Denise?


  Wiping her newsprint-stained hands on a paper towel, she padded to the door and swung it open, grinning. Then her grin dissolved.


  "Hallo, Pussy-Kat." James's voice was low and his smile seemed a bit strained. His suitcase and Man squatted on the floor next to his feet.


  Her throat constricted, and the first thing that went through her mind was that she couldn't handle another good-bye. "Did you miss your flight?"


  "I'm afraid so."


  "Traffic?"


  "No. I love you."


  Kat blinked, and her heart vaulted. "Excuse me?" she whispered.


  His brow crumpled. "Didn't I say it properly? I practiced all the way back from the airport. The cabbie said I had it down rather nicely. I love you."


  She checked her impulse to rush into his arms, remembering all the reasons a relationship between them wouldn't work. "It's not that simple, James."


  His shoulders fell. "You don't love me?" He looked down at Man and scoffed. "I've made a bloody fool of myself, haven't I?"


  "James," she said hurriedly, trying not to smile and water down this very tense moment, "the fact of the matter is, I do love you."


  His expression was anxious. "Is this where you say you’re not in love with me, because the cabbie told me to watch out for that one."


  She pressed her lips together, then tried again. "No, James, I'm not giving you the brush-off, I really do love you."


  He smiled and held up his hands. "Kat, help me out. This is the first time in my life I've ever told a woman I love her, and I don't know where to go from here. What do you mean 'it's not that simple'? I love you, you love me—"


  "James, I want marriage—"


  "We'll have one—"


  "And a home—"


  "We'll have two—"


  "And children—"


  "We'll have three!" He picked her up and spun her around.


  Her body thrummed and her mind raced. This couldn’t be happening… and yet it was. He let her slide down his body, coming to rest face to face with him.


  He leaned his forehead on hers. "I love your horrid slippers too."


  She laughed. "What?"


  "You said it yourself: 'Love me, love my slippers.' They can come too."


  "Come where?"


  "Wherever you want to live," he said excitedly. "We'll go to L.A. and open your business there...or there are many fine antiques in Surrey and London and—"


  "James… this is so sudden." Her heart was beating so hard, she was afraid it was going to break a rib.


  His dark eyes glowed with emotion. "You're wrong, Pussy-Kat, it's just that I've suddenly opened my eyes. I want to be with you. Marry me."


  Kat searched his face, daring to hope. "James, is this a permanent role?"


  His eyes shone with sincerity. "Most definitely."


  She smiled. "Then… yes."


  His breath whooshed out and his grin revealed both dimples as he lowered his mouth to hers. "Brilliant—I've always wanted to get the girl."


  


  The End
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  Chapter One


  


  


  "SEVEN BALL IN THE SIDE POCKET," Bailey Kallihan said quietly. He squinted down the length of his cue, sliding the smooth stick back and forth through spread fingers. The stares of several dozen patrons of the Sage Saloon bored into his skin. George Jones wailed mournfully in the background. A trickle of sweat slid between his shoulder blades. Rather than think about the three hundred dollars he stood to lose on this game, Bailey focused on the three hundred he intended to win.


  He drew back a final time and drove the stick toward the ball.


  "Bailey!"


  Startled, he jerked forward and struck the ball with a dull thwack, sending it spiraling toward the hole. Several inches from the target, the seven ball veered and struck the eight ball in its newfound path. Bailey winced and swore as the black ball disappeared unceremoniously into the pocket. The crowd groaned in dismay.


  "Scratch!" his opponent yelled above the erupting mayhem, then scooped Bailey's money off the rail with a grin.


  Straightening, Bailey scowled, turned to the crowd, and demanded, "Who the hell did that?"


  The spectators shrugged and parted, heads pivoting. Bailey tossed his cue stick onto the table and scanned the gathering of cowboy wannabes and their groupies. The voice had sounded female. He would never hit a woman, but if Lisa had yelled for him, she might warrant a good shaking.


  A small commotion near the back seemed to be moving forward. When a couple of catcalls caught Bailey's ear, he angled himself for a better look at the emerging woman. He heard murmured apologies before she pushed her way clear and stopped to stand ten feet from him.


  Recognition slammed into Bailey. He blinked hard while his heart plummeted below sea level. His skin tingled and his throat closed. The suit and hairstyle were foreign to him, but those eyes... he'd seen those caramel-colored eyes swimming with tears so many times, there was no mistaking them now, shimmering once again.


  "Virginia?" he whispered.


  She clutched her purse in a white-knuckled grip. "Bailey," she said simply, her beautiful face passive, her voice an uneven croak.


  Years dissolved... she could have been the same girl of eight years ago who'd told him through worried tears about the baby they'd made... or the girl who'd later repeated through happy tears her wedding vows... or the girl who'd announced through inconsolable tears their two-month-old son had been kidnapped... or the girl who'd declared through angry tears she wanted a divorce.


  Well, Virginia Catron wasn't a girl anymore, but from the look in her eyes, life was still batting her around. He took no pride in the fact that he'd caused most of her early heartache. But what now? A death? One of her parents perhaps?


  He walked toward her on somewhat shaky legs. She inhaled sharply, her chest rising, as if gathering her strength. As he approached her, the crowd receded but remained rapt, as if sensing some climax. Two feet away he stopped, reached his hand toward her awkwardly, then shoved it in his jeans pocket at the last second. "Virginia, what's wro—"


  "They found our son."


  The words echoed in his beer-fuzzed mind. They found our son. Four words he'd prayed to hear in the beginning. They found our son. Then, after months passed, words he'd dreaded to hear. They found our son. Finally, words he'd resigned himself to never hearing. They found our son.


  "Did you hear me, Bailey?" Her voice trembled. She stood rigid and made tight little fists with her hands. A crumpled white tissue trailed out of one. Her face had been cried free of makeup, and her lips were pinched.


  It was too much, seeing Virginia again and picturing the remains of their infant son, Bailey, Jr. He'd lost years of sleep wondering what kind of tortures his child had been subjected to. Flashes of himself walking alongside volunteers canvassing the area where their baby's blanket had been found came back to him. Had he walked right by the tiny body? Now had hunters found the miniature skeleton? Pain burned in his belly and incinerated his chest.


  He stared at Virginia, his tongue thick and unwieldy. She was expecting him to say something profound, but he could manage only to nod. "I heard you." To himself he sounded like a wounded animal, and he saw her flinch in response.


  For the first time, he remembered their audience. Old friends, mere acquaintances, and complete strangers gawked at them, unable to hear their conversation, but looking intensely curious nonetheless. The dank smell of beer and the thick cigarette smoke suddenly suffocated him. He reached forward and clasped her elbow, turning her around gently. "Let's go someplace to talk," he said near her ear. She nodded curtly, pulling away from him a few inches.


  Bailey frowned, but his brief disappointment at her reflex passed as he anticipated the somber conversation that awaited them. As he weaved them through the crowd and toward the front doors, the music and laughter grew even louder. A wet-T-shirt contest was in high progress, with men lining up to throw buckets of icy water onto the willing contestants. Virginia averted her gaze, and he conceded a pang of embarrassment that she'd had to hunt him down in one of his tacky old haunts to tell him her sobering news.


  She couldn't have looked more out of place in her tailored slate-gray jacket and fitted skirt, sheer hose and leather pumps. She'd wound her honey-colored hair into a tight crown knot, with only a fringe of bangs to soften the look. His outrageous, fun-loving coed had matured into an elegant, classy executive. They garnered more than a few looks as they wound their way toward the door.


  Bailey bit back a bitter laugh. The lady and the tramp. Their divorce had ended on a sour note, but it appeared she'd fared better without him.


  Virginia stared straight ahead with her mouth set in a firm line. Her back remained rigid, and Bailey felt the sudden urge to fold her into his arms, to feel her soften into him and cry against his chest. She'd done just that many times before their baby had been born, and he'd been glad to offer her his strength, trying desperately to hide his own fears of becoming a sudden husband and father. But in his grief after the kidnapping, he'd lashed out, saying unforgivable things. She hadn't been in his arms since that horrific day. Unconsciously, he tightened his grip on her arm through the soft fabric, and she tensed even more.


  He didn't blame her for hating him. How could he when he hated himself?


  "Bailey?" came a drawling female voice behind him.


  Bailey winced. He'd forgotten about Lisa. At first he wasn't going to stop, but Virginia slowed and said, "I think someone needs to talk to you."


  Bailey released Virginia's arm and wheeled toward Lisa's voice. The blonde's eyes were wide and questioning as she scanned Virginia head to toe. Hands on hips, her position accentuated her ample chest, covered by a transparent, wet tank top that left nothing to the imagination. She smirked. "Going somewhere, Bailey Boy?"


  Bailey's face suffused with heat. He avoided Virginia's eyes. Withdrawing his wallet, he removed a twenty and thrust it into the young woman's hand. "Change of plans, here's money for a cab." Then he reclaimed Virginia's elbow and steered her out onto the sidewalk into the balmy midsummer air.


  Nightlife in Columbus, Ohio, normally didn't get rolling until midnight, so the worst crowds and traffic were still a couple of hours away. But the street vendors and sidewalk entertainers were still busy from late shoppers who had not yet departed for home.


  "My car's just around the corner," Bailey explained. "There's a coffee shop on the next block."


  "Let's walk," Virginia suggested, still staring ahead.


  He nodded and fell in step beside her, adjusting his stride to hers. After a few seconds of silence, he asked, "Do you want to wait to talk about it?"


  She shook her head and sniffed. "No." Her voice sounded stronger, but forced. "I worked late today and had a message waiting from Detective Lance when I got home. Do you remember him?"


  Bailey nodded—the man had been the lead local investigator on their son’s kidnapping, had persisted even after the FBI had given up.


  "Anyway, the message said he had news and needed to talk to us as soon as possible. He left you a message, too, but since he hadn't heard from you by the time I called him back, I assumed you hadn't been home yet."


  A nice way of saying he'd gone straight to the saloon from work, Bailey noted.


  She sought his eyes this time, and he saw her tears brimming again. Swiping at them with her tattered tissue, she said, "I'm sorry, Bailey. I should have waited for you, but I just couldn't—" Her voice faltered. "I just couldn't bear to wait another minute to hear the truth."


  He wished he had been there, but he understood her anxiety. His throat ached as he tensed to keep his emotion at bay.


  She wiped her mouth with the side of her hand and cleared her throat. "Then he came over, and when he told me they'd found Bailey, Jr."—her voice escalated—"I didn't know what to say." She offered him a watery smile, and his heart tripped. "Eight long years I've been waiting to hear those words, and I didn't know what to say."


  Bailey ground his teeth. He ought to have been there, if only to comfort Virginia as he should have eight years before. "I'm sorry, Ginny," he said, his pet name for her slipping out. "I'm so sorry." He slowed his step and reached for her hand to squeeze it.


  She stopped abruptly and stared at their hands. "Sorry?" Her forehead crumpled. "You're sorry they found our child?"


  Bailey searched for the right words. "No, I'm not sorry this nightmare is finally over. I'm just so sorry you had to hear the bad news alone."


  "Bad news?" Ginny looked confused for a few seconds, then her eyes rounded in astonishment. "Oh, Bailey, I... I mean, you... I thought you realized..."


  Now it was his turn to be confused. "Realized what?"


  "Bailey." She searched his eyes, her voice filled with wonder. "Our son is alive."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  BAILEY STOOK STOCK-STILL. His voice seemed paralyzed. He felt his mouth open and close, but no sound came out. Ginny's face faded in and out of focus, and for a few seconds he thought he might pass out. Her words were too incredible to be true. "What... how..." A passerby jostled his arm, startling him. The man apologized and kept moving.


  "I need to sit down," she said, her chin quavering. Bailey looked up and saw they were only a few steps from the coffee shop. He grabbed her hand and led her to the door. For a full minute she clasped his hand tightly, and Bailey felt a strange stirring in his midsection. Just like old times.


  They claimed a booth, sitting across from each other. He relinquished her hand reluctantly. Ginny sighed as she sank into the plush upholstery. She looked exhausted. Pink rings glowed around her eyes, nose, and lips. Bailey felt a rush of sympathy for her, but couldn't wait any longer for answers. "Ginny, what's going on?"


  She inhaled deeply, still clenching the shredded tissue in her hand. "Detective Lance received a call from Fort Lauderdale this morning. A woman there passed away a few weeks ago, and before she died, she told a nurse she'd taken her son from a grocery store in Columbus, Ohio, as an infant." Her voice choked, and she bit her bottom lip to steady herself.


  Bailey reached for her hand again, wanting to comfort her, but she pulled back and straightened her shoulders. "I'm all right," she said bluntly.


  I'm not. Let me touch you, let me share. He lowered his hands to grip the sides of the small table, but his equilibrium still seemed off. Ginny's lips moved slowly, and he concentrated fiercely on the words coming out.


  "After the woman died, the nurse reported the conversation to the authorities. When the Fort Lauderdale police could find no proof the woman had given birth, they ran a computer search on unsolved kidnappings. When they contacted the Columbus police, Detective Lance took over." She swallowed audibly. "He said he wanted to be sure before he got our hopes up, but apparently the boy's fingerprints match our son's, and the DNA sample they took at the time of the kidnapping is a match, too." Her voice turned squeaky on the last words, and she smiled tremulously at Bailey.


  Panic twisted in his gut, the one question he'd worn threadbare in his mind leaping out. "Was he... abused?"


  She shook her head vigorously. "No, thank God."


  He released a pent-up breath and dragged a hand over his face. After being emotionally detached from everything and everyone in his life for nearly a decade, the events of the past few minutes made him feel as if he'd been fileted, with his heart on display. "I can't believe it… I just can't believe it." He spread his hands, desperate for firm ground. "What happens next?"


  Her lips parted slightly. "What happens next?" Her voice was incredulous. She straightened, her back pressed against the bench seat. "I'm going to Florida to get my child. Mom and Dad are flying down with me tomorrow morning. I came to see if you wanted to go with us."


  His anger flared at her insinuation. Could she possibly think he wouldn't want to claim his son? "Of course I'm going," he blustered. "I'm his father. I didn't mean to sound as if... oh, hell, I don't know what I meant." He leaned back into the cushion and glanced around the half-empty cafe. "This has thrown me for a loop, Ginny. I'm sorry if I'm not saying all the things you want me to."


  She pursed her lips. "I'm familiar with your coping strategies, Bailey."


  Her remark pierced his chest like a sleek blade.


  "What can I get you folks?" a bespectacled young man asked.


  "Two black coffees," Bailey said, his tone more abrupt than he'd intended.


  "Excuse me," Ginny said as the man turned to leave. "Make mine decaf with cream." The waiter nodded, then disappeared. She turned to Bailey and lifted her chin slightly. "Things change, Bailey."


  He passed a hand through his hair and sighed, his shoulders sagging. "Another good point. I suppose we need to get caught up on each other's lives before we can decide how we're going to handle this, uh"—he floundered for a few seconds—"parenting arrangement." A thought struck him and his pulse jumped as his gaze flew to her left hand. "Are you married?"


  "No. Are you?"


  He told himself the news cheered him because it meant fewer complications. "No." Indicating her attire with a sweep of his hand, he said, "You appear to be doing well for yourself."


  "I'm a systems analyst for a brokerage firm."


  "What exactly is a systems analyst?"


  "I design computer systems—my specialty is stock analysis."


  She'd always been smart and creative, but he was a little surprised. He angled his head toward her. "You? Computers?"


  She bristled. "I went back to college and earned a degree in computer science."


  Years earlier he'd resented the untimely interruption of their impromptu marriage—he hadn't considered at the time that Virginia also sacrificed dreams. "It's great that you finished your degree. I just figured you'd still be sculpting."


  She smoothed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. "I wanted to be self-reliant, so I chose something with more stability."


  Ginny looked a picture of independence, he had to admit. He could see her at work, all prim and aloof, with none of her coworkers suspecting that beneath the stuffy business suit lay a warm, sumptuous body—


  "Here you go," the waiter said, setting down two steaming mugs. "Can I get you folks something to eat?"


  Bailey looked at Ginny. "Did you have dinner?"


  "There wasn't time."


  "Me either. How about some soup?"


  She shook her head, a movement that highlighted her sharp collarbones. He felt a twinge of concern. "Ginny, you look exhausted. Eat."


  Her shoulders rounded slightly, and she nodded. "Okay." The young man bustled off to get them the house special. She swung her long legs around to slide from the booth seat. "I'm going to find the ladies' room."


  Bailey tried to not watch the way her body moved as she walked away from him, but he couldn't help it. He wouldn't have believed it possible to still miss her so much after so many years.


  


  * * *


  


  Virginia shut the ladies' room door behind her and exhaled all of the air out of her lungs. After a few shaky steps toward the tiny vanity, she gratefully sank into a lone chair, then leaned forward to bury her head in her arms.


  This morning she would have sworn she could handle anything life handed her, but she had been completely unprepared for the day's news. At thirty, she was about to become an instant mother to an eight-year-old she didn't even know. Topped with the knowledge she would have to forge a new relationship with Bailey Kallihan, she felt as if she had been plunged into a dark lake and left flailing for the surface.


  Virginia raised her head and peered at herself in the mirror. In the wee hours of sleepless nights, she'd harbored fantasies of being in a stunning gown and on the arm of a gorgeous man when and if she ever laid eyes on Bailey again—not looking like a resurrected corpse in a business suit. With shaking hands she withdrew a silver lipstick case and determinedly drew color back onto her mouth.


  It had taken her years to get over him. And when his rambling letter of apology had arrived at her parents' house two years before, old wounds had ruptured. Obviously written during a roaring drunk, he'd expressed regret over blaming her for their son's disappearance, and for calling her a careless mother. But instead of feeling absolved, Virginia had been overwhelmed with sadness that they were both still wrestling with lingering guilt and anger from their son's abduction and their aborted marriage.


  He hadn't changed a bit. Still shaggy-haired and outlandishly handsome, still hanging out in the same bars, still driving the same old hot rod. She'd seen his black Camaro in the parking lot of the saloon. Virginia laughed a bitter laugh. And from the looks of the young woman he'd given cab fare to, commitment still ranked low on his list.


  For the space of a few weeks after the birth, hope had bloomed in her chest that Bailey would be content to settle down and raise a family. Indeed, he had blazed a new trail of devoted husband and father. But when some madwoman had stolen their baby from his carrier, she'd also stolen Bailey's innocence, his optimism, and his future. Virginia had found herself married to a shell of the man she'd fallen in love with.


  She'd gone looking for him tonight, desperately hoping for... what? A strong, accomplished man on whom she could rely to help raise this child. Someone who would be a good role model, someone who shared her values. But Bailey Kallihan was not father-of-the-year material. He was a willful boy in a man's body.


  A body that still had the infuriating power to affect hers.


  She dragged herself up and splashed cold water on her face. Slowly she dried her hands and fussed with her bangs, delaying her return as long as possible. Finally, she left to retrace her steps to the booth.


  The soup had arrived in her absence and Bailey sat deep in thought, apparently waiting for her before taking a bite. Her pulse leapt absurdly at the sight of his dark profile. He'd pulled the largest portion of his black hair into a thick ponytail. He hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, and the dark stubble crept all the way down to his Adam's apple. A black long-sleeved shirt tucked into faded jeans gave him the look of a displaced cowboy, seemingly capable of playing good guy or bad.


  Virginia would give a week's salary to know what he'd been thinking. Years ago, her unplanned pregnancy had interrupted Bailey's plans to launch his own landscape architectural firm. What plans had her unexpected news interrupted this time?


  Her appearance startled him out of his reverie. "Where do you live?" he asked as she sat down.


  "In German Village." She saw a flicker of surprise in his eyes at the mention of the pricey locale. "How about you? What do you do for a living?" she inquired, lowering her gaze as she lifted her cup for a sip. The deep blue centers of his eyes were so intense against the startling whites, she couldn't look into them for more than a few seconds. Bailey, Jr.'s eyes had been deep blue, but all babies had blue eyes at that age....


  "Still landscaping," he said. "I work for a commercial developer."


  "Designing?"


  "No," he said, picking up his spoon. "Just running a few crews."


  Virginia's heart sank. He'd given up his dream. "That's nice," she said, breaking open a packet of crackers. "Do you still live at Shenoway?" The mere mention of his family's small farm sent stabs of longing through her chest.


  He busied himself stirring the soup. "No. Sis and her husband renovated Mom and Pop's farmhouse, and we sold some of the surrounding land. I live above the saloon."


  She took a bite of the dry cracker and swallowed her disappointment. They'd brought Bailey, Jr., home to the decrepit farmhouse, and Bailey had promised her they'd someday build a new home in the north meadow overlooking the pond. With a big yard for Bailey, Jr., to run and play in as he grows up. Now it seemed probable some other family lived in their meadow. "How is Rita?" she managed to ask.


  At last he cracked a smile. "Sis is great, as always. She's married to a terrific guy, and they have a six-year-old, Jean Ann."


  Virginia smiled her genuine pleasure. "I'd love to see them."


  His hands stilled and she watched his eyes move over her hair and face. "She really misses you."


  "I should have stayed in touch. With Rita, I mean."


  "Well, I guess you'll be seeing more of her now," he said. "I guess you'll be seeing more of me too."


  Virginia kept her face passive to hide the current of emotion coursing through her at the simple truth of his words.


  "You're still wearing the locket I gave you," he said with surprise in his voice, pointing to the necklace she unconsciously fingered.


  She glanced down at the shiny gold pendant, hoping he didn't read anything into the fact that she still wore his wedding gift. Looking up again, she shrugged slightly and smiled. "It always made me feel closer to him somehow."


  He nodded. "Can I see his picture?"


  Leaning forward, she stretched the long chain and extended the case toward him. He gently opened the locket and ran a finger over their son's birth picture—a shock of black hair over a little red face. When he closed the case, he turned over the locket, angling it in the light. "And baby makes three," he read aloud.


  A shiver ran up her spine. Bailey was treading on memories that were too dear. She pulled back and dropped the pendant into hiding beneath her jacket. The locket still radiated with warmth from his fingers as it settled between her breasts.


  He pushed his bowl aside and brought his hand up to scratch the stubble of his beard. Then a grin split his face, and he leaned forward to cover her hand with his. "They found our son, Ginny. Our son. It's pretty incredible, isn't it?"


  As always, his smile was infectious. She smiled too, and nodded. "Unbelievable."


  His eyes shone like two dark sapphires. "What do you think he's like? Which one of us do you think he takes after?"


  She shook her head, her laughter bubbling up at his enthusiasm. "I can't imagine."


  "Do you think he plays baseball or rides horses?"


  She could see his mind clicking with all the father-son activities he had planned—plans he'd laid within seconds of their son drawing his first breath. Virginia fought the panic rolling in her stomach. How was she going to forge a bond with her eight-year-old son? She'd never been very good with children; since the kidnapping the mere sound of a child crying made her hyperventilate.


  What if she wasn't a good mother? What if her own child didn't want her?


  "Are you okay?" he asked, concern crinkling his eyes and mouth.


  She felt the tears coming on and closed her eyes. "It's just the shock—it's been a very long day, and I doubt if I'll get much sleep tonight."


  "I'll follow you home," he offered, waving for the check.


  "It's all the way across town," she protested.


  "But it's on the way to Rita's, so I'll drive over to her place and spend the night there, and meet you at the airport in the morning."


  "But—"


  "It'll give us more time to talk."


  She wanted to inject that talking had never been a strong aspect of their marriage, but she stopped short, afraid the conversation would lead to what had been. Relenting with a nod, she followed him out onto the sidewalk, noting his familiar old-fashioned manners as he stepped to place himself between her and the curb as they walked.


  Bright streetlamps broke the intermittent darkness into slices of near daylight. The heels of Bailey's black leather boots scraped against the cement, punctuating the quick light tap of her high heels. Bailey was one of few men who made her feel small in her five-foot-seven-inch body. Although only five inches taller, his dark looks and broad shoulders were so imposing, she'd seen him dwarf larger men when he entered a room.


  "What time is your flight tomorrow?" he asked. "I'll try to book the same one, or an earlier one if I have to."


  "Ten-thirty. I reserved a seat for you in case you wanted to go, just to be sure we all arrived together."


  "Great. I'll write you a check—"


  "That's not necessary—"


  "Yes, it is."


  His voice brooked no argument, and Virginia retreated gracefully. Bailey had never suffered from a shortage of pride. She gave him the airline and flight number.


  "How are your folks?" he asked, his tone cautious.


  Virginia smiled. "Ecstatic."


  He nodded. "I'm sure they are. Do they know I'm going too?"


  She hesitated. There hadn't been a great deal of love lost between her parents and Bailey when she'd divorced him. "They know I planned to ask you, but even I wasn't sure what your reaction would be."


  He pursed his lips and anger flickered in his expression. "They decided to go in case I bailed so you wouldn't be alone."


  She slowed her step, then stopped, tilting her head back to look at him. "They've always been there for me."


  He chewed on the inside of his jaw, then said, "And I haven't, right, Ginny?"


  Typical defensive Bailey behavior, she thought, checking her own anger. "Bailey, I wasn't even sure I would find you in time. Mom and Dad would have gone regardless. Don't you think it's best for our son to meet his grandparents and know how eager we all are to be with him?"


  He sighed, bobbing his head in concession. "You're right, of course. I would want my parents to be there if they were still living."


  "I didn't mean to exclude Rita and her family."


  He resumed walking. "That's all right, it would be hard for her to get away on short notice anyway. But I'm sure she'll want to meet us at the airport when we get back." He turned to her, frowning slightly. "When are we returning?"


  "The following day. Detective Lance is going too. He said we should expect to spend some of tomorrow talking with social workers and other authorities."


  "Has Bailey, Jr., been told?"


  "He was told this evening."


  "Can we call him?"


  "I wanted to, but Detective Lance said it was best to wait and let the news sink in for all of us. He said Bailey, Jr., would be told we're coming tomorrow."


  Bailey grunted. "Poor kid. In a matter of weeks his mother dies, then he finds out he really belongs to someone else."


  Her defenses reared and she stopped again. "I'm his mother. That woman who took him—"


  "Hey," he said quietly, placing a hand on each shoulder. "That's not what I meant, and you know it."


  She felt penned in by his arms, and pinned down by his troubled gaze. Her breathing became shallow and she was thankful the darkness cloaked her warring emotions. "I know. And you're right—even if he can't remember it all, he's been through a lot."


  He murmured agreement and they fell into a companionable silence. Virginia wanted to bottle the moment and keep it, because visions of the bumpy road ahead of them terrified her. He'd turned his back on her years before in the most devastating of circumstances.


  What about this time? When the going got tough, would Bailey get gone?


  Her mind still swirled with uncertainties when she inserted a key into the door of her sporty sedan. Bailey whistled low in appreciation. He was standing so close, she felt his breath on the back of her neck.


  "Nice wheels."


  Bailey used to say he could size up people just by the car they drove. In fact, he'd admitted it had been the faded blue Mustang Virginia had been driving in college that he'd noticed first. She glanced at him as she swung into the gray leather bucket seat. "Thanks."


  He stood with his arm on the open door, looking as if he were about to say something. Most of his face was cast in shadow, and Virginia felt vulnerable beneath the bright interior light. She met his gaze and waited. Had he changed his mind?


  "Virginia, I..."


  If he didn't have the stomach for what lay ahead, she needed to know now. "What is it, Bailey?"


  The muscles in his forearm bunched as he shifted his weight and leaned forward. He opened his mouth to speak, his white teeth glistening. "I... I'll be right behind you." Stepping away from the car, he closed the door with a solid thunk.


  She exhaled in relief, then waited until he drove up behind her before pulling out. On the forty-minute drive to her town home, she glanced often in the rearview mirror, expecting him to bail any second. He stuck with her, though, and the presence of his headlights was ridiculously comforting. Her small driveway provided a snug fit for two cars, but Bailey maneuvered in behind her expertly.


  Soft landscaping lights outlined her short walkway and led them to a cobblestone stoop. As Bailey climbed the steps, she watched him peer at the bushes and flowers on either side with a trained eye and silently dared him to pass judgment on her tiny home.


  Neither of them spoke as she unlocked her front door with a shaky hand and dismantled the security system from a keypad in the entry hall. The flashing "okay" light did little to settle her nerves regarding the near stranger who'd followed her inside. Virginia flipped on lights and turned to find Bailey surveying his surroundings with an impassive face. She knew him well enough to realize he would be more impressed by the hand-rubbed wood floors than by the luxurious rugs that lay upon them, and more taken by the ornate molding along the ceiling than by the chandelier glimmering above their heads.


  "Coffee?" she asked, laying her keys on a slim marble-topped table, then moving through the hall toward the kitchen.


  "Sure," he murmured, following her at a slower pace.


  She felt self-conscious as she flooded her small, frilly kitchen with light. The wallpaper was blatantly feminine in its soft flower-and-fruit pattern, every detail of the room reflecting her bent for country English decor. She pulled a coffeemaker from a cubbyhole and scooped up fresh grounds, then added water. At last she turned to face Bailey, her heart pounding.


  He balanced on a highback wicker barstool like a predator against the backdrop of a flowered meadow. Nevertheless, he looked casual and comfortable, able to charm a room full of furniture into accommodating him.


  "How long have you lived here?" he asked.


  "Going on four years."


  He pointed to the porcelain sink and antique faucet. "This place has character."


  She smiled. "All the old houses do."


  "Can I get a tour?"


  She hesitated, but he was already unfolding himself to explore. She went from room to room, her pride growing as she illuminated a dining room, living room, and small library accented sparingly with lustrous antiques and plush fabrics. She couldn't help but compare her hand-picked treasures to the blue-light specials they'd lived on in the aged farmhouse. But they'd been happy... for a while....


  Slowly they circled the first floor, making their way back to the entry hall. He paused before the staircase and asked, "Are the bedrooms upstairs?"


  Virginia nodded, but made no move toward the second floor.


  Bailey shifted his weight to his other foot. "Do you have a room for Bailey, Jr.?"


  "Well, my guest room isn't exactly a boy's dream, but I guess it'll do for now."


  "Oh?" Bailey's eyebrows shot up. "Are you planning to move?"


  "No. I meant the room will do until I can redecorate it for him." She experienced a niggling of awareness, a dawning of the implications of discussing bedrooms with her handsome ex-husband. In the next instant she discarded the thought. He simply wanted to know where his son would be sleeping, that's all.


  "Maybe I can do something to help," he offered. "Build some bookshelves or something?"


  She nodded, the silent seconds stretching into a cavernous minute. Clearing her throat, she asked, "Want to take a look?"


  "Sure."


  She gripped the banister tightly, her feet automatically landing on the spots where the floorboards did not creak or complain as she climbed. At the top of the stairs she turned left and led him to a small bedroom draped with pink and cream curtains, and a comforter, complete with lacy pillows. Bailey winced.


  "I know," she said in an apologetic voice. "But it'll suffice."


  "He could stay with me—"


  "No!" At his startled glance, Virginia amended hurriedly, "I mean, no, there couldn't be room at your place."


  His frown confirmed her statement, then he offered a halfhearted grin. "But I do have a nice, plain brown couch that sleeps pretty good. Do you work at home?" he asked, effectively tabling the issue of his living accommodations. He pointed into the room across the hall. A desk and computer workstation dominated the shadowed room.


  "Sometimes." She walked over and switched on the office light.


  Following, he peered in. "Nice setup." Something caught his eye, and Virginia's heart vaulted when he entered the room and picked up a framed photograph from a credenza. He smoothed a finger across the glass. "I remember taking this picture," he said, his voice scratchy.


  Virginia blinked rapidly. She didn't have to see it—she'd memorized every detail in the photo of her holding Bailey, Jr., in her arms outside the hospital, just before they'd driven him home. She'd worn a loose yellow jump suit, and he'd been bundled in pale blue. Her heart had been full to bursting. But even more vivid than her emotions on that day had been the splitting grin of happiness on Bailey's face as he adjusted the camera lens. Smile. Wave to Daddy. Smile, Mommy.


  "Did you keep other pictures?" he asked, his voice stronger.


  She hesitated, then walked to a closet in the converted bedroom and withdrew a large photo album. Carefully, she wiped and blew the dust from the cover, its faded golden letters proclaiming "Our Son." With trembling hands she opened the album, vaguely aware that Bailey stood just behind her, looking over her shoulder.


  Memories slammed into her, leaving her shaken, but with fewer tears than the last few hundred times she'd thumbed through the pages. A younger, smiling Bailey feeding the baby a bottle, giving him a bath, changing his diaper—breaking all the macho-daddy rules. How long had it been since she'd tortured herself with the faded pictures of her infant son, so beautiful and trusting?


  From the pages, a sheet of folded paper escaped, floating to the floor. As Bailey bent to retrieve it, Virginia realized with a nervous jolt it was the letter he'd sent her two years before. She remembered now... that night had been the last time she'd looked through the baby album.


  Her heart thumped against her chest at the implication of her keeping the letter. Bailey retrieved the sheet, straightening as he unfolded it, his face transforming from confusion to... something... when he recognized what he held in his hand. His gaze met hers, and long-slumbering emotions stirred in her heart with the fierceness of a drowsy giant awakening.


  "I wondered if you'd gotten my letter."


  She swallowed hard. "I got it."


  He opened his mouth to speak, but the shrill beep of the coffee-maker downstairs interrupted. Suddenly exhaustion weakened her limbs. She lifted her gaze to Bailey, and attempted a weak smile. "I'm sorry, Bailey, but I have to get some rest."


  "Sure," he said agreeably. "I'll take a rain check on the coffee."


  They walked wordlessly down the stairway together, her heart tripping double time as she stopped to let him move ahead to a safe distance.


  He turned to stare at her, filling up her entryway with denim and attitude. "Well, I guess I'll say good night."


  "I'll see you tomorrow at the airport," she said.


  He nodded. "Tomorrow."


  She stood awkwardly, not knowing the proper ex-spouse etiquette for late night departures after earth-shattering news. "Good night, then."


  He turned and opened the door, giving entry to a warm, fragrant breeze that teased the ends of his ponytail.


  Virginia stepped to the door and held the knob as he walked out. At the last second he turned back and lifted his hand to rub a rough thumb over her cheekbone. The intimate contact startled her, and she instinctively drew back. He dropped his hand and smiled.


  "Tomorrow we see our son, Ginny." Then he was gone before she could reply.


  She closed the door, but waited until the sound of his rumbling engine faded before she moved.


  No, no, no... she couldn't have feelings for him still. She'd been down this road before and heartache lay at the end. Tomorrow she would be thinking more clearly. Tomorrow she would be strong and resistant to his charms. Tomorrow she would have enough to worry about just being a mother. Virginia climbed the stairs, weak-kneed and light-headed.


  She didn't dare think past tomorrow.


  


  * * *


  


  "Bailey, are you drunk?"


  He whooped and lifted Rita off the floor, whirling her around. "Stone sober since Ginny told me the news."


  His sister’s look of disbelief transformed into pure delight. "Oh, Bailey!" She clasped him in a tight hug. When she released him, tears shone in her eyes. "After all these years... this is incredible!"


  He laughed with her, his happiness mushrooming. "It's a miracle all right."


  "Virginia—oh, she must be beside herself! Will she... will the two of you... how is she?"


  "She's fine." He grappled for some detail that wouldn't betray the revived emotion he felt stirring in his swollen, stupid heart. "She works in computers and is doing well for herself. Has a town home in the Village."


  "Does she have other children now?"


  "No, she never remarried."


  One graceful black eyebrow shot up. "Really."


  "Don't start, sis."


  "What?" she asked, bringing a hand to her chest, her eyes wide in innocence.


  "You know what," he admonished with a stern look. "Don't get any romantic ideas about me and Ginny picking up where we left off. We're completely different people now." He hoped some of his logic would sink into his own hard head.


  "Which is precisely why your relationship might work this time."


  "Rita—"


  "Bailey, you share an eight-year-old son, what better reason could you have for getting back together with Ginny?"


  "I know it would be better for him if we were still married," he admitted, "but our marriage wasn't that great, and after all these years she's not going to just welcome me back into her life with open arms, not the way we left things." Guilt stabbed him, and he averted his eyes.


  His sister smiled, and touched his hand. "Ginny's a good woman, I'm sure she'd want what's best for—"


  "Trust me on this one," he said abruptly. "She wouldn't want me."


  Rita blinked, then narrowed her dark eyes at him. "Is there something I don't know? Was there another woman?"


  He frowned. "Of course not. I partied a lot, but I was never unfaithful."


  "What, then?"


  Bailey turned away from her piercing gaze, shame burning in his stomach. "I said some hurtful things to her after the baby disappeared."


  "What kinds of things?"


  He swallowed hard and closed his eyes. "That... that she was careless—"


  "Oh, Bailey—"


  "—and not a good mother."


  "Oh, God, no, Bailey."


  The sorrow in her voice increased the pain swirling in his gut. "I know." He sighed. "It was... unforgivable."


  Her arms wrapped around him from behind, and she pressed her cheek against his back. In a soft voice she murmured, "You were hurt and angry and young—"


  "And stupid and thoughtless." He ground the words out.


  "Have you tried saying you're sorry?"


  "Yeah. I wrote her a letter a couple of years ago and told her what a jerk I was."


  "And?"


  "And nothing. She didn't respond—not that I expected her to. She has every right to hate me." Although she did keep the letter...


  Rita unwound her arms and moved to face him. "You're right," she said, angling her head. "She should hate you. So you've got some serious making up to do."


  He pursed his lips, nodding slowly. "I know... but how?"


  She smiled and reached forward to squeeze his shoulders with her little hands. "Bailey, there are things more important than being the life of every party. You might even have to give up your reputation of being the biggest lady-killer in town. It's time to grow up, little brother."


  Bailey bit the inside of his cheek to allow the flash of anger to subside. Slowly, the warmth of acceptance seeped into his heart. "You're right, sis," he said finally, inhaling deeply. "I've been given a second chance, and I'll try to make the most of it."


  A few minutes later Bailey left to drive back to his apartment, still vibrating with nervous energy. On impulse, he turned the car onto the dirt road that led to the north meadow overlooking the pond. He stopped the car and retrieved a flashlight from the glove compartment before climbing out, but when he walked to the top of the hill, the moon shone so bright across the meadow, he switched off the beam. For a long time he simply stood and stared across the lush field, listening to the tall grass whisper in the wind. Silver light gilded the huge old white oak tree that loomed enormous in the exaggeration of shadows, drawing him, as always.


  Insects fell silent, then resumed their chirping in rounds as he waded through the dew-laden grass to stand in the silhouette of the Kallihan heirloom tree—his tree. His father had planted it the day Bailey was born, and thirty-three years later, its branches spread wide and inviting, begging to be climbed. At first it had been hard to reconcile the sentimental act with his hard-nosed father, whom he missed dearly, but Bailey had come to realize his father had possessed a soft center. Out of respect and love, Bailey had taken a single acorn from the immense tree and planted it the day his own son came into the world.


  He turned slowly and walked toward the smaller tree growing several yards away. Bailey, Jr., had already been snatched from their lives by the time the tiny sprout had emerged from the ground. His heart had nearly broken each time he visited the tree, but he'd nursed it determinedly. Despite a fragile beginning, it now stood tall and straight as a sword, casting a fifteen-foot shadow, its leaves rustling in the night breeze. Decades from now its branches would spread to meet those of the older tree. Long after he left this earth, his and his son's trees would live and touch and breathe. The thought filled his veins with deep satisfaction.


  He crouched and lowered himself to the ground to sit beneath the canopy of the smaller tree, then leaned back against the rough bark. He and Ginny had planned to build a home in the meadow and raise their son here. Instead, they'd all been scattered in separate directions.


  From what he could gather of Ginny's current tastes, he doubted if she would've been happy for long with the simple home design they'd chosen years earlier. He probably still had the dog-eared blueprints somewhere. Lot of good they would do, except remind him of what he'd had, of what he'd thrown away. Even if he did manage to get his life back on track, Ginny was probably lost to him forever.


  Or was she?


  Sitting amid the sweet-smelling grass under his son's tree, he suddenly realized he'd been given a miracle today and right now anything seemed possible, even a notion as remote as having Virginia Catron's love again.


  Bailey felt a boulder of grief and guilt slide from his chest. His shoulders drooped in relief, and his cheeks felt wet. He tilted his head and gazed up through the branches into the star-winking heavens.


  "Thanks," he whispered.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  "I KNEW HE’D BE LATE," Virginia's father said, a deep frown creasing his weathered face.


  "Edward," Virginia's mother chided, laying a hand on his arm.


  Virginia ground her teeth and silently agreed with her father—Bailey was nothing if not unreliable. When the gate attendant announced the final boarding, she gripped the handle of her tapestry carry-on bag and reluctantly rose to her feet. "We'd better go," she said in her strongest voice.


  "Let me get that, honey," her dad said, reaching for her bag. He squeezed her shoulders and gave her a smile. "Everything's going to be just fine, you'll see."


  She nodded and straightened her shoulders, turning to signal Detective Lance. The salt-and-pepper-haired man was already on his feet, looking grave and protective in his navy suit. He settled a hat on his head with both hands, then stopped to stare at something down the concourse.


  Virginia heard Bailey before she saw him. "Ginny!" he yelled. "Wait—I'm coming!"


  She shook her head in grudging relief. Bailey rounded the corner in a flurry of flying arms and legs, the bag slung over his shoulder bouncing against his hip. Virginia blinked in astonishment at his appearance. Was this the same man she'd seen the previous night?


  His hair had been neatly shorn into short, thick layers, his jaw cleanly shaven. He wore dark jeans and boots with a white dress shirt and—wonder of wonders—a tie of muted colors that complemented the charcoal-gray sport coat covering his wide shoulders. Her throat went dry at his transformation from plain good-looking to downright gorgeous.


  Then he grinned and vaulted from gorgeous to drop dead devastating.


  "I made it," he announced. "Hello, Peg… Edward." He inclined his head, then extended his hand to Virginia's father.


  Edward Catron considered the hand offered to him for several seconds before he clasped it in what appeared to be an iron grip, considering the flash of pain on Bailey's face.


  "Bailey," her father acknowledged.


  Her mother gave Bailey a tentative smile when he squeezed her hand in greeting. Detective Lance had just finished reintroducing himself when the harried gate attendant rushed over to hustle them onto the plane.


  At the doorway the head flight attendant met Virginia with a warm smile. "Your parents mentioned the purpose of your trip to one of the gate crew. We've arranged for you and your husband to sit in first class."


  Before Virginia could react, the captain appeared and extended his own congratulations, again addressing them as a married couple. Avoiding Bailey's gaze, Virginia smiled and nodded her way through the uncomfortable misunderstanding, immensely relieved when they were shown to their seats.


  "How about that?" Bailey said cheerfully while the plane taxied to take off. "We're celebrities."


  Rather than putting her at ease, though, Bailey's carefree smile left her unsettled. Despite the new clothes and tame hair, the gravity of the situation still had not sunk into his irresponsible head. Suddenly the shock, the worry, and the fear of the last fifteen hours rose in Virginia's chest like a suffocating bile. She gagged, jamming her hand to her mouth as she dropped her chin and closed her eyes.


  "Ginny?"


  She lurched forward as the plane became airborne. Her stomach dipped precariously, then she felt his hand at the small of her back.


  "Here's an airsick bag. Are you okay?"


  She started to nod agreeably, as she had a hundred times since she'd heard the news, then changed her mind. "No," she gasped, grabbing the bag. She heaved her meager breakfast into it, then sat back, purged and weak, only to find Bailey and the attendant hovering over her.


  "Are you all right, ma'am?"


  Bailey requested a wet cloth, concern evident in his voice, but he didn't push Virginia to talk. She squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated on taking deep, even breaths. Suddenly a cool, soothing cloth was applied to her forehead by gentle and disturbingly familiar hands. "Can't blame you, Ginny," he murmured. "I felt a little queasy myself this morning. After all, this is a pretty big day for us."


  Us. The word reverberated through her fuzzy brain, and a lump of hurt and anger formed in her throat. They should have been able to present a strong, united, happily married front for their son today, but Bailey hadn't loved her enough to stick it out. Deep down, she knew she shouldn't blame him for feelings he hadn't been able to manufacture, but his rejection of her had hurt badly, and if truth be known, it still did.


  She opened her eyes, reached up to take the cloth from his hand, and slowly wiped her mouth. "There is no us, Bailey," she whispered hoarsely.


  He searched her face for a moment, and she hoped her newfound resolve was evident. Her life seemed to be in a state of free fall, and she had to regain some measure of control. Her breathing became shallow as the silence between them ballooned.


  After a full minute he reached forward to cover her hand with his, then wet his lips. "There could be an us." He angled his head, his eyes disarmingly hopeful.


  Tiny hairs sprang up on the back of her neck as his words sank in, then a slow burn started in her chest. Bailey Kallihan had more nerve than ten men to think he could erase years of hurt with a charming smile and a soft touch. She must look like a fool if she seemed that desperate.


  Humiliation bloomed and spread to the ends of her tingling fingers as she carefully extracted her hand from his. She struggled to keep her voice even as she gripped the cloth so hard, water dripped onto her shirt. "Let me make one thing perfectly clear, Bailey—if our son had not been found, I would have had no reason, and no desire, to see you again." He shrank back from her a few inches, and she felt a bite of satisfaction, a dimension of control returning. "I love my child enough to make the best of this situation, but don't try to turn this into something it's not."


  Bailey shrugged. "Okay, I didn't mean to—"


  "Yes, you did mean to," she cut in, then held up her hand to bring the subject to a halt. She closed her eyes and sighed. "I called an attorney this morning, Bailey, and we've got a lot to discuss before we land, so let's just get through this, okay?"


  A muscle ticked in his jaw. "Sure."


  Another flight attendant stopped to take their drink order and Virginia gratefully accepted a glass of ginger ale. She longed for the mild sedative her mother had offered her earlier. Her stomach pitched and rolled with a myriad of emotions she tried to pin down. In only a few hours she'd be face-to-face with her son... her son. She worried her bottom lip and dug her fingernails into her palm.


  "What things?" he asked, jarring her out of her racing thoughts.


  "What?"


  He pushed his hair back from his forehead, looking frustrated. "What things do we have to discuss?"


  "Oh." She straightened in her seat. "Well... the custody arrangement."


  His brow furrowed. "What's to discuss? We'll both have custody—he can stay with me on the weekends."


  "Stay with you? You mean on your couch in an apartment above a bar?"


  He flushed angrily. "We'll stay at Rita's so he can get to know his cousin."


  Virginia had two panicky visions—her son alone with her in a stifling town home, and her son with Bailey's rowdy family on a farm; it didn't take a child psychologist to guess where the boy would prefer to spend time. "I work during the week, I'd like to spend weekends with him too."


  "Can't you cut back on your hours?"


  Anger flamed through her, but she fought to keep her voice calm. "I arranged for a month of leave, which should take me up to the start of school, but after that I'll be back to working at least forty-five hours a week. Raising a child is expensive, Bailey."


  "I'll help," he declared hotly.


  She averted her eyes so he couldn't read her doubts. Ever the good-intentioned, Bailey's fault lay in his follow-through. His idea of savings used to be buying old cars, hoping they'd appreciate in value. He'd let her down before in a big way—she wasn't about to sacrifice a portion of her income on the basis of a verbal promise. "I'm not cutting my hours. He can stay with you at Rita's every other weekend."


  "Wait a minute!" Passengers around them turned to stare. He leaned toward her and lowered his voice, his eyes still flashing. "Four or five days a month isn't enough. He's my son too, and I want to get to know him just as much as you do."


  "Well," she said coolly, "we seem to be at an impasse."


  His eyes narrowed, then his face relaxed as if a solution had occurred to him. "Not necessarily."


  She angled her head toward him suspiciously. "What do you mean?"


  "In the beginning we can both spend time with him... we can all do things together."


  Virginia frowned, wary.


  "It's only fair to Bailey, Jr.," he asserted, "that he get to know both of us. We both want to spend time with him, and we can't split him down the middle." He flashed her a charming smile. "You can't convince me you've grown that tough, Ginny."


  Her stomach contracted at his reminder that he used to know her well, that he used to know her intimately. "What about holidays and school vacations?"


  He shrugged. "We'll work it out when the time comes."


  "I think we need to get this down on paper," she insisted.


  "Ginny, for God's sake, you make this sound like some kind of business deal. You used to be easygoing and spontaneous—now you want every detail planned out. What's happened to you?"


  His words stung, but she wasn't about to let him know. "What happened to me? I grew up, Bailey, which is something you might think about doing someday. Living life shooting from the hip is amusing for a man in his twenties, but not very flattering for a man in his thirties."


  As she watched raw emotion play across his handsome face, Virginia almost felt sorry for her ex-husband. But she knew him, and knew that he had to be forced to face the truth. It was too late for them, but he needed to extend himself beyond his hedonistic lifestyle for their son.


  Bailey dropped his eyes and swished a stirrer in the whiskey sour he cradled in one hand. "I guess I deserve that," he said, his voice resigned. Then he set his drink down and twisted in his seat to face her. "But, Ginny, you have to believe me when I say I'm going to settle down and be a good father to Bailey, Jr. I want to be there for him." He gave her a sad smile. "I want to be there for you too, but I understand how you feel about me."


  Her stomach pivoted again, but this time it had nothing to do with the altitude or her anxiety over meeting her son.


  "Could you put up with me being around long enough to allow our son to adjust?"


  Warning bells screamed in Virginia's head. Spending time with Bailey sounded too much like playing house. He might charm her into letting her guard down long enough for him to get his hooks into her heart again.


  "Only," she said in a threatening tone, "if you give me your word we can be adult about this and keep things on a strictly platonic level."


  He laid a hand over his heart. "I give you my word."


  But Virginia's chest tightened in dreaded premonition. When had Bailey Kallihan ever lived up to his word?


  


  * * *


  


  As soon as he stepped into the gate area, Bailey spotted a small but conspicuous group of police officers and other official-looking people. Detective Lance took the lead, first introducing himself to a fellow officer, then presenting Virginia, Bailey, and her parents.


  A kindly gentleman in a maroon jacket clasped Ginny's hand warmly, his eyes shining. "I'm Kendall Maybry, from the children's services bureau. It's a real pleasure, Mrs. Kallihan," he said. The title sent a tiny shock wave through Bailey, and he was remotely pleased that Ginny didn't correct the error.


  After a few minutes of awkward pleasantries, Bailey asked, "Mr. Maybry, where is our son?" He knew he was probably breaking protocol, but he wasn't sure if protocol existed for such a situation.


  "He's been living at a children's shelter since the death of his mo—" The man broke off, embarrassed, and offered Ginny an apologetic smile. "I mean, since the death of the woman who... took care of him. This is Ms. Andrews—she's been counseling Chad through this ordeal."


  "Chad?" he and Ginny asked in unison.


  "The boy goes by the name Chad Green," Ms. Andrews said, shaking their hands in turn.


  The news hit Bailey like a knee to his stomach. Of course the woman who'd kidnapped him hadn't known the child's real name, and wouldn't have used it if she had. The one link he had with his son had been stripped away.


  "Are you the one who told him about us, Ms. Andrews?" Ginny asked, gripping her purse tighter and tighter. Bailey's heart constricted at her pinched, expectant expression.


  "Yes."


  "What was his reaction?"


  Ms. Andrews hesitated only a few seconds, but long enough for dread to wash over Bailey. "Well... as you can imagine, it was quite a shock for him, but we can talk about it on the way to the shelter. Shall we?" She swept her arm toward an exit, and the group moved forward as a unit.


  Minutes later Bailey helped Ginny climb into a minivan with Mr. Maybry, Ms. Andrews, and Ginny's parents. He settled into the space beside Ginny, experiencing a twinge of pleasure at the sensation of her leg pressed against the length of his. Seeking diversion from the sudden rush, he blurted out, "Tell us what's going on with our son. Is he okay?"


  The counselor turned in her seat to face them. "Physically, he's fine, just an ordinary, healthy eight-year-old."


  Bailey felt a small amount of relief.


  "But," the woman continued, "he's understandably upset about leaving the area he grew up in to live with parents who are strangers to him."


  "The woman who"—Ginny swallowed audibly—"who took our son—Detective Lance told me she didn't mistreat him. Is that true?"


  The woman smiled encouragingly. "As far as we know, yes. Neighbors say that Lois Green was a person who sometimes acted a little strange, but was very protective where Chad was concerned."


  Bailey bit the end of his tongue. It wasn't fair to Ginny that another woman had been allowed to be protective of their child. But considering all the alternatives their son could have been exposed to, it wasn't the worst scenario by far.


  "There was no father figure in the home, and I gather from my sessions with Chad that he grew up quickly, and assumed the role of caretaker when Lois became ill."


  "How did she die?" Bailey asked.


  "Cancer," Ms. Andrews replied.


  "Was she—" Ginny hesitated, and he saw her clench her hand into a fist. "Was she a decent sort of person?"


  The counselor nodded. "Lois Green held a secretarial position and rented a small apartment. It wasn't in the best part of town, but she made certain Chad went to school, and you'll be glad to know he's a good student."


  "What grade?" It sounded like a stupid question, but Bailey had no time for pretenses.


  "Fourth. I understand you have no other children, Mr. and Mrs. Kallihan?"


  Bailey squirmed, and Ginny's cheeks flushed dark pink before she said, "Actually, Ms. Andrews, we're no longer married. I go by the name of Catron."


  Mild surprise registered on the woman's face. "Oh? Which family will Chad be living with?"


  Bailey coughed. "Neither one of us have a family."


  "We're both single," Ginny clarified, "and Ch-Chad will be living with me."


  "I see," Ms. Andrews said slowly. "Well, for Chad's sake, I'm sorry you're not living together, but I guess this is the next most desirable situation, if you're both agreeable to the living arrangements." She glanced at Bailey.


  "We've reached a compromise." He met Ginny's gaze, and felt a stab of determination to breach the wall she'd erected.


  The counselor nodded, then explained they were forty minutes away from the home where they would meet Chad after they signed the necessary papers.


  He felt Ginny stir beside him before she asked, "What does he look like?" He glanced at her, but had to look away when he saw the tears gathered in her eyes.


  Ms. Andrews smiled. "He's a fine-looking boy. I'm sure you will be very pleased."


  The forty minutes crept by. No one spoke, as if conceding that words could not prepare them for what lay ahead. Bailey alternately concentrated on the traffic outside and the tightening and loosening of Ginny's iron grip on her purse. Unable to help himself, he reached over to close his hand over her white-knuckled one, but he didn't look at her for fear she'd pull away. She didn't, and he welcomed her warm skin against his to calm his own jumping nerves.


  At last they pulled into the shelter's crowded parking lot. Bailey squinted at the gathering of people and equipment just outside the entrance. "What's going on?"


  Mr. Maybry banged his fist on the steering wheel and Ms. Andrews shook her head angrily. "Reporters," she said. "Someone must have leaked the story to the press."


  He heard and felt Ginny's sharp inhale, and felt a surge of protectiveness. "Damn. Is there a back entrance?"


  "Too late," Mr. Maybry said as the crowd turned and ran toward their van, microphones held high and cameras rolling.


  Detective Lance and another police officer were on their feet before the van rolled to a stop. "Follow us," he instructed.


  Bailey clasped Ginny's hand and held on, even when she started to pull away. "Stay close to me," he murmured. The din of the crowd exploded around them when the van door opened. A dozen microphones were thrust into their faces and camera flashes blinded them.


  "Mr. and Mrs. Kallihan, what are your feelings as you prepare to meet your son for the first time in eight years?"


  "Do you know anything about him?"


  "What if he doesn't want to live with you?"


  "Will you give us a statement before you leave?"


  The police officers cleared a path, with Mr. Maybry and Ms. Andrews offering protection from behind. Bailey focused on the home's entrance, his strength growing each time Ginny leaned into him. Finally they reached the steps, the sounds and voices receding behind them as they ascended to safety.


  The door closed behind them. Bailey looked around, forcing his eyes to adjust to the dimness, expecting to see his son in any corner of the room. His heart pounded in anticipation.


  "I'm terribly sorry about that," Ms. Andrews said. "I guess it was bound to capture the media's attention. It's quite a fantastic story—we've never heard of a reunion like this one."


  Bailey had already dismissed the commotion. "Where's my son?"


  Mr. Maybry stepped forward. "If you could give us just a few more minutes to sign the necessary paperwork to release Chad into your custody—"


  "Show me the papers," he demanded.


  At a signal from Mr. Maybry, a secretary scurried out of the room, then returned with a handful of documents.


  "Now, Mr. and Mrs.—I mean, Mr. Kallihan and Ms. Catron, if you will—"


  Bailey snatched the pen. "Where do I sign?"


  The man abandoned whatever rules he'd been prepared to defend, and simply pointed to a blank line on each paper, where Bailey hastily scrawled his name, then handed the pen to Ginny. She hesitated only a second or two before following suit. Bailey suspected it was the first time she'd signed anything with such abandon since their divorce papers.


  When she set down the pen, he said, "Now, Mr. Maybry, take us to our son."


  "Right this way."


  They were led down a carpeted hallway with numbered doors on either side. Ginny gripped his hand tightly. He caught her worried glance and gave her a wink and a comforting smile.


  The end of the hall opened into a recreation room, complete with game tables, bookshelves, and bean-bag chairs scattered in front of a TV. Bright fluorescent lights reached into the corners of the room, dimmed by blinds that had been pulled, Bailey realized, to keep out prying cameras. His eyes scanned the quiet room, alighting on a small figure sitting at a table against a far wall. At their entrance the woman sitting with the boy stood and moved away.


  Bailey's eyes were riveted on the child as he turned to look their way. His heart threatened to explode as he took in the boy's familiar features. Same dark, unruly hair, same deep widow's peak and slight cowlick, same dense brows, same cobalt-blue eyes. It could have been himself at eight years old.


  He heard Ginny's sharp intake of breath, felt her death grip on his hand. "Oh, my God," she whispered.


  The boy stood up, his eyes guarded, his expression wary. He wore a baggy blue-and-white-striped T-shirt over denim shorts and high-top athletic shoes. As they walked closer, he dropped his gaze and flicked a paint chip from the surface of the table. When at last he looked at them, Bailey saw pain and fear in the boy's wide, dark eyes. Blood pounded in his ears. My son... my son... my son.


  "Hello," Bailey ventured, pleased that his voice worked at all.


  "Hey," came the cautious reply.


  Ginny seemed speechless, unable to tear her eyes away from the boy. Bailey wasn't sure what to say next, but his son had apparently been giving this moment a great deal of thought.


  "So you're my real parents, huh?" He spoke with the low tone and casual grace of a street-smart kid.


  "Yes," Ginny said, her voice wavering only slightly. "Bailey is your father, and I'm Virginia, your m-mother."


  The dark eyes scanned them both head to toe, and Bailey held his breath.


  "I can see you're my old man," Chad said to Bailey. "We got the same face."


  Bailey nodded, confirming the obvious. He was going to have a heart attack if his pulse didn't slow soon.


  Then Chad turned to Ginny, and tilted his head. "But you don't look like any mother I've seen."


  Bailey had to agree. She looked too young and too slim in a blue wrap dress and high heels. He watched as she smiled, her face lighting with wonder. "But I am," she said gently. "I'm your mother."


  His son considered Ginny's words for a few seconds, then turned belligerent eyes her way. "What kind of mother lets her kid get stolen in a grocery store?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  BAILEY BLINKED. Ginny dropped his hand, her shoulders falling, her hand covering her open mouth. Anger bolted through his stomach as he looked back to his unruffled son. The boy even had a slight smile on his face. "What did you say?" Bailey demanded.


  Chad rolled his eyes. "I said what kind of mo—"


  "Never mind," Bailey interrupted. "I heard you." He turned to the small knot of people in the back of the room. "We'd like some privacy, please."


  Ginny's father puffed up and opened his mouth to respond, but her mother quieted him and pulled him from the room along with the others. The door closed noiselessly. The only sound in the room was Ginny's soft sniffling as she struggled to regain her composure.


  Bailey wanted to comfort her, but his immediate concern was the cocky cause of her tears.


  Chad stood with his arms loosely crossed, challenging Bailey with his eyes and his stance. He was apparently unmoved by tears, and unafraid of a reprisal.


  Even as Bailey's mind raced for the appropriate reprimand, he cursed himself. What right did he have to chastise? The boy's words to Ginny were almost identical to the words he'd said to her after the kidnapping. And Bailey had been old enough to know better, not a confused eight-year-old kid.


  Whether by design, Bailey wasn't sure, but Chad had lashed out at the very person who would be the most devoted to him. Like father, like son. He rubbed at the ache forming in his temple, then leveled his gaze on Chad. "This is strange for all of us, but you had no cause to say that."


  Chad shrugged, his eyes remaining passive. "It's a free country, I can say whatever I want."


  Bailey straightened, placing his hands on his hips. "Then I hope you want to say you're sorry."


  His son's chin raised a notch. "And I suppose you're going to make me, Daddy?"


  The taunt stung Bailey, and it took him a few seconds to recover. The boy was as belligerent as he'd been at that age. He took a deep, steadying breath to rein in his anger. "You can be a jerk to me if you need to blow some steam, son, but"—he took a few steps closer to Chad and assumed an authoritative stance of his own—"don't take it out on your mother."


  Chad's eves narrowed. "My mother was Lois Green."


  Bailey remained completely still. "Then consider yourself lucky. Some kids don't have a mother at all, and you've had two."


  The boy jerked his thumb toward Ginny. "I'm not calling her Mom, and I'm not calling you Dad."


  His heart squeezed over yet another intangible loss.


  "That's fine," Ginny injected, her voice much stronger. "Virginia and Bailey will do for now." She looked at Bailey, nodding encouragement.


  "Sure," Bailey said stiffly.


  "And I don't want to be called Junior. A counselor told me I could have my name legally changed to Chad Green."


  Another pause, and he and Ginny shared another glance. The kid sounded like an eight-year-old going on sixteen. Bailey conceded. "Okay, we'll talk about the name change later."


  "So what's this place like, this Columbus, Ohio?" Chad's tone sounded as if he were already decidedly unimpressed with his destination.


  Bailey shrugged, immensely relieved to be on more neutral ground. "It's flat, and big, and busy, not unlike here."


  "A friend of mine used to live there and said he froze his ass off."


  Bailey frowned. "Do you always talk like that?"


  "It's a free country—"


  "I know," Bailey cut in. "But watch your language."


  Chad gave a dismissive wave and turned back to the table. "I changed my mind—I don't want to live with you."


  Bailey tamped down his anger. "You're not going to live with me, you're going to live with Ginny."


  At last he was rewarded with Chad's undivided attention as the boy sorted the words in his head. He snorted. "You mean you guys are divorced?"


  Regret washed over Bailey—he didn't dare look at Ginny because he knew he'd find no remorse there. "That's right."


  The boy threw up his arms in resignation. "Great. How many half and step brothers and sisters do I have?"


  "None," Ginny said.


  "But I have stepparents, right?"


  "No," Bailey said.


  Their son frowned, the wind taken from his sails. "When did you get divorced?"


  Bailey exhaled a long, noisy breath. "A few months after you were kidnapped."


  "No more kid, no more marriage?" Chad hooted. "What was I, an accident or something?" One look at Ginny's face, and his smirk disappeared. "You're kidding—I was an accident?"


  "Unplanned," Ginny said quickly, "but we wanted you very much."


  "Oh, right," Chad declared haughtily. "You were probably glad I was kidnapped! You probably left me alone on purpose!"


  "No," Ginny whispered, shaking her head. "We looked everywhere—"


  "That's enough," Bailey said, his voice low and just short of threatening. He buried his hand in his hair and bit back a curse. "You're my kid all right. I'd have known it if you didn’t look like me because you don't know when to keep your mouth shut."


  "Bailey," Ginny began, but he held his hand up to silence her.


  "From the minute we arrived, you've been nothing but rude, disrespectful, and downright mean."


  "Don't like me, huh?" Chad's voice had lost some of its bravado. "Well, maybe I don't like you either, mister."


  When he noticed moisture gathering around the corners of the boy's dark eyes, Bailey experienced his first glimmer of hope that things might work out someday, somehow. He reached over to squeeze Chad's shoulder, and the boy turned his head, but didn't pull away. Another good sign.


  "My daddy always told me it was a shame you couldn't pick your relatives like you pick your friends." Chad's hooded gaze darted back to him and Bailey shrugged. "But you can't, so I guess we're stuck with each other."


  His son pondered the words a few seconds, then asked, "Are you the only family I got?"


  Bailey reluctantly withdrew his hand, shaking his head. "An aunt, uncle, and six-year-old cousin in Ohio—"


  "A boy cousin?"


  "Jean Ann's a girl, but she's no sissy. Throws a baseball so hard it'll burn your hand through a glove."


  Chad seemed mildly impressed. "Who are those old people who came with you?"


  "They're my parents," Ginny said softly, stepping forward. "Your only grandparents, and they're dying to meet you." She smiled and wiped at her lingering tears with the heel of her hand.


  Bailey left and returned a few minutes later with Edward and Peg. Chad shuffled over to them with little enthusiasm, but surprised Bailey by shaking hands with Edward and allowing Peg to give him a hug. As he watched his son nod and answer questions, pride filled him and he struggled a few seconds with his own emotions. He wondered if his expression matched Ginny's.


  She positively glowed. Her eyes never left Chad, soaking him up like a thirsty sponge. The top of his dark head nearly reached her shoulder. At times her fingers hovered just above his skin, as if she wanted to touch him, but didn't dare. She looked as tentative around Chad as Bailey felt around her.


  Taking advantage of her distraction, he allowed his gaze to roam over her figure. He'd always loved her slender neck, and the topknot she wore gave him a tantalizing view. The fabric of the dress she wore clung softly to her shoulders and slight curves. He remembered the skin on her stomach being satiny smooth—flat muscle before the baby, stretched during the pregnancy, then softness afterward on the way back to muscle tone—his fingers had been explicably drawn to her abdomen at every stage. Her legs were long, her calves well defined, narrowing to slender ankles.


  Desire welled within him. The sexual aspect of their relationship had never been lacking—Ginny had been a warm, enthusiastic lover, at times leaving him too tired for his physically demanding job. He remembered the ribbing he'd taken at work on days he'd moved with less energy than usual.


  His prevailing memory of their lovemaking was her whispering his name in urgency. Every time he'd lain with a woman since his divorce, he'd imagined Ginny's satisfied gasp... Bailey... oh, Bailey...


  "Bailey," Ginny said, snapping him out of his reverie. She volunteered her first genuine smile since their reunion and motioned him to the table where the four of them were pulling up chairs. "Join us."


  As he walked toward them, Bailey locked his gaze on Chad and Ginny. The last eight years seemed to disintegrate. Here was his family, his son and wife, the two people he loved most in the world. Guilt slammed into him with the force of an anvil.


  He'd failed miserably at his husbandly duties. How well would he handle parenthood?


  


  * * *


  


  Virginia had never experienced such a deluge of emotions in such a short time span. As an hour slipped by, then two, her pulse finally slowed to just below the dangerous mark, only to leap again when Chad revealed some interesting tidbit about his life. In fidgety, staccato sentences, he admitted that he skateboarded, hung out at the video arcade, and could hit a three-point shot on the basketball court in his school gym. And that he liked animals, hated girls, and tolerated homework. While not exactly warming to his new family gathered around the table, Chad seemed to become less confrontational as the sparse conversation progressed.


  But he avoided all eye contact with her.


  The ceiling, the floor, and every other person at the table seemed worthy of his attention, but not Virginia. His earlier outburst still rang in her ears, but she tried to push it from her mind. And she really didn't mind his averted eyes, because then she didn't have to worry that he would discover her secret.


  She was terrified at the thought of taking him home.


  Virginia could scarcely reconcile this belligerent, gangly boy with the baby she'd carried home in her arms so many years earlier. As she watched him move and speak, she felt twinges of happiness and longing, but the fear... the fear dwarfed every other sensation. She kept smiling while her skin prickled, and her blood raced.


  Before this moment, only one other person had ever made her feel so completely overwhelmed—Bailey.


  She lifted her eyes to find her ex-husband engrossed in Chad's explanation of why the South Eastern Conference was definitely the best college basketball conference in the country. Bailey nodded thoughtfully, his eyes warm and rapt on his son. Then he offered his own argument for Ohio State's conference, the Big Ten. Bailey sat back in his chair and splayed his hands, then cracked his knuckles with a bend of his wrists. She'd once hated his noisy habit, but now found it oddly familiar and comforting.


  He had removed the gray sport coat and rolled up the sleeves of his starched dress shirt to reveal impressive, darkly tanned forearms. The calluses on his large hands further attested that he often abandoned his position of crew chief and pitched in to help his men, a revelation that didn't surprise Virginia at all. She smiled sadly to herself. Bailey had never been afraid of hard work—it had been the more abstract demands of life he'd found too challenging. Like loving her...


  A rap sounded at the door, then Ms. Andrews's head and shoulders appeared. "Would you like to break for a light meal?" Though not the least bit hungry, Virginia felt immensely grateful for a return to the mundane details of living. The group rose and filed from the room, following the counselor.


  With a pang Virginia noted the identical father-son saunter, originating from the carriage of the same wide shoulders, and the gait of the same long legs. The child was created from the joining of her and Bailey's bodies, but as she watched them move in near perfect synchronization, she realized that little to none of herself had made it past the dominance of Bailey Kallihan's genes.


  Bailey and Chad were formed from the same mold—it was she who didn't belong. Her ex-husband and her son had both voiced their doubts about her ability to be a good mother, and they didn't even know the extent of her own apprehension. From the recesses of her mind, the thought materialized that perhaps they'd be happier together—without her. Premonition shivered through her, but she shook it off.


  A cold meal in the dining room was a quiet affair, with conversation contributed mostly by Ms. Andrews and Mr. Maybry. As dusk approached, Detective Lance reappeared to announce reporters were still camped outside the building.


  "Chad," Virginia said across the table. "This is Detective Lance. He was assigned to our case when... from the very beginning."


  The officer smiled. "Good to finally meet you, young man."


  Chad acknowledged him with a nod, swallowing the last of his sandwich. "So Lois outsmarted you, huh?"


  She thought she detected a hint of pride in Chad's voice, and her anger at the woman who'd taken him flared once again.


  Detective Lance glanced from her to Bailey, who was taking his time wiping his tightened mouth with a paper napkin. She nodded for the officer to speak freely.


  "I guess she did, son."


  "Those other cops wouldn't tell me what really happened."


  After another encouraging nod from Virginia, Detective Lance pulled up a chair beside Chad, then opened a brown accordion folder and removed yellowed newspaper articles. "The suspect," he began to explain in an official-sounding voice, then stopped and removed his hat. When he resumed, he encompassed all of them in his sweeping gaze, and spoke in a softer tone. "Lois Green was born and raised in Detroit, Michigan. She was an only child, kind of quiet, with no criminal record. She married young and, around eight years ago, became pregnant. Her husband abandoned her when she miscarried.


  "She left Michigan and made her way south, moving from diner to diner as a waitress. She quit a job at a truck stop in Westerville, Ohio, a few days before the kidnapping. We'll probably never know if she planned the kidnapping ahead of time or made a split-second decision in the grocery store." He pushed a newspaper account of the story toward Chad, who picked it up and began reading in earnest.


  She remembered the article. The Columbus Dispatch headline read "Infant Boy Stolen from Grocery," and had created a stir up and down the East Coast. For weeks, volunteers had poured in to search for their missing baby. The article's accompanying picture showed the face of a young, angst-ridden Bailey tramping through the woods. Virginia had stayed home, feeling helpless as she waited by the phone for a possible ransom demand. But the call never came, and the only tormenting clue had been the discovery of their son's blanket in a ditch along a busy highway. Lois Green must have discarded it as she drove out of town with her tiny victim, Virginia surmised.


  Chad's eyes moved rapidly over the story, then sifted through other accounts, recaps, and updates. Long-forgotten memories crashed over Virginia. The inevitable waning public interest, bitter fights with Bailey, separate beds, her leaving, then filing divorce papers. Ironically, on the day their divorce had been final, nearly a year after the abduction, a reporter called for her comment on the rumor that the investigation had been unofficially closed. The next day Virginia began picking up the remnants of her life.


  Chad suddenly pushed the pile of paper back toward the detective. "She was a good mom," he asserted in a challenging voice, his chin jutted high. "Maybe she made a mistake, but she was a good mom." At last he looked directly at Virginia. "She must have wanted me really bad to risk getting into trouble." She saw his unspoken words in narrowed, accusatory eyes. She wanted me, and you didn't.


  "Chad," Ms. Andrews cut in, standing up, "why don't we have one last chat this evening? I've got some free time right now, then you'll need to finish packing."


  He frowned, but shrugged reluctantly. "Whatever." He pushed himself away from the table with a heavy sigh, threw the remains of his meal into an industrial-sized waste can, and followed Ms. Andrews out of the room without a backward glance.


  Virginia took a deep breath and made her best effort to appear cheerful. "I suppose we should check into the hotel soon, but I don't look forward to facing that crowd."


  "Ms. Catron," Mr. Maybry said, his face flushing a deep pink. "Ms. Andrews and I assumed you both would want to be as close as possible to Chad tonight, but we weren't aware of your, um, status, and we have only one guest room available." He coughed. "However, it is equipped with twin beds, and we can—"


  "That was very thoughtful." She caught Bailey's wide-eyed reaction. "We'll work out something," she assured the embarrassed man, her insides churning at the mere suggestion of intimacy with her ex-husband.


  "Meanwhile," Bailey said, "we probably should decide what to do about the press."


  "Just run 'em off!" Edward sputtered.


  "But it's not often we hear of such a happy ending," Mr. Maybry reminded them, his expression gentle. "The attention might help some other child be reunited with his parents."


  "You could prepare a statement and your father and I can read it when we leave for the hotel, dear," her mother offered.


  "Thanks, Mom, but I think this is something Bailey and I need to do."


  "Together," he added, meeting her wary look with a conciliatory smile.


  Red flags went up in her mind. Darn him, she fumed. He was so, so... accommodating.


  "How about getting it over with?" he asked, standing and lifting his palms.


  She hesitated a few seconds before rising to her feet. "Okay."


  He held out his hand for hers. With an audience, she couldn't refuse such a friendly gesture, which was all it meant anyway. She placed her hand in his, a rush skittering over her as their fingers entwined and their palms met. Her heart raced with the realization this wasn't the first time they'd held hands that day, but it was the first time she'd participated deliberately and for a reason other than pure fear.


  They walked to the front of the building, preceded by Mr. Maybry and flanked by Detective Lance and her parents. As soon as the doors opened, a murmur rose and the crowd of about fifty onlookers pressed toward the tiny sheltered stoop where they stepped into the humid evening air. Cameras flashed and microphones bobbed high.


  Mr. Maybry unceremoniously yanked a microphone out of a young man's hand and waved his arms to silence everyone. He quickly introduced himself, then announced, "The child's parents, Ms. Virginia Catron and Mr. Bailey Kallihan, will make a short statement." He then thrust the borrowed microphone into Virginia's hand.


  She held it for a few seconds, registering the cold heaviness, wondering what on earth she was going to say. Every eye was riveted on her, and she could read the anticipation in their eyes, hands poised to record her every word. They wanted tears of happiness, an embracing Norman Rockwell-type family touting plans for their future. How could she confess they were the epitome of the modern dysfunctional family—a divorced couple juggling a troubled child?


  Bailey slipped his arm loosely around her waist, his hand resting casually on her side after giving her a slight squeeze. Her heart rattled in her chest, quickened by his touch. She somehow found her voice. "E-eight years ago the media came to our aid when our son was taken from us. I can't tell you how much it means to me"—Virginia stopped and swallowed hard before continuing—"to see my son again after all these years. Please pay attention to posters, fliers in the mail, milk cartons—any pictures of missing children. Someday you may be the one to reunite a family." A family of strangers, she added silently.


  The crowd applauded loudly, but began to fire questions before the noise even died down.


  "Ms. Catron," an older, pleasant-faced woman asked, "how does your son look to you?"


  Virginia smiled. "He looks very much like his father."


  "Handsome?" the woman pressed, her eyes twinkling.


  "Well, um... of course." Her face burned and she heard Bailey's low chuckle beside her.


  "How is your son taking the news?" another woman asked.


  She hesitated. "He's confused, naturally, and as surprised as we are, but I'm sure things will work out fine." Liar, her mind nagged.


  "Ms. Catron," a man near her asked, "I assume from your name that the two of you are no longer married?"


  "That's correct," she said calmly. A disappointed murmur resounded.


  "Have you both remarried?"


  "No, neither of us," Bailey piped in helpfully.


  "Are you planning to get back together?"


  The crowd tittered, and every reporter waited, straining forward for a juicy tidbit of gossip. She felt Bailey's arm tighten and she tingled with humiliation. There could be an us, he'd said, as if now that their son had been found, things were right with the world again. He'd never turned his back on her, never broken her heart.


  One woman grew bolder following Virginia's hesitation. "How about it, any chance of you two getting back together?"


  "No," Virginia said with confidence.


  "Anything is possible," Bailey said at the same time.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  BAILEY SCANNED THE SMALL, sparsely furnished room, eyeing the disappointing distance between the neatly made twin beds in opposite corners. A floor lamp situated behind mismatched armchairs in the center of the room cast harsh light to the perimeter. The air hung stale and prickly hot. A vase of wilting cut flowers sat on a round coffee table between the chairs. Plain navy curtains hung at the single half-window above an ancient television with a rabbit ear antenna.


  "Looks cozy," he said cheerfully, crossing the faded green carpet and dropping his garment bag on one of the chairs. "Reminds me of when we lived in the old homeplace, Ginny." He spun and caught the flash of panic on her face, then told himself to slow down. She'd barely uttered ten words since his spontaneous public announcement that he wouldn't mind them getting back together. He laughed to ease the tension, then said, "Of course, Rita has done such a great job with the place, you wouldn't recognize it."


  She walked over and claimed a bed with her lone piece of luggage. "It wasn't all that bad before," she said, her gaze darting around the room.


  "Hey." He spoke softly. When she looked at him, he continued. "Are you okay with this? I can go to the hotel."


  "No," she said hastily. "I mean, yes, I'm okay with it." She laughed nervously, tugging on the zipper of her bag. "We're adults, Bailey, not teenagers hopped up on hormones."


  "You're right." Bailey carefully kept his voice light. "After all, what's one night? We've spent hundreds of nights together."


  With a final jerk the zipper on her bag gave way. "And thousands more apart," she reminded him.


  Properly chastised, he cracked his knuckles. "Well, what do you think of our son?"


  Pausing, she pursed her lips, looking thoughtful. "He was different from what I expected, but I'm not even sure what I expected."


  "He seems like an okay kid, but I think he's got a bit too much spunk for his own good."


  She smiled tightly. "You know what they say about the apple not falling far from the tree." She pulled out a handful of toiletries and headed for the bathroom, visible through a narrow door next to her bed. Nudging the door open with her elbow, she then arranged shampoo and toothpaste on the tiny vanity in the vintage room.


  Anticipation stabbed him as she bent to fuss with the water faucet of the avocado-green bathtub. Her dress rode up to reveal her thighs. As she swished her fingers under the spray of water to find the right temperature, Bailey felt himself begin to harden at the tantalizing outline of her legs. It suddenly became apparent that the next eight or so hours might be excruciatingly long and painful.


  "No shower," she announced when she emerged, drying her hands on the towel. "Would you mind if I went first in the tub?"


  "No." He jammed his hands in his pockets. "Go right ahead."


  She rummaged in her bag, presumably for sleepwear, and Bailey found himself unable to look away. Ginny used to sleep in a pair of his boxers topped with any of several sexy camisoles. He swallowed hard. Whose boxers might she be wearing these days? He hadn't thought past her not being married, but now it seemed likely that a woman with her beauty and success would be involved with someone.


  "Ginny."


  She raised her face, eyebrows lifted. "Yes?"


  "Are you, um, seeing anyone?"


  Her brow furrowed. "Romantically?"


  He rolled his shoulders awkwardly. "Uh, yeah."


  "Not at the moment." She went back to rummaging, then gave up, lifted the bag by the handles, and headed toward the bathroom.


  "Ginny?"


  With one hand on the knob, she stopped and turned.


  "Aren't you going to ask me if I'm seeing anyone?"


  She adopted a wry expression. "I don't have to ask, Bailey. Last night at the saloon I saw almost as much of her as you've undoubtedly seen."


  She turned and entered the bathroom, closing the door with a firm clunk.


  Frustration propelled him to the bathroom door. "I'm not seeing her," he said loud enough to penetrate the wood. "Lisa's just a... an acquaintance."


  The faucets were shut off, followed by the sound of light splashing, as if she were testing the water.


  "Are you jealous?" he asked hopefully.


  After a few seconds of silence he heard her walk back to the door. He held his breath in anticipation. Was she going to invite him in?


  The distinct click of the lock sounded.


  Bailey swore softly under his breath, but he remained at the door, riveted by the sounds of Ginny removing her clothes, then sliding into the water. Only supreme restraint kept him from kneeling to find a keyhole. He closed his eyes and pictured her naked skin, slick and glistening. A full minute passed, his desire for her swelling, literally, as he listened to her move around in the water. He opened his mouth to say something, anything.


  "Go away, Bailey," she said.


  Damn. He turned from the door and retreated to his bed, then removed his shirt and kicked off his boots before dropping onto the lumpy mattress. The day's events swirled in his head, culminating in a knot of pain over his left eye. Less than forty-eight hours earlier he'd been a happy-go-lucky bachelor, surrounded by laughing friends and willing women. Now he was father to a too-wise eight-year-old, and trying to patch things up with an ex-wife who barely tolerated him.


  And who just happened to be bathing in the next room.


  Bailey groaned, massaging his aching temple. Running his tongue over his dry teeth, he acknowledged how welcome the taste of whiskey would be to his throat. The tasks before him suddenly seemed overwhelming, and he wondered how most men dealt with the crushing weight of family responsibility. His own father had mostly ignored his wife and children unless they disobeyed. His boss had a running string of complaints about his ungrateful, spoiled children and wife. The attitudes of most of the married men who worked for him typically ranged from begrudging loyalty to downright resentment.


  Then there was Jerry, his brother-in-law, the one man he knew who seemed eager to go home to his wife and child, content to watch television on the weekends rather than shoot pool and down a cold one at a bar with Bailey. What was it between Jerry and Rita, Bailey had often wondered, that was strong enough to keep Jerry coming home every night with a smile on his face?


  Since his divorce, Bailey had experienced a couple of near misses at the justice of the peace, but he'd always come to his senses at the last minute. He frowned, eyes closed. Although he'd loved Ginny, he remembered feeling trapped during their brief marriage. Even now he wanted her so much his body hurt, but he couldn't be sure it would translate to long-term commitment. And despite his promise to her on the plane, he worried if he'd ever settle down long enough to become a permanent fixture in anyone's life, even his son's. Although he knew in his heart the best thing for Chad would be to rebuild a lasting relationship with Ginny, he still had doubts about his ability to live up to his end of the bargain. And Ginny had made no secret of her opinion on the matter.


  When the bathroom door opened, he sat up. Ginny floated into the room on a cloud of fruity fragrance, wrapped in a satiny knee-length robe, her dark gold hair shimmering damp and loose on her shoulders. Her legs were long and lightly tanned, her feet slender and shapely. The troubling thoughts behind his headache dissolved. His heart thudded against his chest wall at the overpowering impact she had on his senses.


  "It's all yours," she announced as she folded her clothes and stacked them in a neat pile on her bed.


  "It used to be all mine," he said softly, meeting her gaze when she lifted her head. He rose to his feet and took a few seconds to absorb her, to memorize her all over again. Every muscle tensed, tingling with anticipation. Instinct spurred him. He took one tentative step toward her, then another. As he neared her, she inched backward, but the awareness and desire in her eyes kept him moving forward. She came up short when the bed prevented her from going any farther. He stopped, leaving mere inches between their bodies.


  Moisture glistened where the deep vee in her robe revealed the base of her throat. The locket he'd given her nestled in her cleavage. Her chest rose and fell rapidly. Her caramel eyes shone, her pink lips parted slightly. Her cheeks glowed from the effects of the bath. Bailey studied her face, looking for a sign to stop, praying for a sign to continue.


  He lowered his mouth to hers carefully, poised to retreat at the slightest resistance. But as his lips touched hers, her mouth came alive, and the realization fired his arousal. The kiss deepened as she opened her mouth to allow him full entry. With a groan he wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her damp body to his. Familiarity cloaked him as her curves melded against him, as she nipped at his tongue and ran her nails lightly across his naked back.


  With controlled urgency he slipped his hands down and underneath her robe, his breath catching at the feel of her muscles clenching as she strained to meet him. His fingers found the waistband of scant panties, then slid inside to knead her bare bottom, sliding her up and against his hard arousal. She lifted her mouth to gasp, rolling her neck and shoulders.


  He fumbled with the tie of her robe as she pulled at his belt buckle. Within seconds the robe was discarded, revealing a peach-colored camisole and matching undies. Her nipples were straining at the sheer lace. He ached to touch them, to taste them, but stopped long enough to shed his jeans.


  When he came back to her, though, a slight frown marred her smooth complexion. Her eyes were worried. "I'm not sure this is right, Bailey."


  Panic gripped him. He was so close to reminding her—reminding himself—how good things could be between them. He folded her into his arms. "Ginny," he whispered, his heart hammering, "I want my family back."


  


  At his words Virginia stiffened. A sensation akin to shame washed over her. Bailey didn't want her, he wanted a tie with the mother of his child. A guarantee he could always have access to his son. From the beginning she'd been part of a package deal. What had Chad said? No kid, no marriage? Out of the mouths of babes.


  She straightened her arms and pushed against his bare chest. Bailey stepped back, confusion evident on his face. "What did I say?"


  "The truth—this has more to do with you wanting to be with your son than wanting to be with me," she murmured, fighting to control her breathing. He shook his head and reached for her again, but she held up her arm to stop him. She yanked up her robe from where it had fallen on the carpet and gathered it around her, tying it securely with a double knot.


  "Leave Chad out of this, Ginny. You’re not that good an actress—you wanted me as much as I wanted you."


  She turned her back and bit her bottom lip hard as she straightened her folded clothes again. "You're wrong, Bailey." More... I wanted you more than you wanted me. Always have, always will. "On the plane you promised our relationship would be strictly platonic, and I expect you to keep your word." She crossed her arms over her breasts. "I think you'd better take your bath now."


  He grunted in frustration, then strode to the bathroom. When the door closed, Virginia sagged onto the bed, hugging herself hard. How could she be so stupid? Having Chad meant having to see Bailey regularly. It was going to be hard enough on her without adding casual sex to the equation.


  She hurriedly cleared her bed, turned off the lamp, and climbed in, intending to be fast asleep when he emerged. But adrenaline was still pumping through her body when he opened the bathroom door. Unable to resist, she watched him move by her bed and across the room in the shadows.


  The light from the window provided enough silhouette to reveal he'd wrapped a towel around his waist. He paused by his bed long enough to fling back the covers and drop the towel. Virginia squeezed her eyes shut and listened to the creak of springs as he lowered his big body onto the old mattress. She counted as he punched his pillow four times and rolled over twice before settling down. Same old routine, she thought sadly, minus the part where he'd lay his hand on her stomach before falling asleep.


  As pain ballooned in her chest, she twisted the sheet in her hands and brought it to her mouth, fighting the urge to call out his name. She had to regain control of the situation, and fast. She'd once heard that in any relationship, romantic or otherwise, the person who cared the least had the most power. A wry laugh died in her throat. If the saying was true, between the two of them Bailey definitely had the most power.


  Then a thought occurred to her. She could be the person who appeared to care the least. Bailey Kallihan was wrong—she was a great actress, and she would play the part convincingly until her heart healed completely. Eventually, she'd get over him.


  But her heart squeezed sadly, reminding her that if she pulled off this part, she'd deserve an Academy Award.


  


  * * *


  


  Bailey started awake, disoriented at first, then remembering where he slept: in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, in the shelter where his son was staying, in a hot room exactly five strides from Ginny's bed.


  Moonlight streamed through the opening of the curtains at the small window. He estimated approximately an hour had passed since the last time he'd awakened, with about four more hours to go until dawn. He knuckled his scratchy eyes, then swung his legs to the floor and sat on the side of the bed.


  Ginny lay in the shadows of the wall, her figure barely discernible. After a few seconds passed and she hadn't stirred, he stood up gingerly and padded over to her bedside, standing close enough to make out her features. She lay on her back, one arm folded across her stomach, the other flung wide. She was so lovely. High cheekbones and finely arched brows, a sculpted nose and full mouth. Her hair fanned over the pillow, tangled and wild.


  His gaze roved lower. She'd kicked off the covers, as was her habit. A spaghetti strap from her camisole had slipped off her shoulder, offering a tempting glimpse of the curve of her breast. The silky fabric had crept up, displaying her flat, sexy stomach. The skimpy panties were nearly hidden in the valley created by her slightly raised knee. And underneath all that luscious, smooth skin lay a heart of pure gold and a passion of pure intensity.


  His naked body responded to his musings, and it took every ounce of discipline he had not to crawl in beside her and stroke her to full consciousness. She had wanted him earlier, he was sure of it. Ginny had always been forthright about her feelings—he'd been the accomplished cover-up artist. So why had she pulled back?


  A disturbing thought struck him. Perhaps she did want him, in the physical sense, but felt no affection, no love for him. To a woman like Ginny, sex without emotion would be a mistake. Maybe that's why she'd changed her mind—because she had absolutely no feelings for him.


  Although many obstacles blocked the road toward a long-term relationship between them, Bailey had never doubted their true affection for each other. If that one flickering flame had been doused in Ginny's heart, his chances of winning her back were bleak indeed. He took an enormous breath and exhaled slowly, then limped back to his bed. The worst of the night was yet to come.


  


  * * *


  


  "Did you sleep well?" Ms. Andrews asked.


  Virginia nodded, lying. Her normal ten-minute makeup application had stretched to thirty that morning in an attempt to camouflage her tired, puffy eyes. Bailey and his luggage had been gone when she awoke, his bed passably made. Her momentary relief had given way to growing concern because she would have preferred their first exchange after the awkward evening be conducted in private.


  Chad's counselor pushed a newspaper across the table. "I thought you might want to see this."


  Frowning, Virginia picked up the paper. It was startling to see herself standing next to Bailey in a picture after all these years. She looked scared and shy, he looked confident and comforting, his arm draped around her protectively. Return of Kidnapped Boy After Eight Years Could Reunite Divorced Parents. The story gave scant details of the kidnapping and of the reunion, giving the most space to Bailey's quip implying they might get back together.


  Virginia rolled her eyes. Love conquers all, love is the answer, all you need is love—the media portrayed romantic love as some kind of panacea, but she'd learned long before that it took more than love to keep a relationship together. Her love for Bailey had been unshakable, yet her marriage had crumbled anyway. Pushing the paper aside, she laughed dryly. "Don't believe everything you read, Ms. Andrews."


  The woman gave her a bolstering smile. "Ms. Catron, the media would like to wrap up this miracle like a pretty package and put a big bow on top—everyone loves a happy ending. But make no mistake—all of you will have some trying times ahead. If I can be of help, don’t hesitate to call me."


  "Do you suggest family counseling?"


  Ms. Andrews hesitated. "I never discourage anyone from seeking family counseling if they feel the need. But I’ve spent a lot of time with Chad these past few weeks, and he seems like a well-adjusted boy, if a little mature for his age. And you seem to have a supportive network in your parents and your ex-husband."


  Virginia nodded. "My parents will help anyway they can." Bailey seemed eager to get to know his son, but she wasn’t sure yet how much she could rely on him.


  "Then I think the most healing therapy is love and time."


  Virginia thanked the woman, while wondering if her fear was so transparent. When Ms. Andrews said she was going to make sure Chad was awake and packed, Virginia washed down her butterflies with a swallow of coffee and offered to go instead. Through a maze of hallways, she found the room Chad shared with another boy and quietly knocked on the door.


  When the door opened, Bailey stood on the other side, looking well rested in a pale blue polo shirt tucked into neat jeans. His smile was blinding. "Morning, Ginny."


  "Good morning," she said cautiously, stepping inside.


  Chad stood on his side of the room, stuffing clothes into a green duffel bag. He glanced up and acknowledged her presence with a sour frown. Virginia squashed down the hurt. "Good morning, Chad."


  "Hey," he said, his voice low and sullen.


  She glanced around the shared room, noting his roommate was absent, probably at breakfast. The furniture and comforters were generic but colorful, the wall and floor coverings basic and functional. "Nice room," she offered with a smile.


  "It's not mine," Chad pointed out.


  Remembering the feminine guest room awaiting his arrival, Virginia cringed inwardly and asked, "What was your room like?"


  Chad shrugged, barely glancing up. "Lots of posters. I had a sign on the door that said 'Keep Out.'" He looked up as if to gauge her response. "I'm bringing the sign with me."


  She nodded. "Everyone needs privacy." She tried a different tactic and nodded to the handheld Nintendo gaming device lying on top of his duffel. "Do you like to play video games?"


  He nodded warily.


  “I’m pretty good at them myself,” she said, holding out her hand. “Can I try?”


  He grabbed the Nintendo and held it down to his side protectively. "My mom gave this to me for Christmas last year. It was expensive."


  Ginny swallowed hard. Again she'd overstepped her bounds.


  "I spoke with Mr. Maybry this morning," Bailey interjected. "I arranged to have all your things shipped to Ginny's house later this week."


  "Do you have a yard?" Chad asked her.


  She nodded. "A small one in the back."


  "Is there room for a basketball goal?"


  She hated to disappoint him, but shook her head. "No, but there's a park just a few blocks away." When he didn't respond, she asked, "Did you play on your school team?"


  The frown returned. "No. You got to have lots of money for uniforms and shoes and stuff."


  Her heart squeezed for him. "Maybe you can play at your new school this fall."


  He looked up. "Are you rich?"


  She laughed. "No, but you can participate in any sport you want to, as long as you keep up your grades."


  He waved off her concern with a cool flip of his hand. "School's a breeze. You just got to listen and ask lots of questions so the teacher will think you're interested."


  "Ms. Andrews told us you’re a good student."


  Another shrug. "Whatever."


  "Well," Bailey said with a wink, "looks like you inherited something from Ginny after all—plenty of smarts."


  Chad scanned Virginia head to toe, doubt evident on his face.


  She cast for a new topic and settled on the trip home. "Have you ever been on a plane before?"


  "No," he said defensively. "But me and my mom went to see the space shuttle launch two years ago. It was real cool."


  "I'll bet it was," she agreed, the repeated references to his "mother" not lost on her.


  "Are you all packed?" Bailey asked.


  Chad looked around the room. "Yeah."


  Bailey reached for the duffel bag. "Is there anyone you want to say good-bye to before we go to the airport?"


  After pondering the question, Chad angled his head at them, a challenge in his eyes. "Yeah—I want to stop by my mom's grave."


  Virginia inhaled sharply but kept her face immobile. She traded glances with Bailey, who raised one eyebrow slightly in question. She nodded, then looked back to her son. "I think that would be a very nice thing to do."


  Chad stared at her for a few seconds, chewing on the inside of his cheek, then grabbed his Nintendo and walked out the door.


  Once again they were offered the taxi services of the shelter's van. They used the back entrance of the building to avoid lingering reporters, but if anything, the throng had grown in size. They were mostly interested in Chad, angling and shoving one another for the best shot. To shake the reporters tailing them, Mr. Maybry took a zigzag route across town to the cemetery where Lois Green had been buried less than eight weeks before.


  Her heart pounding, Virginia accompanied Bailey and Chad to the unmarked grave on a steep incline, mounded with crumbly dirt. A single rusty white metal basket and bits of dead, dried flower stems were the only signs that anyone had acknowledged the woman's passing.


  Virginia had prepared herself to be overcome with feelings of hatred and resentment for the woman who had cheated her out of her family, but as she stood in the scorching sun watching Chad stare forlornly at the baked earth, pity for the dead woman was the only emotion that seemed appropriate at the moment. Chad knelt down on one knee, pulled a weed from the loose dirt, and tossed it aside. He held his precious game player tightly in one hand.


  "Hey, Mom." His voice sounded steady and grownup, and Virginia felt precariously close to tears. "These people have come to take me to Ohio to live with them. I don't know when I'll be back to see you, but I'll think about you all the time. Just remember I love you, and that no one can take your place." His voice cracked on the last words, and his head dropped for a few seconds.


  Virginia bit down hard on her tongue. In Chad's eyes, no one would ever be able to replace Lois Green. His resentment toward Ginny was palpable. Did she have a prayer of ever growing close to her son?


  Bailey shifted, coughing lightly. Chad stood up quickly, dragging his hand across his face, then walked back to the van.


  The ride to the hotel to pick up her folks and Detective Lance was a quiet one. Only Ms. Andrews and Mr. Maybry broke the silence with light conversation. Virginia sat immersed in guilt, confusion, and the ever-present fear. And the emotions Bailey had stirred up the night before only cluttered the situation further. At least their exchanges had been cordial, if strained, with no mention of their mutual lapse.


  Prearranged airport security met them curbside to keep the persistent cameras at a safe distance until they were processed through the general security lines. At the gate, Bailey kept a protective hand on Chad's shoulder while they waited to board. She was glad to see Chad had abandoned his surliness for the time being in his excitement over getting on the plane. Standing with his face and hands pressed against the window, watching the planes depart and land, he appeared to be a typical eight-year-old, mesmerized by the giant machines, anticipating a new adventure.


  Chad's engaging grin evoked mixed emotions in Virginia—extreme joy at seeing her son happy, and extreme anxiety at the challenge to keep him that way. After watching father and son interact for several minutes, she realized with a start that Chad had begun to seek Bailey's attention. When momentary envy subsided, the touching moment triggered an additional sobering thought.


  She and Chad did have one common trait—they were both captivated by Bailey Kallihan.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  "THE RESEMBLANCE IS AMAZING!" Rita cried, pulling a flustered Chad into a bear hug. "Would you look at this, Jerry?" she asked her husband. "Jean Ann, this is exactly what your uncle Bailey looked like when he was a boy—so handsome!"


  Still recovering from her own exuberant airport greeting from her former sister-in-law, Virginia watched the exchange, envious of Rita's easy way with children. It was early afternoon, and Rita insisted they all caravan back to Shenoway and stay for dinner. Virginia's parents begged off and, after promising Chad a camping trip in the near future, left for home. Detective Lance also took his leave after Virginia and Bailey both gave him a grateful handshake.


  They left the terminal, dodged yet more reporters, and finally made it to Virginia's car. To her chagrin and relief, Bailey had asked to ride with them since Rita had given him a ride to the airport. She wasn't eager to spend more time with him, but she wasn't ready to be alone with Chad either.


  Before they could put on their seat belts, Chad said, "Is this your car?"


  Virginia laughed at his wide-eyed expression. "Sure is."


  "You must be rich."


  Bailey turned around. "What do you know about cars?"


  Chad lifted his shoulders in what was fast becoming his signature gesture. "Lots. I put models together—I hope none of them get broken on the way here."


  "I like cars too," Bailey confided. "I'll show you my collection when we get to the farm."


  "You have a model collection?" Chad asked.


  Bailey smiled. "Not models—the real things."


  "Wow!"


  A finger of apprehension nudged Virginia. How financially reliable could Bailey be if he was still investing in jalopies? Just one more reason why, when push came to shove, she could count only on herself. She knew Bailey would never intentionally neglect his son financially, but he was the kind of man who didn't see the use of planning ahead. She grimaced. Which was just as well, since he couldn't seem to stick with long-term commitments.


  About a thirty-minute drive from the airport, Shenoway had once been a remote location. But no more, Virginia quickly discovered. The area had changed so much, Bailey had to give her directions to the house in which she'd once lived. Subdivisions had popped up everywhere, along with strip malls, schools, and manicured parks.


  But soon the development gave way to familiar surroundings, sending her pulse jumping. She pulled onto the gravel driveway and began the steep ascent to the house at the top of the hill, now hidden by the growth of surrounding trees. At the top, the land leveled to a spacious plateau of nearly fifty lush acres. She frowned when she saw rooftops in the distance—Shenoway lots Bailey and Rita had sold. "How many acres do you have now?" she asked.


  "About thirty-five," Bailey told her, his voice shaded with regret. "We used the money to build a new barn and re-fence the base acreage. We had some great offers, but we refused to sell to developers. The three families who bought from us purchased five-acre plots to build large homes. And we kept an acre between each plot to guarantee a developer couldn't gobble them up."


  Chad jumped out of the car to explore before it came to a complete stop.


  She laughed, and Bailey grinned. Then an awkward silence followed, during which Virginia realized it was the first time they'd been alone since the previous night.


  She put the car in park and switched off the ignition.


  "Look, Ginny," Bailey began, "about last night—"


  "No need to apologize," she interrupted, keeping her voice light and carefree. She even managed to laugh. "I've forgotten it already."


  He scowled. "I wasn't going to apologize, and I haven't forgotten it."


  The low rumble of his voice sent a thrill along Virginia's spine, unraveling threads of desire. The person least interested controls the situation. Self-preservation kicked in. "It was no big deal, Bailey, you're making too much of a harmless kiss. Let's just get past it."


  "A harmless kiss?" he repeated. "Is that all it was to you?" He exhaled in exasperation, then clasped her hand. "Look at me, Ginny, and tell me last night meant nothing to you."


  Tell him, her heart pleaded. Tell him he's the only man you've ever loved.


  Go ahead, her head teased. Trade a few months of pleasure for another decade of pain when he tires of you, except now with Chad, you'll have to see him every week and keep the wound fresh.


  She pulled her hand from his, looked deep into his cobalt-blue eyes, and said in her calmest voice, "Last night meant nothing to me, Bailey."


  Hurt narrowed his eyes, but she didn't flinch. His ego was a little bruised, that was all. He obviously wasn't used to his sexual advances being rejected.


  Bailey expelled a long, noisy breath. "Rita says I'm pretty dense sometimes, that I have to be hit over the head with the truth." He laughed harshly. "I guess she's right." The smile he offered her seemed resigned. "So... where do we go from here?"


  "Nowhere," she replied casually, her heart splintering. "We'll need to keep up appearances for Chad's sake, but that shouldn't be too difficult."


  He worked his mouth, pursing his lips. "Appearances... you mean pretend to like each other?"


  "Not pretend—I'd like to think we can be friends."


  He turned in his seat to look out the window, across the farm, in the direction of their meadow. Her nerve endings tingled, her muscles tensed for his response. She drew a deep breath for strength—she wasn't sure how much more resistance she had in her.


  Finally he turned back to her and gave her a watery smile, then surprised her by extending his hand. "Friends it is," he said softly.


  Virginia stared at his broad, tanned fingers, trying to push aside the memories of the fire his hands had unleashed the previous night. She slipped her hand inside his and squeezed slightly in a firm handshake. Bravo, Virginia.


  "Hey, you two!" Rita's voice startled her. She jerked around to see the petite brunette shaking her finger at them through the car window. "Aren't you coming in? You can hold hands out here!"


  A flush burned Virginia's cheeks as she withdrew her hand from Bailey's clasp. He said nothing as they climbed out of the car, but a frown creased his dark brow.


  Chad came running up with his sandy-haired cousin at his heels, his face consumed with a grin. "Jean Ann says there are fifteen cows and four horses!"


  Bailey's expression lifted instantly. "Do you ride?"


  Chad's face fell. "No."


  "Well, I guess we'll have to fix that, won't we?"


  Virginia couldn't help smiling when her son's face lit up.


  "Can you teach me?" he asked Bailey.


  Bailey pulled at his chin. "I could, but Ginny used to be the real horseman in the family." Her expression must have mirrored Chad's one of surprise, because he added, " 'Fess up, Ginny, you ran our little stable single-handedly."


  "But I haven't ridden in years."


  Chad frowned. "I want you to show me, Bailey," he said earnestly, "not some girl."


  Virginia bit her lip, telling herself she was going to have to stop letting these two men hurt her.


  "Son," Bailey said, "I learned some of life's best lessons from this girl right here. You could do worse."


  "Where's your car collection?" Chad asked, obviously clever enough to know when to change the subject.


  "Go ask your aunt Rita for the key to the barn, and I'll catch up with you."


  Chad ran off at top speed. She watched him bound across the yard, then up the porch steps, worry rooted deep in her heart.


  He reached out, then stopped before touching her arm, plowing his hand through his hair instead. "He's pushing your buttons, Ginny, that's all. He's a scared, confused kid and he's taking it out on you—don't let him. After our conversation today"—he paused, making it clear he wasn't satisfied with the outcome—"it looks like I won't be with you all the time, so you have to stand up for yourself."


  Frustration and anger bubbled inside her. They'd been parents for less than a day and it seemed to be coming naturally to Bailey—why was she grappling with it? She was the one who had her life together, who was he to give her advice? She lifted her chin with false bravado. "Thanks for the pointer, Bailey, but I figure if I can handle you, I can handle my son."


  His nostrils flared slightly, then he inclined his head. "Touché."


  "Bailey!" Chad yelled from the front of the house, holding high a ring of keys.


  "I'll be right there, buddy." When he looked back to Virginia, his face was still anger-flushed. "Want to come?" He held up a hand in mock defense. "Just for appearance's sake, of course."


  She didn't acknowledge his sarcasm. "I think I'll visit with Rita."


  


  * * *


  


  Bailey strode across the driveway, gravel crunching beneath his boots. As he neared Chad, he tried to force the angry thoughts from his mind. Virginia Catron was without a doubt the most infuriating woman, he'd ever known. Now that he had her back in his life, how was he supposed to adjust to being mere friends? His desire and love for her had lain dormant for years. How could he now look at her week in and week out and not reveal them?


  "Where's the barn?" Chad asked eagerly.


  At the expression on his son's face, the corners of Bailey's mouth lifted automatically. He pointed west. "Through that grove of trees. See the tin roof?"


  Chad was gone before he finished the sentence. Bailey laughed to himself and walked quickly to catch up with his energetic son. A few minutes later he was unlocking a series of padlocks on a black wooden door that spanned sixteen feet. When he swung out the heavy door, he stepped aside to let Chad enter first, then felt along the wall for the light switches.


  "Wow!" Chad exclaimed as light flooded the mini showroom. "Look at all the cars! Are all these yours?"


  "Yep."


  "How many?"


  "Twelve."


  "This is so cool! Is that a Corvette?"


  "Nineteen fifty-four. Needs a lot of work."


  "There's a Skyliner!"


  "Nineteen fifty-seven. Original retractable hardtop. Mint condition."


  "Man, oh, man—there's a Cadillac!"


  "Nineteen fifty-nine, Series 62 convertible. Everything's original but the windshield, the tires, and the paint job."


  Chad's mouth hung open in awe. "Which one's your favorite?"


  Bailey wound his way through the maze of classics to stop beside one fully-covered vehicle in the far corner. He pulled back the canvas, and Chad's eyes bugged.


  Patting the immaculate baby-blue paint job with a loving hand, Bailey said, "Nineteen fifty-three—"


  "Packard Caribbean convertible," Chad finished. "I have a model just like it—same color and everything! This is awesome! Did you do all the work yourself?"


  "Most of it. See all my tools in the back? Rita's husband, Jerry, helps me some—"


  "I can help!"


  Bailey's chest expanded. How fortunate that his son also shared a love of cars. "Great, I could use a helper. I was going to work on the 'Vette next. A mechanic friend of mine trades me use of his repair bay for free trees."


  His son frowned. "Free trees?"


  "I'm a landscaper for big office buildings and stuff. You know, bushes, trees—"


  "Flowers?" Chad made a face.


  Bailey laughed. "Yeah, even flowers."


  Chad jerked his thumb toward the cars. "Can I lift some of the other tarps?"


  "Sure, I'll help."


  As he pulled back the heavy canvasses, Bailey suddenly felt a pang of sympathy for Ginny. Chad was ignoring her, and all the reprimanding in the world from him wasn't going to make things better. In fact, it would probably make things worse. Ginny had no experience to draw from when relating to Chad. She'd been an only child, a goody-two-shoes kid raised in a loving family. Dysfunctional was largely a TV term to her. And while he didn't consider himself an expert on parenting difficult kids, he did have a qualifying background.


  When he was growing up at Shenoway, his parents were married, but had never really gotten along. He and Rita had grown used to them fighting at all hours of the day. Occasionally, his mother would kiss or hug her two kids, but not often, and he couldn't remember his dad ever touching them, except on the backside. So not only did he know what it was like to be an eight-year-old boy, but he knew what it was like to be an eight-year-old boy who'd largely relied on his wits to get by.


  As he watched his son touch and study details of the old cars in various stages of restoration, an idea began to germinate. Ginny had made it painfully clear there was no future for them, so he needed to make provisions to be able to see Chad as much as possible. And he couldn't do it living in a one-bedroom apartment above a saloon. He knew Rita wouldn't mind him bringing the boy to her house when he had visitation, but she had her own family, and it wasn't fair to impose. He needed a home of his own.


  The meadow was the only location he'd consider, but he felt a twinge of sadness. He'd hoped he and Ginny would have a home there someday, but it wasn't to be—he'd clinched that decision long ago when he'd let their marriage sour. So a home for him and his son would be the next best thing.


  Except he needed money to start building. He could talk to his boss tomorrow about his salary. And the only savings he had was sitting there under protective canvas covers. One dealer had been pestering him for years about a couple of the cars. He'd call the man, then try to find the original house plans.


  He watched as his son's dark head disappeared inside a battered 1954 Hornet. "Double wow!" came the muffled appraisal.


  Gratitude filled his heart, but then he thought of Ginny, and a tiny selfish part of him cried out for more.


  


  * * *


  


  "It's so great to see you, Ginny," Rita said, elbow deep in flour.


  Virginia sat at the kitchen table slicing tart green Shenoway apples for the pie Rita was making. "You too—you haven't aged a day."


  Rita laughed. "Not true, but nice to hear. You haven't fared badly yourself. And Bailey tells me you're a successful executive—computers, isn't it?"


  A blush warmed her cheeks. "Yes, computers. It's not as glamorous as it sounds, but I enjoy my work."


  "So, how do you feel about all this?"


  She took a deep breath, grateful to have a woman close to her age to confide in. "Shocked. It was so sudden—I feel like I've been turned inside out, emotionally and physically."


  Rita clucked sympathetically. "I can't even imagine. When Bailey told me, I was floored—delighted but floored. Are you going to be okay?"


  She nodded. "I guess so. It's hard becoming an instant mom to an eight-year-old."


  "Remember you can call me if you need anything at all." Rita stopped kneading and angled her head toward Virginia. "I mean it."


  She smiled fondly at her former sister-in-law. Though younger than Virginia, Rita had always been mature and thoughtful. "Well, the truth is," Ginny ventured, "I'm a little scared."


  Rita smiled, tossing her black bangs out of her eyes. "You'll be a great mom, Ginny, just give it some time. He seems like a good kid."


  "He's the spitting image of your brother, complete with attitude."


  "Well, since you're the only woman Bailey ever listened to, I'd say you're the woman for this job too."


  "Thanks for your vote of confidence, and your offer."


  "By the way." Rita's voice took on an innocent tone. "Bailey also told me you never remarried."


  Virginia's hand slipped and she gasped as the sharp knife sliced into her skin. Luckily, the cut wasn't deep. "That's right." She sucked her finger, eyeing Rita warily. "I guess I never met the right guy."


  "Well," Rita said lightly, "maybe that's because you'd already met the right guy and married him."


  Shaking her head and laughing at Rita's transparent tactics, Virginia said, "Right, Rita, and that little thing called a divorce never happened."


  The petite brunette smiled wryly. "Well, I tried." She reached for a rolling pin, then her mouth pulled down in a deep frown. "Seriously, Ginny, I know Bailey isn't the easiest person to love. He told me the things he said to you, the jerk—he doesn't deserve you."


  Virginia's cheeks flamed. She'd never told anyone the terrible things Bailey had said to her after the kidnapping.


  Rita's voice softened with affection. "But I think it's great to see you coming together for Chad's sake."


  She had to fight the urge to be carried along with Rita's fantasies. "It's the right thing to do."


  "Bailey will be a good father, Ginny."


  Resuming her peeling, Virginia murmured, "I know, Chad's already completely taken with him."


  "My brother's never loved anyone else, you know."


  Virginia's heart skipped a beat, but she didn't lift her head. "Other than himself, you mean."


  Rita chuckled. "So he's not the most humble man, but maybe after you and Bailey spend more time together..." Her voice petered out on a high, hopeful note.


  Virginia threw her an impatient look.


  Up went Rita's hands, flour buffeting around her head. "Okay, okay, I'll stop—for now." Her black eyes twinkled merrily. "I'd love to have you back in the family, but for now, I'll take what I can get."


  They heard male voices approaching the kitchen door. Bailey and Jerry walked in, heads high and noses sniffing. "Need a taster?" Jerry asked, his smile wide and teasing for his wife. He swooped down on her neck with a noisy kiss that brought a blush to Rita's cheeks. She elbowed him playfully, shooing him out of her way.


  Watching the affectionate exchange, Virginia felt a tug of longing. To avoid Bailey's gaze, she looked around the room, admiring the Americana colors of navy, brick, and cream. This was the kitchen she and Bailey had once nuzzled in, had shared late night cookie raids, had warmed formula for their baby....


  "Brings back memories, huh?" he asked softly, too close to her ear. She jumped, tipping the bowl of apples. He caught the bowl without sacrificing any fruit, and settled it back in her lap.


  Embarrassed that he'd practically read her mind, she said evenly, "Good and bad."


  Undaunted, he turned to Rita. "Sis, have you shown Ginny the rest of the house?"


  "Just the living room when we walked through," she said. "Why don't you show her around? Jerry can finish those apples for me."


  Virginia hesitated, but Bailey's expression looked harmless enough. Reluctantly, she relinquished her knife to Jerry. Her back became moist with perspiration as she followed Bailey out of the kitchen and into the living area.


  "In here we stripped and sanded the floors, plus replaced some rock in the hearth," he said as they walked through the family room.


  "It's beautiful. Rita said you did most of the work."


  He waved off the credit. "My schedule is more flexible than Jerry's. I just pitched in is all." Giving her a devilish grin, he said, "I'm still good with my hands."


  She rolled her eyes, unable to suppress a laugh.


  "I knew there was a good mood in there somewhere," he teased, walking close to her down a narrow hallway.


  The Shenoway farmhouse was a rambling two-story structure, made larger still by the addition of sun room and garage. Memories rushed over Virginia at every corner turned—in the den, the dining room, the cubbyhole hideaways. When they climbed to the second floor, her heart began to pound. Five bedrooms in all, and two fall baths. The first was Jean Ann's room, scattered with sports equipment and books. The master bedroom had new windows and updated lighting and ceiling fans—Virginia and Bailey had used the leaky, drafty room for storage when they'd lived there.


  The next two rooms were guest rooms, small but neat and quaint. When they approached the last room, she tried to concentrate on the new carpet instead of the fact it had once held their marriage bed.


  And still did, she noticed immediately, her pulse leaping. She'd wondered what Bailey had done with their one passable piece of furniture, but hadn't dreamt he'd kept it. Fashioned from pale gray wrought iron, the bed gleamed, the headboard a series of thin bars about six inches apart, a web of metal ivy climbing across the top. Simple posts and an overhead frame formed a canopy. Now it hung bare, but when they'd purchased it years before, she'd draped it with yards of gauze. They'd drawn the cloth together when they lay down, shutting out the world, shutting in the sounds and scents of their lovemaking.


  A multicolored handmade quilt adorned the bed, its simple design belying the heated passion that had taken place on the mattress. Her heart pounded against her ribs as she felt Bailey's eyes on her. He wanted a reaction, some signal that their past held relevance with her. That knowledge gave her the strength to adopt a bland smile of disinterest.


  "I kept our bed," he said unnecessarily, an obvious attempt to unnerve her.


  "I see." She turned her attention to other details of the room.


  "This is where I sleep when I visit," he pressed.


  Heat suffused her midsection, but she said lightly, "I don't blame you—the view is nice from this window."


  The palladium window had been the primary reason she'd chosen the room as theirs. The view of the farm was still spectacular. The ornate window dwarfed the modestly sized room, by far the most architecturally interesting in the house. The roof lines were angled, with plant shelves hugging the ceiling. Near the head of the bed, the sliding door to the working dumbwaiter remained camouflaged. To her immediate right, a door—another reason she'd chosen this room, for the adjoining nursery.


  "It's a bathroom now," he said quickly, opening the door.


  Virginia peeked inside, relieved to see no vestige of the pale-blue and white wallpaper she'd labored to paste on the uneven, deteriorating walls. "Nice," she said smoothly, then turned a smile his way. "We'd better go back down and check on Chad."


  He looked at her as if he wanted to say something, but simply swept his arm ahead. "After you."


  She descended to the first floor, her knees wobbly, and grateful to be out of close quarters with Bailey, relieved to have pulled off another act.


  The rest of the afternoon passed uneventfully. Chad had fallen in love with the farm, as she knew he would. He surprised her by making friends with Jean Ann, although she suspected it had something to do with the slingshot his cousin had given him. Dinner was sprawling and noisy, punctuated with tantalizing smells and satisfied sighs. Chad ate like he'd never tasted fried chicken, consuming only one piece less than Bailey's four.


  As Virginia watched her son, she felt love flourishing in her heart. When he dropped the sullen, tough persona, he was a charming child. He was open and talkative with everyone at the table except her. With a start, she realized that since his arrival, he'd not once addressed her by her name, or even addressed her at all. Easy enough to overlook in a rowdy roomful of people, but ominous with the impending night alone with him.


  Glancing down the table at the identical dark heads thrown back in laughter, she lifted her iced tea glass with a shaky hand. These Kallihan men were going to be the death of her yet.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  "THIS IS IT?" Chad asked, climbing out of Bailey's car to stand in front of Virginia's town home. Disappointment weighted his voice.


  On the solo drive home, Virginia had steeled herself for his reaction, knowing her home would fall woefully short next to the allure of Shenoway. Still, she had to struggle to keep her voice cheerful. "This is it."


  Bailey obviously heard the disparaging remark because he frowned at Chad when he walked up. "You haven't even seen it."


  "Can't I stay at the farm with you?"


  Bailey glanced at Ginny, then back to Chad. "I don't live at the farm, I have an apartment downtown."


  Chad wheeled and headed back to Bailey's car. "Great, I'll stay there!"


  Catching him by the shoulder with one arm, Bailey said, "No, you're staying here with Ginny."


  "You don't want me to live with you?" The same hurt she felt colored her son's voice as he stared at Bailey.


  "Sure I do..." Bailey began, then sighed. "Look, my apartment is no place for a kid to be, okay? Your mother and I agreed you'd be better off here."


  "But when will I see you?" Chad whined.


  Bailey looked to her for help.


  "All the time," she said brightly, fighting her rising panic.


  "When?" her son demanded.


  "Tomorrow?" Bailey asked, his eyebrows raised for her confirmation.


  She nodded, relieved.


  "Tomorrow afternoon," Bailey continued, "we'll go shopping for things you need."


  A spark of interest flashed in Chad's eyes. "A new bike?"


  Again Bailey looked to Virginia.


  "Sure," Virginia said, glad to be able to give the boy something he wanted.


  "And a motorcycle?"


  "Whoa," Bailey said, laughing, "we'll talk about that when you're older, okay?" He steered their son toward the front door.


  The early evening air blew warm against her moist neck as she led the way into the house. Bailey brought up the rear, carrying Chad's duffel bag.


  Chad circled the entryway and scanned the contents of the rooms with a telling frown. "Do you have a TV?"


  She pointed into the living room. "In that cabinet. Why don't you turn it on and I'll get us all something to drink."


  "I want a Coke," Chad said.


  From behind, Bailey placed a hand on his shoulder. "But we'll take whatever you have, right, Chad?"


  Chad worked his mouth and shrugged. "Whatever." He shuffled into the living room.


  Bailey rolled his eyes heavenward, then set the duffel on the bottom step. Somehow she knew he would follow her into the kitchen, and he did. He walked to the refrigerator, opened the door, and bent over to rummage around, whistling under his breath. With hands on hips, she watched him with no small amount of amusement. Apart for eight years, back together for two days, and he'd hardly missed a beat. For a few seconds her perception of time dissolved. She half expected him to emerge wearing boxers and lifting a milk carton to his mouth.


  He turned his head. "Hey, Ginny, do we have any—" He stopped and straightened.


  She said nothing, eyebrows raised.


  He laughed awkwardly. "That is, do you have any salsa?"


  "Second shelf."


  "Uh, right." He withdrew the jar, and glanced around the kitchen, looking sheepish.


  "The bowls are over the sink, right cabinet."


  "I assume you have chips."


  "I'll get them," she offered with a wry smile.


  Emptying the red sauce into a bowl, he said, "I didn't mean to come in and take over—"


  "Yes, you did," she said, but then laughed and added, "I'll let it slide." With having to maneuver around Bailey, her neat kitchen suddenly seemed cluttered and close. She put the iced drinks and a platter of chips on a tray, then headed toward the living room, feeling Bailey uncomfortably close at her heels.


  At the doorway of the living room she came up short, and Bailey jostled her from behind.


  "What—" Bailey's sentence ended when he saw the scene of the movie Chad was watching. A half-clothed man and woman were making love against a wall, their moans reverberating from the stereo speakers. Bailey strode over and snatched the channel changer, finding a nature documentary in two clicks.


  "Hey!" Chad yelled. "I was watching that!"


  "Well, you're not watching it anymore," Bailey said firmly, his eyebrows drawn together.


  "I know what sex is," Chad grumbled from his prone position on the rug.


  "Knowing is good, seeing and doing is not good." Bailey ran a hand through his hair. "We'll talk about this later."


  She watched Bailey once again handle the situation like a pro while she felt like a helpless bystander. A revelation washed over her: She was utterly ill equipped to raise this child. Her eight-year-old son knew about sex—or said he did—what else had he been exposed to? And what things had he missed?


  It was becoming abundantly clear just what she had missed.


  She set down the tray with unsteady hands, then fled to the guest bath across the hall in search of aspirin. After a full minute of shuffling bottles and jars, she found the painkiller and swallowed two with a paper cup of water. When she closed the medicine cabinet, she jumped. Bailey stood behind her, staring at her in the mirror. He stepped closer in the small room, triggering a shiver that raised the hair on her arms.


  "Headache?" he asked with a small smile.


  "Yeah, imagine that," she replied without turning around.


  "This whole situation feels pretty strange, doesn't it?"


  "You always had a gift for understatement, Bailey."


  "I know he's a handful," he offered. "I'd be glad to stay tonight."


  Desire curled low in her stomach. She searched his eyes for ulterior motives, but his dark irises revealed nothing. So soon after last night, she didn't trust him or herself with that kind of proximity.


  He read her mind. "I'll take the couch." Still no hint of teasing.


  The thought suddenly occurred to her that Bailey wasn't as interested in getting next to her as much as he was concerned about her handling Chad by herself. Remembered words echoed in her head. My God, Virginia, what were you thinking? Even I know not to let a baby out of my sight....


  "We'll be fine by ourselves," she said firmly. "After all, you won't always be around to pick up the pieces." She held his gaze level in the mirror.


  He inched closer, placing his hands on either side of the sink, penning her in from behind without touching her. His angry eyes bore into hers. "If you won't give me a chance to prove I've changed," he said, his voice low, his words deliberate, "I may have to resort to drastic measures."


  Her mind spun. What did he mean? Acquire sole custody of Chad?


  "Whoa," came Chad's voice from behind. "Why watch it on TV when I can just watch you two?"


  They both whirled around at the same time to face their son. Embarrassment flooded Virginia as Chad stared at them with knowing eyes.


  "I thought you wanted to watch TV," Bailey said, frustration plain in his voice.


  "If you're only going to let me watch whales and stuff, what's the point? Where's my room?"


  "I'll show you." Virginia brushed past Bailey with as much dignity as she could muster. "Keep in mind," she said to Chad as they climbed the stairs, "up to now it's been only a guest room—we can change it any way you like."


  Her heart pounded, anticipating the likely explosion when Chad saw the frilly room. She pushed the door open and switched on the light.


  "No way!" he shouted without even stepping inside.


  "It'll do for now," Bailey said.


  "It's a girl's room!"


  Virginia hated herself for scrambling to make amends. "I didn't have time to take down the curtains. And we'll buy new linens tomorrow."


  "I'm sleeping on the couch," Chad declared.


  "Fine," Virginia said quickly. "We'll have your room fixed up in no time. We'll make a shopping list for tomorrow. Then, when your stuff gets here, it'll seem more like home."


  Immediately, she wished she could take back the last word. It hung in the air between them, and she waited for Chad to lash out.


  He stared at her, blinking furiously to rid himself of the tears she saw forming. "Wrong again," he said in a dull voice, then spun and pounded down the stairs. She started to follow him, but Bailey put out his arm.


  "Let him be," he said. "Almost anything we say right now will upset him."


  The TV blared from the first floor.


  His voice softened. "Ginny, don't expect too much too soon. He'll come around."


  Virginia nodded, hoping her ex-husband was right. He seemed to be able to read the boy better than she could.


  She walked to the hall linen closet and withdrew extra bedclothes to take downstairs. Bailey offered a hand and she tossed him a pillow, trying to ignore the reminders of the previous night. She wondered if he, too, was remembering, because he was unusually quiet, as if he were watching her.


  And the more he watched her, the more she thought about their kiss, the heat of his skin under her fingers, his raging arousal. She felt a light sheen of perspiration emerge at her hairline and desperately tried to push the thoughts from her mind. But the uneasy feelings persisted as they descended the stairs.


  "Bailey," she said carefully, "I appreciate everything you've done today." She conjured up a smile, then continued. "But it's getting late and I think we could all use a good night's sleep."


  He stopped in front of the door and winced at the volume coming from the living room. "Good luck," he said, grinning. Then he relented. "Okay, I know when I'm being thrown out."


  She laughed, grateful he wasn't pressing the issue. "Why do I get the feeling it hasn't happened to you that often?"


  He lowered his armload of bedclothes onto a stool by the stairs. With one arm on the banister, he bent toward her, his eyebrows wagging. "I take that as a compliment."


  Sexual energy leapt through her as she felt the intensity of his gaze. She wet her lips, casting for something to throw him equally off balance. The one who appears to care the least. She drew herself up and said in her coolest voice, "Being a skirt-chaser isn't a very becoming characteristic for a father, Bailey."


  His eyes narrowed as her words hit the mark. He straightened and worked his mouth thoughtfully, then said, "And bitterness isn't a very becoming characteristic for anyone, Ginny."


  As he strode away from her into the living room, she allowed his blunt observation to sink in. After the emotional beating she'd taken these past two days, she'd expected her body to have triggered some kind of defense mechanism by now, to lessen the impact of her internal response.


  But apparently, she'd not yet reached her threshold for pain—she'd only surpassed the previous day's capacity.


  


  * * *


  


  Bailey cranked the ignition on his aged Camaro, then sat in the confines of his darkened car, staring at the windows of Ginny's town home.


  Both of their shadowed figures moved around in the living room, illuminated by the glow of the television. After nudging down the volume, they'd finally settled on a G-rated comedy before he'd left. Walking out the door had been difficult for him. Chad made no bones about the fact that he wanted to go with Bailey, and from the flashes of panic he observed on Ginny's face, he had the feeling he could have worn her down about letting him stay the night.


  He sighed, pounding his fist lightly on the steering wheel. He felt distinctly divided—he wanted to be with her, but he was scared to succumb to the temptation to throw caution to the wind and play out his fantasy—woo Ginny into falling in love with him because she found him to be desirable and noble, not because she felt obligated, like she had years before. Then they'd get married.


  Except he choked on the happily-ever-after part. What if after a couple of years he couldn't hack it? What if he grew to resent her late working hours and Sunday dinners with the in-laws? What if he became distant and drove her away again? The next time he'd not only be uprooting their lives again, but Chad's as well.


  When he was alone, he could tell himself it wasn't fair to pursue Ginny's love, to insinuate he was ready for permanence, especially when she'd indicated her disinterest. But Ginny's presence was like a mind eraser, removing previously well-laid plans, reducing him to a childlike state where instincts and impulses reigned.


  He looked back to the window. Chad and Ginny. The two people he held more precious than anything in the world. It was as if an incredible prize were dangling above him, just out of reach no matter how far he stretched, no matter how high he leapt. As he reluctantly backed out of the driveway, he felt angry with himself for the unshakable feeling that he was cheating Chad, cheating Ginny, and cheating himself out of something wonderful.


  It was only ten o'clock when he nosed the Camaro into a cramped parking spot outside the saloon. The walls fairly jumped with the volume of the live music inside. Sunday night and the place was packed. After only a few seconds' hesitation, he slipped out of his car and headed toward the front door. He hadn't yet gotten to slake the previous night's craving for whiskey, and he didn't feel like going upstairs to an empty apartment.


  "Hiya, Bailey," Big John said at the door. As usual, Bailey pulled out his wallet to pay the cover, and as usual, the burly bouncer waved it aside.


  A smile crossed his lips when he entered his familiar haunt. He felt comfortable here, among people he knew, people who enjoyed life minute by minute. Making his way toward the bar, he nodded and exchanged greetings with several people he knew. A southern rock band played on the stage where the wet T-shirt contest had taken place Friday night. They sounded pretty good, he acknowledged, then a split second later found himself hoping the noise wouldn't travel up to his bedroom. Oh, well, it was just a minor bother for the convenience of living so close.


  He claimed his regular seat at the bar, then signaled the bartender. A whiskey sour appeared before him in a flash. He held the drink up to his lips with a slight frown, observing in a moment of self-discipline that it wasn't necessarily a good sign that the aproned man was so well acquainted with his drink order.


  Studying the ice cubes, he surmised that few respectable fathers were in a bar on Sunday night, drinking whiskey. He lowered his drink and glanced around the room. Mostly single people, with a few straying marrieds thrown in. He wrinkled his nose. Everyone seemed so damn young. Bailey winced. And come to think of it, the lead singer was butchering that Lynyrd Skynyrd classic.


  A comely brunette sidled up next to him. "Bailey," she shouted, touching his arm. "Long time no see. Mind if I sit?" She didn't wait for an answer, falling onto the stool beside him.


  "Hey, Mia."


  Long and lush-bodied, Mia had been his bed partner several months earlier, before he'd been distracted by Lisa.


  "What're you up to these days?" she yelled over the music.


  Chad's face flashed through his mind, and Bailey had the sudden urge to tell someone about his newfound son. "Funny you ask. I just found out I'm a father."


  Her thin eyebrows shot up. "Really? Lisa's pregnant?"


  He scowled. "No. I had a son when I was married years ago, but he was kidnapped. They found him Friday, and now he's living with my ex-wife."


  Mia's eyes bulged. "No fooling? That's some story."


  "It's true."


  She smiled. "Kids—you learn to love 'em."


  He squinted at her. "You have kids?"


  "Three. Two girls and a boy."


  Bailey looked back to his drink and bent the stirrer. "I never knew you had kids."


  "Yep," she said, nodding. "My mom keeps them for me."


  His first thought was what was she doing here, but his next thought was what was he doing here? He looked around him, shifting uncomfortably. The thought of his son walking in and seeing him spurred him to his feet. "I just remembered something," he yelled, scooting away from the bar. "See you around."


  "Sure," she said, taking out a cigarette.


  He tossed money for the untouched drink on the counter and exited the door he'd just entered a few minutes earlier.


  "That was quick," Big John said. "Been to church today, Bailey?" He guffawed at his own joke, clapping Bailey on the back.


  Bailey walked quickly toward the stairs that led to his apartment, his ears ringing from his short exposure to the blaring music. He felt disoriented and panicky, like a kid who'd done something wrong and was scrambling to cover it up before anyone realized what a mess he'd made.


  The clock read nearly ten-thirty when he tossed his keys on the cheap nightstand by his water bed. He clicked on the lamp, then remembered the bulb had burnt out weeks earlier, and felt for the flashlight he kept nearby. By the dim illumination he opened a drawer full of rumpled papers and rummaged around until he came up with the business card he sought, then pulled out his phone.


  He dialed the number on the card, and a man answered on the third ring. "Jackson? Bailey Kallihan here... fine, fine. Listen, I've had a change of heart on the Caddy and the Caribbean—when can you come by? Tomorrow morning is good, say around eight? Fine, see you then."


  He looked for a place to set down his phone, but the nightstand was cluttered with beer cans and Lisa's overflowing ashtray. He frowned, then put the phone on the bed next to him, in case Ginny called during the night. He pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it on the floor, then expelled a long breath as he settled back against a lumpy pillow and waited for the waves around him to subside.


  Pounding on the door of the living room brought him to his feet again. He took his time getting there, looked through the peephole, and groaned at the distorted image of Lisa waving.


  He swung the door open, his mouth already forming words to send her away. She fell upon him, a mass of giggles and exposed flesh, her breath stinking of bourbon.


  "Where ya been, Bailey Boy?" she slurred, running her hands through the hair on his bare chest. "Someone said they just saw you downstairs."


  Patiently, he removed her hands and held her by the wrists, cursing himself. He'd been sleeping with this woman? "Lisa," he said firmly, "you can't come up here anymore."


  Her lipstick-smeared mouth formed a slow pout. "Why not?"


  "Because I found out this weekend I have an eight-year-old son."


  She angled her head at him and smiled dreamily. "Don't you think I'd make a good mommy?"


  He didn't voice his thoughts. How could he criticize the girl, when he'd been content with her company only a few days before? "Like I said, you can't come up here anymore. It's over between us."


  She straightened her shoulders and jerked her wrists away, stumbling back out into the hall. "Are you sleeping with that dressed-up little miss who came in and dragged you away the other night?" she yelled, her eyes glassy with drunken tears.


  "No," he said through gritted teeth.


  "Bet you she's an uptight little thing between the sheets."


  He closed his eyes and counted to five. "I'm going to call you a cab."


  "No! Just leave me alone!"


  He took a step toward her, then sighed. "Go home, Lisa, and don't come back. Do you understand?"


  "Yeah," she spat out. "Loud and clear." She lurched away, and he watched her half walk, half fall down the stairs. "Screw you, Bailey!" she yelled just as she opened the hallway door to admit the sounds of a thumping bass guitar.


  Distaste for his bad habits and bad judgment erupted in his stomach, roiling as he made his way back to the unmade water bed. He cursed—he could definitely hear the band. His nostrils flared at the lingering scent of stale sex on the tangled sheets. God, when had he last changed them? He searched for the remote control among the musky bedclothes, but frowned when he came up with the device, sticky with food and lint.


  Disgusted, he pulled himself up and went to the kitchen in search of a lightbulb, then realized the chance for success among the chaos there was slim to none. He turned on every working light in the apartment and cringed at the sight that lay before him. Newspapers, magazines, pizza boxes, beer bottles, and clothing were strewn among and over the dilapidated, dusty furniture. An unidentifiable but foul odor permeated the rooms, probably some spoiled carton of takeout food.


  He wrinkled his nose, then scavenged in the utility room for a bucket and a handful of rags. Further searching uncovered an unopened bottle of household cleaner left by the former resident. He ran water in the rusty utility sink until it steamed, then filled the bucket with suds and set to work.


  At two in the morning he fell into bed, exhausted, but between clean sheets, and with the feeling that literally and figuratively, he was finally getting his house in order.


  The early appointment with Jackson caused him to be a little late reporting to work, but he knew his boss, Lenny Banks, wouldn't mind. Besides, Bailey was so pleased with the deal he'd struck for the two restored cars, he didn't care if Lenny did yell a little.


  " 'Bout time you showed up, Bailey," Lenny barked when he walked in the office. "I was ready to send a couple of guys over to your place to see if some jealous boyfriend had strung you up."


  "Sorry, Lenny, I need to talk to you for a few minutes, then I'll get right out to the McClain job."


  Once they'd entered Lenny's office, his boss spoke up anxiously, "You can't quit, Bailey, we got to finish—"


  "Relax, Lenny, I'm not quitting." He told his friend of six years the events that had occurred since Friday evening, trying to weed out the melodrama.


  "Man." Lenny shook his head in disbelief. "And I thought I had a big weekend."


  "So," Bailey continued, "you can see that my financial obligations have taken an upswing. I know I turned you down when you asked me about taking over Dean's job when he leaves, but now I'd like to take a stab at it."


  Lenny pulled on his chin, clearly pleased. "Why, sure, Bailey, I've been after you to join the design team for years. Be nice to see you exercise that brain of yours instead of those overdeveloped pecs." He laughed and extended his hand. "I'll talk to Dean this morning about turning his current projects over to you starting next week. Be thinking about your replacement, and have a name to me by Friday." He reached to pick up the phone, ending the conversation. When Bailey opened the door to leave, his boss called, "Oh, and Bailey—congratulations on your new family."


  Bailey thanked him, his boss's words leaving his chest tight. He was a long way from having a family, but making progress. He left the office and climbed into his company truck. When Lenny had offered him the design job a couple of weeks earlier, Bailey turned him down flat, saying he didn't want to play politics with the city planners. But in fact he'd turned down the job because he didn't want to be reminded of the ambitions he'd abandoned years before. Mindless hours of cleaning the previous night had given him time to think, and he'd begun to realize that not only had he ditched his responsibility to Ginny when they were married, but he'd also ditched his responsibility to himself over the years. Accepting the design job was one small step toward reversing the cycle.


  On the way to the job site, he called to line up an appointment with an architect and a builder later in the week. When he ended the calls, he smacked the steering wheel in satisfaction.


  He spent the rest of the morning overseeing two skeleton crews on a job that was near completion, and the early afternoon with three large crews newly formed to landscape an entire industrial park. The blistering hot day seemed to creep by. He looked at his watch every few minutes, already anticipating the moment he would see his son again. His eagerness was further fueled by the knowledge he would also see Ginny, a thought that sent a stab of desire to his groin. Toward late afternoon his fantasies began to run so rampant, he abandoned his clipboard and joined two men hoisting sledgehammers just for the physical release.


  At three o'clock he left the job site and went home to shower. The clean scent of the scrubbed bathroom was a welcome change, but not enough to make him dally. In and out in a flash, he was ringing Ginny's doorbell just before four o'clock, their agreed meeting time.


  He'd barely taken his finger from the button when Chad threw open the door, then covered the steps in one leap. "Let's get outta here," he grumbled loudly.


  "Hey to you too," Bailey said, not bothering to hide his sarcasm.


  Chad looked up. "Oh, hey."


  "Where's Ginny?"


  "Right here," she answered, stepping into the door frame, purse and keys in hand. Striking as always in snug white jeans and navy shirt, she looked a little worse for wear around the eyes. She'd pulled her thick gold hair into a low ponytail and through the back of a red ball cap, and except for the dark sleep circles, looked all of twenty-one.


  "I see you're both ready to go," he said dryly.


  "Yep," Chad responded.


  "Got the list right here." She waved a long sheet of paper and walked quickly toward her car parked by the curb.


  "Bad day?" he asked under his breath.


  "Don't ask," she said.


  "We can take my car."


  She stopped and frowned slightly, considering his offer to drive.


  "More trunk space." He pointed to her list, then leaned close to her ear. "And remember how big the backseat is?"


  She jerked back as if she'd been shocked. "We'll take my car," she said firmly.


  "Want me to drive?" he offered. "You can navigate." She relented and handed him the keys. He ordered Chad from the front passenger seat to the back, then paused until everyone was buckled in. Heading down the highway, he noticed they looked every bit the upper-middle-class family: one kid in the backseat of a luxury sedan, headed for the mall. The thought rather pleased him that at least outwardly they looked like they belonged together.


  He followed them from store to store to buy furniture, a comforter, curtains, paint, wallpaper, clothes, tennis shoes, and last but not least, a bicycle. Chad seemed to be on his best behavior. Bailey argued with Ginny over paying for the items, then finally agreed to split things down the middle. Four hours, one hamburger, one cookie, one ice cream, and three sodas later they dropped into chairs in the waiting area at the center of the mall, laden with bags, boxes, and delivery slips.


  When his bottom met cushioned comfort, Bailey exhaled in relief, wriggling his cramped toes inside his low-heeled boots. He rolled his shoulders and groaned. He'd fared better with the sledgehammer today than with the cumbersome shopping bags.


  Ginny laughed, and he realized she, too, was exhausted and hurting. "So much for aerobics," she said, her eyes closed, her head leaned back.


  Chad sighed with impatience. "Can I go over there?” He pointed to the neon sign of a multimedia store blasting music.


  Bailey opened his mouth to say yes, but Ginny cut in. "Not by yourself. Let us rest for five minutes and we'll walk over with you."


  "But it's just right there!" Chad complained, waving his arm. Wheeling to face Bailey, Chad crossed his arms. "She wouldn't let me go to the park alone today and ride my skateboard—she followed me there and sat and watched the whole time. It was embarrassing—I was the only kid there who had a baby-sitter."


  Bailey tried to hide his smile, then looked at her. "I can see the front of the store from here, Ginny."


  She looked back and forth at them, then sighed. "Be back in twenty minutes to wake us up." Chad's new sneakers squeaked as he took off.


  Silence stretched between them, punctuated by the sounds of shoppers leaving for home.


  "I'm beat," Ginny said unnecessarily.


  "Me too."


  She laughed and leaned her head back. "And broke."


  "Me too." He rubbed his eyes in big circles. "How do people do this on a regular basis?"


  She yawned loudly. "It's become entertainment for families who have money—or credit cards."


  "We never did this."


  "That's because we never had money or credit."


  He sat up, eyes open. "I shopped for you... sometimes. I remember bringing home one fun little turquoise number that you enjoyed—"


  She lifted her head and narrowed her eyes. "Until I found out you'd spent a week's grocery money on it."


  He grinned. "It was worth every bologna sandwich."


  She reddened adorably, and he felt his body tense with longing.


  "You wouldn't happen to still have that little number, would you, Ginny?"


  She opened her mouth to respond, then glanced away and straightened when something across the mall caught her eye.


  He looked too, and immediately jumped to his feet. Chad was at the door of the store he’d begged to visit, being yanked by two men.


  "Help!" he yelled, struggling. "Let me go!"


  "They're taking him!" Ginny shouted.


  Bailey dropped the parcels he held and bounded over, with Ginny only a few steps behind. As he neared, he heard an alarm beeping shrilly, drawing the attention of passersby. The two men wearing nametags weren't taking Chad, they were restraining him.


  "What's going on here?" he demanded of one of the men who held Chad by the wrist.


  "Do you know this kid?"


  "He's my son," he retorted, widening his stance. "What's the problem?"


  "The problem, sir," the other man said in a monotone, "is your son is a thief."


  "What?" Bailey bellowed. "There must be some mistake," he said as he looked at Chad's panicked face.


  "No mistake, sir." The first man reached into the front of Chad's jeans and withdrew two compact discs. "The police are on their way."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  VIRGINIA FELT FAINT, but anger kept her on her feet. Chad had been caught shoplifting—what a fitting end to the roller-coaster day she'd spent with him.


  She'd awakened to the sound of a blasting TV. Then he demanded pepperoni pizza for breakfast, which he ate in sullen silence while playing his Nintendo. Then he refused to budge from channel-surfing all morning. After lunch he'd asked to go to the park by himself, but she'd insisted on going, so he hadn't stayed very long. When they returned and she asked what he wanted to do about his bedroom, he made a gagging sound and said he could fix it all with a match and a can of gasoline.


  The one bright spot had been when her parents called to talk to him. He'd changed colors like a chameleon, politely answering their questions and enthusiastically agreeing to go camping with them in their RV one day the following week. When he hung up, he flopped onto the couch.


  If he'd asked once where Bailey was and when was he going to get there, he'd asked thirty-five times. Cozy little fantasies she'd harbored about getting to know her son that day were banished when he announced he needed to make a few phone calls to friends back home. She'd agreed, retreating to the kitchen. She was going a little stir crazy herself because of her abrupt hiatus from work, so she resorted to cleaning windows. She hadn't meant to eavesdrop—in fact, she'd been pretty certain he'd purposely talked loud enough for her to overhear his comments.


  "Yeah, he's real cool, but I have to live with her…Expects me to sleep in some sissy pink room, yuck…Drives a fancy car, but lives in a cracker box with no yard…I feel like I'm in prison."


  Ironic word choice, she thought, considering he was now courting detention time.


  Frightening visions popped into her head: Chad shoplifting, then stealing cars, then armed robbery... an exaggeration perhaps, but she knew criminal behavior could usually be linked back to petty crimes at a young age. She had the feeling Chad's behavior, at least in the immediate future, would depend on the way they handled this infraction.


  One thing was certain—she did not intend to raise a thief.


  "Bailey," Chad whined, crocodile tears spilling down his cheeks, "help me! I was going to pay for the stuff—honest! I was coming to get some money from you."


  She watched her son carefully. He was lying. She'd bet he'd shoplifted before, and if given the chance, he'd do it again.


  She saw Bailey waver.


  Obviously attempting to wear him down, Chad said, "I was trying to get your attention, but you weren't watching like you said."


  Virginia pursed her mouth. The little hustler.


  Bailey looked at the two men still holding Chad. "Can't we settle this before the police get here?" He removed his wallet. "I'd be happy to pay for the merchandise."


  "No," she said.


  Everyone turned to look at her. Bailey frowned. "What did you say, Ginny?"


  She set her chin. "I said no, let the police handle it."


  Bailey took a step in her direction. "But, Ginny, he said—"


  "Can't you see he's working you? I won’t have a hoodlum living in my home."


  Chad's eyes narrowed in contempt. "I don't want to live with you anyway."


  She arched an eyebrow. "So you’re trying to get yourself thrown in jail?"


  "Jail would be better than living with you," he yelled. "I hate you!"


  She ignored the sharp pain that shot through her chest. "I'm sorry to hear that, because I happen to love you."


  Chad's mouth tightened and he turned his head.


  Bailey touched her arm and spoke for her ears only. "Ginny, getting the police involved might be too much for him."


  She shook her head. "He’s testing us. He needs to know now what he can’t get away with."


  He studied her face for a moment, then gave a short nod of concession. "You're his mother," he said quietly, then turned back to the men. "We'll wait for the police," he affirmed.


  "But I didn't mean it!" Chad yelled.


  She watched to see if he was getting to his father, but Bailey simply looked at him. "Like I said before, you need to learn when to be quiet."


  The police arrived within fifteen minutes, and Ginny gave thanks the two officers were both brawny and intimidating-looking. By the terrified look in Chad's eyes, she concluded he'd never been caught before. She and Bailey listened patiently while the store personnel explained the situation and presented the merchandise they'd removed from Chad's clothing. A closer search also revealed a keychain and a pack of temporary tattoos.


  The older officer filled out a report while he shook his head. He looked up. "You the parents?"


  "Yes, officer," Ginny volunteered, stepping up. Bailey did the same.


  "Ma'am, I'm afraid we're going to have to file a juvenile complaint."


  "What does that mean?" Bailey asked.


  "It binds the case over to juvenile court. It'll take a few minutes, then we'll release him into your custody until the court date."


  Virginia nodded gravely.


  Chad had mustered a little bravado. "Are you taking me to jail?" His voice held only a tiny tremor.


  "Nope." The cop ripped off a copy of the form. "Not this time anyway. We're releasing you to your folks."


  Chad looked relieved.


  "But you’re not off the hook," the officer warned him. "You'll have to deal with Judge Brice in a few weeks, and that's a scary prospect even for an adult. You'd better clean up your act, kid." He handed a copy of the report to Bailey and said good night.


  Bailey and Virginia apologized to the two men at the store for their trouble, and at Bailey's urging, Chad finally mumbled he was sorry. They shuffled back to their mound of abandoned packages in the center of the mall, where a security officer waited for them. The mall had been closed for thirty minutes, and they were the only customers left.


  They loaded Chad down with packages and silently made their way back to Virginia's car.


  "When will my bike be delivered?" Chad asked, breaking the quiet on the drive home.


  "It won't be," Virginia said.


  "What?" Chad screeched.


  She looked at Bailey in the dimly lit interior, challenging him to defy her, but he simply nodded. She turned her head slightly toward the backseat. "After the stunt you pulled tonight, you're not getting a new bike."


  Chad slammed back against the seat and grunted in frustration. He turned on his game and the car was soon filled with the sounds of jarring music, beeps and sirens. Ginny prayed he was playing an age-appropriate game, but that was a battle for another day. She could almost feel the hatred aimed at the back of her head. She swallowed, remorse filling her, but she bit her tongue hard. No one said parenting was easy.


  After they arrived at her place and carried in all the packages, Chad huffed off to the television room.


  Ginny followed him, with Bailey close behind. "Wait just a minute." She held out her hand for the remote control. He frowned and gave it to her. "Sit down."


  Chad dropped onto the couch, his eyebrows knitted together.


  "I'm appalled at your behavior,” she said. "Shoplifting is a crime. You might get off with a hand-slap the first time, but if you keep it up, you'll wind up in jail."


  He worked his mouth, saying nothing.


  "Is that what you want?" Bailey asked. "To go to jail? To have an arrest record that will haunt you the rest of your life?"


  "No," he mumbled, as if they were stupid.


  "Then the next time you want a CD," Ginny said, "ask for it."


  He frowned. "You wouldn't have liked the music, I knew you wouldn't buy it for me."


  "Try me next time," she urged.


  "Meanwhile," Bailey said, "Ginny and I will talk about an allowance, so you'll have your own spending money."


  "Now go to your room," Ginny said.


  "I'm not sleeping in that pink room."


  "I took down the curtains and removed the comforter."


  "The walls are still pink!"


  She pointed to the stairs. "Go."


  He grabbed up his Nintendo, flounced out of the room and bounded up the stairs. His bedroom door slammed.


  Ginny sagged onto the couch, removed her ball cap, and leaned her head back.


  Bailey sat down, his leg brushing against hers. "Are you sure we did the right thing?" he asked, his brow furrowed.


  "No," she replied honestly, trying to ignore her bodily response to his nearness.


  "Aren't you afraid it'll only make him more hostile toward you?"


  She smiled and shrugged. "I have experience taking grief from Kallihan men."


  He had the grace to blush. "Can't argue there. Did he give you a rough time today?"


  She glanced at him sideways. "He's just feeling me out, I think, seeing how I react to certain things."


  "Smart boy," Bailey said, his voice suddenly husky.


  Her stomach jumped when she realized how close he'd gotten. He studied her face, his eyes hooded with desire. She lifted her head and held up a hand. "Remember our handshake, Bailey."


  He wet his lips. "I think the memory of our kiss has blocked it out," he said, his face grave.


  Uh-oh. She could handle the teasing, the flirting. But when he turned serious, her resolve always weakened. Why did he have to be so damned desirable?


  The touch of his fingers against her hand roused her to move. She sat up, prepared to stand, but he gathered her hand in his and gently pressed her to stay. "Ginny, I need to talk to you about something that should have been said long ago."


  Her heart thudded as he begged her with his eyes to listen. She inhaled and nodded for him to continue, not sure what to expect.


  He dragged in a ragged breath and expelled it noisily. "I was a terrible husband to you. I guess I've known for a long time, but it took me a while to admit it."


  Tears gathered in her eyes and she looked away from him. His grip on her hand tightened.


  "Our marriage didn't fail because I didn't love you, Ginny—I was never unfaithful."


  She raised her eyes to him and blinked them free of tears. A small frown marred his brow.


  "I just wasn't mature enough to handle the responsibility of being married."


  Ginny chewed on the inside of her cheek, then said, "And you're telling me this now because you've changed, is that it?" Her voice sounded amazingly strong—and dubious.


  He sighed. "I'm working on it."


  A choking laugh escaped from her throat, and she shook her head slightly. "And what's all this supposed to mean to me, Bailey?"


  "I don't know," he said. "I just wanted to tell you I'm trying to turn my life around. If there's any love for me left in your heart, please be patient. I can't do anything about the past except say I'm sorry, but I want the three of us to be together, Ginny, as a family."


  She turned his words over in her mind, separating emotion from fact. "Forgive me, Bailey, for not jumping into your arms." She heard the pain clearly in her own voice. "But it's hard to erase the past with a few nice words, even if they are sincere." Withdrawing her hands, she pushed herself up from the couch and walked over to the window.


  For a few seconds the only sound was muffled noise coming from the TV. Her miniature grandfather clock chimed the half hour, then she heard Bailey shift on the couch and rise to his feet. His footsteps made a whooshing sound as he walked across the rug to stand behind her.


  "Just tell me there's hope, Ginny," he said, his voice cracking.


  She bit her bottom lip and clasped her hands together, then turned to face him. "I can't do that to myself, Bailey," she whispered. She raised her chin, realizing she'd just admitted she still had feelings for him. "I won't do that to myself."


  Pressing his lips together, he nodded sadly, glancing at the floor. Then he placed his hands on his hips, inhaled deeply, and said, "Well, I guess I'd better be going."


  She followed him to the front door, her chest tight, her nerves frazzled. Bailey turned and gave her a small smile. "I'm going to make my standard offer to stay."


  Her pulse vaulted with the knowledge that she was getting much too used to Bailey's company, especially in light of the words they'd just exchanged. "Then I guess I'll make my standard reply of 'thanks anyway.' "


  He nodded and smiled tightly, then caught her gaze. His eyes darkened and he stepped toward her. When she realized he meant to kiss her, Ginny pulled back. Bailey stopped, his face inches from hers. She watched his eyes move over her face, regret imprinted in their blue depths. He lowered his mouth to sweep a kiss across her cheek, then walked out the door.


  


  * * *


  


  The next couple of days found Ginny and Chad at a stalemate. He didn't talk, and she didn't cave. She offered to take him to the pool, but he refused to move, just played video games for hours on end. She mentioned the zoo and going out to eat, but he wouldn't budge. In fact, he'd hardly made eye contact with her since the night of the shoplifting incident. Bailey came by in the late afternoons to help wallpaper and paint, plus arrange the new bedroom furniture. Around him, Chad acted excited about his room, only to slip back into a funk when Bailey left.


  It seemed that Bailey, too, was not his usual flirty self. Unfailingly cordial, he kept his distance during his evening visits, staying busy but seeming to go out of his way to avoid all physical contact with Ginny. In the beginning she was grateful not to have to keep up her guard, but near the end of the evenings, she found she missed his playful banter. And even though he was noticeably exhausted after lifting and bending for hours, he didn't ask to spend the night, an action that bothered her more than it should have.


  By Thursday morning she'd had enough of Chad's cold shoulder. She put on her running shoes, retrieved his new basketball from his room, and trotted down the stairs to find him in his standard position, prostrate in front of the television. She reached over and clicked it off, only to be assaulted with loud protests.


  "Come on," she said. "We're going to the park."


  He scowled. "I don't want to go."


  "I didn't ask you if you wanted to go, I said we're going."


  "You can't make me," he challenged.


  "I'd planned on bribing you with money," she said bluntly.


  "What?"


  "A game of horse. If you win, I'll give you twenty dollars."


  He looked suspicious, but at least she had his interest. "What if you win?"


  She shrugged. "If I win, you have to wash my car. That's the best deal you'll get all day."


  He frowned and reached for the remote. "What do you know about basketball?"


  "I know that when it comes to shooting, women players top the men."


  Chad lifted one eyebrow. "Can you really shoot?"


  She smiled. "Bailey practically lived in the gym when we were in college. I rebounded for him, so I picked up a few pointers."


  He still looked skeptical, but pulled himself up to a seated position.


  She took it as a good sign and nodded toward the door. "Put on your new shoes."


  After much huffing and sighing, he dragged himself up the stairs, but when he came back down wearing baggy shorts and the spanking new shoes, he had a decided bounce in his step. He leapt up to smack the door frame, grabbed the ball from her hands, launched over the steps, and zigzagged as he dribbled down the driveway.


  She smiled to herself, feeling her heavy heart lift a fraction. It was just a walk to the park, but it was something.


  The sun shone high and gloriously white in a cloudless sky. They passed other people on the sidewalk, mothers with strollers, groups of kids.


  "You know," she said carefully between his pronounced dribbling, "school starts in a few weeks."


  "So?" The sullen tone had returned.


  "So, I was wondering if you'd like me to arrange a visit before the first day, you know—so you can check things out."


  He shrugged, bouncing the ball between his legs. "Whatever."


  She took that as a yes. "You'll have to tell me what kind of supplies you'll need. This will be a first for me."


  He stopped dribbling and angled his head at her, then tried to spin the ball on his finger. "Are you going to be one of those mothers who hang around a lot and do the PTA stuff?"


  Momentarily shocked at his acknowledgment, she stammered. "I—I honestly don't know." She swallowed and took a gamble. "What kind of mother was Lois?"


  He jerked his head up and stared at her with wide blue eyes. She kept her expression passive, her gait casual. The ball hit the pavement one, two, three times before he said, "She was a great mom."


  She nodded. "I'm sure she was. Did the two of you do things together?"


  Bounce, bounce. "Sometimes, before she got sick."


  She felt a pang of sympathy for her son. "That must have been really hard on you."


  Bounce, twirl, bounce. "Not as hard as it was on her." He looked up at her. "She cried a lot."


  "From the pain?"


  Chad stopped, bent over, and retied his shoe. "Yeah, and she worried about me." Bounce, bounce.


  "I know how she felt," Virginia said softly. "I worried a lot about you too."


  He tossed the ball in the air and caught it, then tossed it up again. Looking ahead, his face split in a grin. "Wow! Four goals, with nets and everything!" He was off like a shot toward the nearly vacant courts. Virginia sighed and jogged after him.


  His driving layup was impressive as he pivoted, dodging imaginary defenders. By the time she caught up with him, he'd taken several shots, making more than he missed.


  "You're pretty good," she said breathlessly. "You'll have to go easy on me—I haven't played in years."


  "Here." He bounced her the dark orange ball. She took a minute to adjust to the weight and feel of the nubby surface, dribbling tentatively.


  "You dribble like a girl," he scoffed.


  She stepped behind the free throw line, aimed, and let the ball fly. It passed through the goal so cleanly, the net barely moved. Chad's mouth dropped open, and she laughed out loud. "I shoot like a girl too."


  They decided to play a hybrid version of horse, earning letters to spell the word by making baskets at different spots on the court. After marking the shot areas on the court with a piece of scavenged chalk, they agreed on two practice games. Chad won the first game convincingly, and Virginia won the second game by a nose. By the time the third game rolled around, they were laughing and sweating.


  "Ready?" Chad asked, poised for his first shot.


  Virginia nodded. "Ready."


  He made the H shot handily, then stalled out. "How'd you meet Bailey?" he asked after she'd missed her first shot.


  "In college," she said. "He liked my car."


  He shot and missed. "Yeah, he showed me all of his cars at the farm."


  She made two baskets and moved up to R before missing again.


  He made his O shot, then missed. "You two going to get back together?" he asked.


  Virginia missed badly. "What makes you think that?"


  Chad chased the loose ball, then made the shot and moved on to S, where he missed again. "He likes you."


  She made the basket and moved to S. "How can you tell?"


  His shot swished in and he moved to E. "He makes googly eyes at you when you're not looking." He missed, then bounced the ball to her.


  Her stomach churned, and it had nothing to do with the pressure of the game. "Well, unfortunately, there's more to marriage than googly eyes." She made the basket and moved to E, then missed.


  "You don't like him?" He missed.


  "It's not that simple." She missed.


  "I know people who hate each other and still stay married." He missed.


  "Well, I don't hate your father, but we couldn't live together." She missed.


  "Don't you want more kids?" Mercifully, his shot fell in and saved her from answering the very question she'd been asking herself for years. Chad whooped around the court holding his two fingers high in the victory symbol. "You owe me twenty bucks," he crowed.


  She held up her hand for a high-five. "I'll pay you when we get back. I guess I'm stuck washing my own car."


  He worked his mouth, spinning the ball on his palm. "I'll help you," he said simply, then pivoted off and drove away from her for a layup.


  She had a feeling they'd just turned a corner in their relationship, but she knew better than to make a big deal of his offer. "Great," she said. "Let's get something to drink."


  They walked home sipping lemonade from a concession stand, then sat on the small shaded stoop until they'd both cooled off. She could tell Chad had something on his mind by the faraway look in his eye. He was so handsome, her heart squeezed with pride. Her hand itched to smooth his hair or erase the smudge on his cheek. Instead she watched the pedestrian traffic and waited for him to talk.


  "Do you have any pictures of me when I was little?" he finally asked.


  Stunned, she nodded. "A few. Would you like to see that?"


  He shrugged. "Whatever."


  She stood and entered the house, her heart pounding. He followed her as she climbed the stairs to her office and withdrew the album from the closet. When she turned around, Chad was studying the framed shot of her holding him.


  "Is this you and me?"


  "Yes. Bailey took it before we left the hospital on the day we drove you home to Shenoway."


  "You mean you lived on the farm?"


  She nodded. "For a while." Laying the album on the desk, she opened the book and angled it so he could see the photos. She pointed out significant events and items. "This is your first bath... your favorite teddy bear." Tears rose to clog her throat, but she swallowed them.


  "You and Bailey look funny," he said, laughing at their hairstyles.


  She smiled too. "We were very young."


  He turned a couple of pages, then frowned when the pictures ended. "Is that all?"


  "You were only two months old when"—she scrambled for the right words—"when you disappeared." Then a thought struck her. "I do have one more picture." She reached up to touch the flat locket hanging beneath her shirt. She pulled it over her head and, with trembling fingers, opened the case.


  Chad studied the picture and the locket with a grave expression. "It's pretty," he said, sounding enchanted. "Did Bailey give it to you?"


  She nodded. "On the day we were married."


  "Do you wear it all the time?"


  "Most of the time, yes."


  He studied the picture carefully, then handed the locket back to her. Suddenly his expression changed, as if he'd had enough heavy stuff. "I thought you wanted to wash your car."


  Virginia nodded. "I'll get the bucket and meet you out front." She carried the locket to her room and laid it on her dresser.


  Minutes later they were sudsing her car in small sections, and rinsing before the soap dried in the hot sun. Virginia had the water hose, and when Chad turned his back, she couldn't resist giving him a squirt.


  "Ughh!" He lifted his arms and arched his back, then spun around and dove for the hose. She squealed and ran the other way, trying to keep the hose from him, but dousing them both in the process.


  After several minutes of water war, Virginia surrendered and they called a truce, both of them soaked and laughing. She tingled all over, trying to remember when she'd had so much fun. They made quick work of the rest of the car, and were towel-drying it when a package truck pulled up.


  Virginia realized the boxes being removed were packing cartons. "It's all your stuff that was shipped," she told Chad. "Now you can finish setting up your room."


  He jumped up and down enthusiastically, pitching in to help carry the eight boxes into the house and up to his bedroom, then ripped open the lids. "My model collection! I don't think any of them broke," he said, the excitement clear in his voice. He pulled them out carefully, one by one, then set them on a reserved shelf on his new bookcase. Stereo cube, speakers, comic books, sports equipment, games, clothes, and miscellaneous items came out of the boxes. Little by little, the bare spaces in his room were filled with toys, his newly papered walls cluttered with posters.


  Only one box remained, smaller than the others, and Chad seemed reluctant to open it.


  "What's in this one?" Virginia asked.


  He frowned and bit his lip. "Some things my mom gave me, pictures and stuff."


  She inhaled and exhaled quietly, not sure she was ready to see the face of the woman who had stolen her child, who had cheated her out of seeing her son grow up. Today especially had shown her how much she'd missed. "Go ahead and open it," she said finally.


  Gingerly he tore the strapping tape and folded back the top flaps, reaching in to pull out a handful of pictures. "I don't remember all of these," he said. "I was too little, but she wrote on the backs so I'd know when I grew up."


  Virginia withdrew one photo with a shaky hand. Lois Green smiled back at her, her pale features unremarkable but pleasant, her eyes shiny. Chad was an adorable, laughing toddler standing on a table bent over a cake, and she held him by the waist... as if she had given birth to him, as if she had every right to pose for a picture with him, as if she were his mother. She turned over the photo. Chad's second birthday with Mom.


  Tears of frustration welled in Virginia's eyes, and she tried mightily to blink them away. Hurt ballooned anew in her chest, smothering her. This woman had taken everything. Because of her, Virginia's life had been devoid of her child's love. Eight years of her life, of her son's life, she could never recapture.


  She stood up and clutched her burning chest, watching the picture spiral to the floor.


  "Are you okay?" Chad asked, concern in his voice.


  "I’m sorry," she said weakly, swiping at her tears. "I just can't... I can't look at these."


  She turned and stumbled from the room and down the hall into her own bedroom, where she dropped onto the padded bench seat of her vanity and tried to harness her emotions. But one look in the mirror at her own hurt, and the dam burst. All she could see was the glassy-eyed expression of the woman who'd ruthlessly uprooted her life. "I... hate... her... I... hate... her," she said over and over, punctuating her anger by pounding her fist harder and harder onto the cold marble vanity top.


  In the mirror she saw a movement behind her and drew a shuddering breath when she saw Chad standing in the open doorway, tears streaming down his face. His eyes met hers, then he shot off. His feet pounded down the hall, then came the teeth-jarring slam of his bedroom door.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  


  VIRGINIA KNOCKED SOFTLY on Chad's closed bedroom door. "Chad, I need to talk to you. Can I come in?"


  She pressed her ear against the door and thought she heard him sniffling. Closing her eyes, she sagged her shoulder against the door. I've done it now. She quietly turned the knob, but met the lock's resistance. Knocking again, she said, "Chad, please let me in."


  "Go away." His voice sounded muffled.


  "I need to explain some things to you." When she heard him rise from the bed and cross to the door, relief flooded her limbs. She stepped back from the door and wiped her cheeks. Then she heard a swishing sound and felt something hit the toes of her shoes. Defeat washed over her as she stared down at his Keep Out sign.


  The doorbell rang, startling her. She expelled a frustrated sigh, then headed for the stairs. At the top step her foot hit something solid, sending it airborne. Her heart froze as she watched Chad’s handheld Nintendo bounce from step to step before landing on the wood floor with a terrible crash that left it in at least three pieces. His most cherished item... Lois's last Christmas gift to him.


  She stood paralyzed, staring down at the mess, her hands covering her mouth. How could she ever make it up to him?


  He must have heard the noise, because suddenly he was standing beside her.


  "Chad—" she began, reaching for his arm.


  "My Nintendo!" he cried, then ran down the stairs. He turned a tear-stained face up to her. "Why'd you do it?" he yelled.


  Somewhere in the distance Virginia heard the doorbell ring again. She started down the steps slowly. "I'm so sorry—it was an accident."


  "No, it wasn't!" he yelled, crying harder. "I heard you! I heard you say you hated my mother—you threw it down the stairs because she gave it to me!"


  She shook her head and raised her hands, beseeching him. "No, it was on the floor. I accidentally kicked it—"


  "You did it on purpose!" he shouted, his face red. "I'll get you back!"


  The insistent ringing of the doorbell gave way to loud knocking. "Ginny?" Bailey yelled. "Are you all right? Chad?"


  Chad yanked up the pieces of the broken device and fled through the hall. The patio door slid open, then vibrated with his slam. The only sound remaining was Bailey's pounding.


  "Ginny! Ginny, open up!"


  She descended the stairs, then walked around tiny broken pieces that remained of the game and opened the door. Bailey nearly fell inside.


  "What's going on?" he asked, scowling. "I heard shouting—where's Chad?"


  "In the backyard, I think," she said wearily.


  He closed the door and reached up to touch her cheek. "You've been crying. What's he done now?"


  She shook her head, mostly to dislodge the disturbing touch of his hand. "Nothing. In fact, he's been great all day." She smiled. "We shot a few hoops at the park and he helped me wash the car. Then his stuff came from Florida and—" She couldn't stop the tears from coming again. "Oh, Bailey, I've made a mess of things."


  He looked alarmed at her fresh tears, and reached to draw her into his arms. Virginia went, crying against the soft denim of his shirt, pressing herself into the familiar hardness of his chest. With each sob she filled her lungs with his scent, snuggling deeper into his cocoon of comfort.


  "Shh," he murmured, kissing her hair. "Tell me what happened."


  In a muffled voice she told him about the pictures and what Chad had overheard her say. She kept her eyes down because she didn't want to face his recrimination. He hadn't approved of the way she'd handled the shoplifting incident, and from his silence she surmised he didn't approve of her behavior this time either.


  She could admit when she'd made a mistake, and standing in Bailey's arms looking for sympathy wasn't going to help matters. Responding physically to his embrace, she reasoned, was just her body's way of delaying a resolution with Chad.


  Forcing herself to pull away, she turned her back to him. "Chad and I were finally making progress, and I blew it." She pressed her lips together. "To top it off, I knocked his Nintendo down the stairs and broke it, and he thinks I did it on purpose."


  He was silent behind her for a few seconds, then asked, "Did you?"


  She turned back to him. "How could you ask that?"


  He put his hands on his hips and averted his gaze. "All I'm saying is I wouldn't blame you if you did throw it down the stairs. You've been under a lot of pressure—"


  "And it's obvious I can't handle it, is that what you're saying?"


  "I didn't mean it like that," he said, his voice taking on a soothing tone.


  "What kind of mother do you think I am?" she snapped. Then, holding up one hand, she added, "No, don't answer that." She turned and headed toward the bathroom.


  He followed her, grunting in frustration. "Ginny, I think under the circumstances you're doing a great job."


  She reached for a tissue. "You didn't want the police involved the other night."


  He shrugged. "He's a confused kid in new surroundings—I was going to cut him some slack."


  "So I was the bad guy."


  Sighing, he shook his head. "No one saw it that way."


  "Chad did."


  "I'll talk to him." He swung his arm wide, encompassing the broken pieces of the game in the foyer floor. "I'll talk to him about all of this."


  Bailey to the rescue. After blowing her nose, she took a deep breath and said, "No, I need to handle this."


  "It sounds as if he's too upset right now to listen to you. He might say things he doesn't mean."


  She wavered. Bailey was right on one count. She didn't want to keep building on Chad’s hurt and anger. "Maybe I should let him cool off."


  "I came over early to invite myself to dinner." His smile was tentative. "Let's all try to relax for a few hours. I thought we could grill out—I still make a mean garbage burger." He wagged his dark eyebrows.


  Virginia couldn't help laughing. Back when money was tight and their meals had consisted mostly of hamburger, they'd resorted to adding leftovers to ground meat patties for variety. On any given night they might have eaten mashed potato burgers or pork and bean burgers. Bailey had dubbed them "garbage burgers," and had eaten them with relish.


  "I think I have a container of broccoli in the fridge," she teased, wiping the last of her tears.


  He made a face. "I was afraid of that, so I stopped on the way and picked up steaks."


  Her stomach growled. The idea of a backyard barbecue suddenly seemed appealing, and she tried not to analyze her relief that Bailey seemed to be more himself than he had been the last few days. "I need to run down to the corner for a few groceries." She nodded in the direction of the back door and smiled. "He's eating me out of house and home."


  "Why don't you go and I'll get the grill started?" His voice softened. "I'll feel him out, then you can talk to him when you get back. By that time he'll probably be more settled."


  Unable to argue with his logic, Virginia nodded and picked up her purse. "I'll be back in a few minutes." To be honest, she was looking forward to a few minutes alone and away from the house to help clear her head.


  


  * * *


  


  Bailey stepped onto the patio, then slid the glass door closed behind him. He passed an admiring, professional glance over the tidy fenced backyard, keeping an eye out for his son. The redbrick patio measured about ten feet by fifteen feet, large enough for a green wrought-iron table and four chairs, plus a gas grill. The masonry yielded to tall plant boxes, and finally, a strip of lush fescue. Ginny had compensated for her legendary lack of a green thumb by planting perennials and evergreens, and connecting the beds with impressive walkways. A three-foot fountain gurgled in a far corner, flanked by crape myrtles, the dwarf trees blooming brilliant fuchsia in the heat.


  The toe of a white tennis shoe protruded past the edge of the fountain base. Bailey noisily uncovered and lit the grill, then sauntered over to his son's hiding place. Chad stared straight ahead, clutching the broken game, his lashes wet. Bailey sighed. "Want to talk about it?"


  Chad remained completely still. "No."


  Bailey squatted and lowered himself to the ground, his back against the fountain. "She's hurting too, you know."


  His son scoffed. "Yeah, right."


  "She's been crying on my shoulder."


  Chad rolled his eyes. "Bet you liked that."


  Bailey blinked in surprise. "That obvious, huh?"


  "That you're still hung up on her? Yeah, it's pretty obvious."


  Exasperated, Bailey asked, "So how did you get so wise?"


  Chad glanced over with a lopsided grin. "I keep my eyes open."


  Grunting in response, Bailey said, "So tell me what happened today."


  His son shrugged. "She was the one who told me to get out the pictures of my mom, then she freaked out and went running to her bedroom. At first I felt kind of bad, but when I heard what she was saying about Mom"—his voice choked—"I got really mad."


  "Hm. Then what?"


  "I went to my room and locked the door. When I wouldn't let her in, she threw my game down the stairs."


  "Did you see her do that?"


  Chad bit his lip. "No, but I know she did it. She wants me to forget about my other mom, but I can't, and I don't want to."


  Bailey took a deep breath and folded his hands together. "Well, Ginny thought she could handle seeing the pictures of you and Lois, but she couldn't. And she wouldn't have said what she said if she'd known you were listening. Besides"—he reached over and carefully withdrew the broken game to inspect it—"can't you understand the way Ginny might feel toward Lois, even a little bit?"


  "No," Chad insisted.


  "After you were kidnapped, your mother was inconsolable. She used to sit in your nursery for hours, rocking in her rocking chair. She wouldn't eat or sleep. She was worried sick about you. We both were."


  "But Lois took good care of me."


  Bailey frowned. This was a touchy subject. "And we're grateful that Lois took good care of you, but that still doesn't make up for the fact that you were our baby, our son, and she took you away from us."


  "Do you hate Lois too?" Chad asked.


  Angling his head, Bailey answered as honestly as he could. "I used to hate some nameless, faceless person who stole you from us, but since the minute I heard you'd been found, I haven't really thought about it. I'm just happy to have you back. And so is Ginny."


  Chad looked at the game, then raised his eyebrows hopefully. "Can it be fixed?"


  Clicking his jaw in doubt, Bailey said, "It doesn't look good. Sorry, buddy. But we'll get you a new one."


  "Maybe not—she wouldn't let me have the bike," Chad pointed out.


  "She had a good reason for that," Bailey said in a stern voice. "This is different."


  "I want to come live with you."


  Bailey's heart contracted. Few things would make me happier. He set down the radio and looked back to his son. "We already talked about that."


  "But I hate it here, and I can't get along with her."


  "Her name is Ginny."


  "Whatever. Why don't you move out to the farm and let me come live there?"


  I'll pour footers tomorrow and have it finished in ninety days, the builder had promised him, standing in the meadow less than an hour earlier. A home for himself, Chad, and hopefully, Ginny. He chose his words carefully. "Son, I'd like nothing better than for us to live together at Shenoway, and if things go the way I plan, maybe we can be there by mid-fall."


  Chad's face lit up. "That would be great!"


  "Now, wait a minute," Bailey warned, holding up a finger. He leaned close and lowered his voice. "This has to stay between me and you—Ginny doesn't know yet, and I want to wait to tell her, okay?"


  "Sure." Chad nodded happily.


  "Meanwhile," Bailey said gravely, "if Ginny says that breaking your game was an accident, then it was. And as far as what you overheard, well, promise me you'll try to see her side when she's ready to talk about it, okay?"


  "Okay," he grumbled.


  "That's my boy." Bailey smacked Chad on the knee.


  Chad smiled back, then leaned over and picked up a leaf. He twirled it idly by the stem, and a tentative expression crossed his face. "Bailey." His voice had a strange timbre, and he didn't look up.


  Worry flooded him. "What, son?"


  "I, uh..." Chad kept his gaze riveted on the leaf. "I was thinking maybe Chad Kallihan wouldn't be too bad of a name to be stuck with." He flicked the leaf away, then looked up.


  Bailey's chest expanded to bursting. "I think it has a nice ring to it."


  


  * * *


  


  The little jaunt might not have been so beneficial, Ginny decided as she pulled back into her driveway. Her anxiety about talking to her son was now compounded by frustration when she realized how thankful she felt that Bailey had arrived to act as buffer between them.


  Sighing, she allowed the painful realization to sink in. Although she was grateful he'd come just when Chad needed him, she'd been just as glad he'd arrived when she needed someone... needed him. After her earlier breakdown, she'd have to try even harder to convince him and to convince herself she could handle Chad without him.


  Virginia carried the bag of groceries into the house, surprised to see the debris from the game had been cleared. She heard Chad's animated voice from his room, and caught occasional words about his model collection.


  She threw, "I'm home," up the stairs on the way to the kitchen, then froze. Such a simple phrase, yet years had passed since she'd had anyone to inform she was home.


  "Be right down," Bailey yelled. A strange sense of déjà vu washed over her.


  Virginia slowly unpacked the groceries, eyeing the plate of seasoned raw steaks. She lined up salad ingredients by the cutting board. Her heart pounded in anticipation as they descended the stairs. How would Chad react to her? What was she going to say?


  "Salad?" Bailey asked as they swept into the kitchen. "My body won't know how to react." His smile was casual and encouraging as he nodded to her.


  Her eyes quickly darted to Chad, who stood with his eyes down, holding a Monopoly game.


  "Well," Bailey said cheerfully, "why don't I get the steaks on the grill and let you two get things going in here." He grabbed the plate and disappeared.


  Virginia watched her son fidget, then said, "Would you help me cut up tomatoes for the salad?"


  He frowned. "I don't like tomatoes."


  She laughed softly. "I'm not surprised—Bailey doesn't either. How about carrots?"


  "Nope."


  "Mushrooms?"


  "Uh-uh."


  "Well," she tried to keep her voice light, "at least wash your hands and help me tear up the lettuce."


  He sighed and set his board game on the table, then walked to the sink. After washing his hands, he climbed up on a barstool, facing her, but not making eye contact.


  She handed him half a lettuce head, then began tearing her half into bite-sized chunks.


  He followed suit with little enthusiasm.


  "Chad, I'm sorry."


  He worked his mouth but didn't reply.


  "I'm sorry you overheard me say something bad about Lois." She expected him to bolt any second, but continued. "It was wrong and I have no excuse other than to tell you that my reaction sprang from my love for you." She choked on the last couple of words, but recovered. "I would never hurt you intentionally." She ached to hug him tightly, but she knew her foothold was precarious at best.


  He remained silent, but glanced up quickly and tightened his mouth. He began to tear the pieces with more vigor, obviously angry.


  She rushed on. "I'm sorry, too, about your game—I know it meant a lot to you."


  His scowl deepened and he chewed on the inside of his cheek.


  "You don't have to say anything," Virginia added. "I don't expect you to forgive me, but I hope you'll give me another chance. I had fun with you today, and I'd like us to be that way again." With a start she realized how similar her words were to Bailey's a few nights before.


  After a few seconds of silence, Chad shrugged. "Whatever."


  Her nerves eased somewhat. At least he hadn't lashed out. And while he wasn't exactly accepting her olive branch with open arms, she had hope they could start rebuilding their relationship. As far as she and Bailey were concerned, however, she'd have to give it more thought.


  The glass door slid open and Bailey stuck his head in. "How're we doing in here?"


  She smiled, throwing in the last of the lettuce. "One plain lettuce salad coming up."


  The next few hours were the most enjoyable she'd spent in recent memory. The steaks were delicious, and she'd fried a skillet of potatoes to go with their plain but healthy salads. Doused with honey butter, the angel flake rolls she'd bought at the bakery were mouth-watering. For dessert they had bowls of strawberry ice cream.


  Chad became more lively as the evening progressed, beating them soundly in Monopoly. Her parents called and asked to take their grandson to a laser show the following evening. To Virginia's delight, he agreed and seemed to be looking forward to going. Later, when he challenged Bailey to arm wrestling, she found herself mesmerized at the two of them interacting—grunting, concentrating, and laughing. What a complex little person, this son of hers.


  With a guilty pang she found herself again wondering if it was wrong to keep Chad with her when he so plainly preferred to be with Bailey. Worry crept into the crevices of her brain. Was she resisting the inevitable? Would she withstand emotional contortions over the next several months, only to end up losing him to Bailey anyway?


  Bailey... the man already owned everything of hers that mattered—her heart and soul. Why not take her son too?


  A fantasy began to take shape, and for a few uninhibited seconds Virginia allowed herself to picture the three of them together as a family. Not an I'll-take-him-for-weekends-and-you-get-him-for-the-summer kind of family, but an honest-to-goodness have-dinner-together and go-to-the-Grand-Canyon kind of family. She sighed. Did such an animal exist anymore?


  She looked at Bailey's laughing profile, her temperature rising with the knowledge that if she had made love with him in Fort Lauderdale, they would now most likely be engaging in an affair—enjoying every moment with their son while anticipating the time they would lie down together. Bailey had been a wonderful lover, the first man to introduce her to the finer textures of sex. Even while she was pregnant, they'd spent hours—


  "Ginny, I’m getting eaten alive."


  "Hmmm?" she murmured at his words, momentarily suspended between her fading fantasies and the present moment.


  "Mosquitos," Bailey asserted, smacking the back of his neck. "They're eating me alive under these lights."


  "Me too," Chad grumbled, leaning over to scratch his ankle.


  Virginia rose and swatted at her own skin and headed for the door, the guys right behind her. Inside the kitchen, she stopped and surveyed the dirty dishes.


  "We'll help," Bailey said immediately.


  Chad wrinkled his nose and Virginia laughed. "Don't worry, I don't think there's room in here for all three of us."


  "Then I'll help," Bailey clarified, reaching for the frilly half-apron she'd left draped over a barstool. Meant to be worn around the waist, he tied it underneath his arms, the ruffled hem barely brushing the waistband of his jeans. She and Chad both burst out laughing.


  "I'm getting outta here," Chad said, backing out of the room.


  "Find us something to watch on TV," Bailey said, then added with raised eyebrows, "and make sure it's G-rated."


  Chad saluted, then bounded away.


  Still smiling, Virginia slipped on a second apron and began loading the dishwasher as Bailey handed rinsed dishes to her. In the end there were only a few items that needed to be hand washed, so she ran a sink half full of suds and scrubbed while he waited patiently, holding a dish towel to dry with. He looked so comical, she started giggling again.


  "What?" he asked, his eyes wide.


  She shook her head. "You."


  "I used to help you with the dishes all the time."


  "You're right," she admitted, scrubbing harder, trying desperately to erase the chain of good memories that had surfaced.


  He snapped his fingers. "Except we always had music." He turned on the radio on the counter and tuned in a classic country music station. Don Williams crooned from the speakers and Bailey nodded in satisfaction. "Perfect. Remember this one?"


  Virginia swallowed, the hair on the back of her neck tingling. "No," she lied. "I haven't listened to country music in years." That at least was the truth.


  He leaned on the sink, too close for comfort. "The old stuff is still the best," he said huskily. "The fads come and go, but the classics—the originals—those are the ones you remember late at night." His eyes glinted with desire.


  Hoping the hot water would explain away the heat she felt climbing her neck, Virginia's mind whirled for a suitable wet blanket to douse the flame between them. When she found her voice, she forced a light tone. "Who are you calling old?"


  Too late, she realized her banter only fueled him.


  He grinned wide. "Did I find a weak spot?"


  "No," she said too quickly.


  "Ginny." His voice was silken. He placed a finger under her chin and turned her face toward him. "If it's possible, you're even more beautiful now than the day I first laid eyes on you."


  She felt helpless with her hands in the water. "Bailey, don't," she said softly. Pulling away from his hand, she dunked the clean pan in the rinse water.


  "I can't help it, Ginny." He moved behind her to rest his chin on her shoulder. His sigh feathered the hair around her face, adhering it to her moist cheek. "You always drove me crazy—isn't Chad living proof of that? I couldn't keep my hands off you... I still can't." His arms encircled her waist, his hands pressing her back against him.


  "Bailey," she whispered urgently, trying to move away from him, "that's enough." Her knees threatened to buckle if he didn't stop touching her. "Chad's in the next room."


  "I can hang around until he goes to bed," he murmured into her ear, sending shivers dancing across her shoulders. He closed in to kiss her earlobe. "Please let me stay tonight, Ginny."


  When he descended on the taut, sensitive cords of her neck with his tongue, she felt herself waver.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  


  BAILEY KNEW SHE WAS WAVERING, could feel her teetering on the brink. He continued to probe and nibble on her neck, remembering well what it did to her, and feeling the full effect on his own straining body.


  "Hey, Bailey," came Chad's muffled voice from the living room. "You gotta see this!"


  Ginny's neck stiffened beneath his mouth.


  He stepped back with a frustrated groan and leaned against the kitchen bar. "Be right there, buddy!"


  She turned around, wiping her hands on a towel, the color high in her cheeks. "We have to try to be a good example, you know," she said, her chest rising and falling rapidly.


  He dragged his gaze from her breasts and glanced down at his telltale arousal. Reaching around and jerking free the knot between his shoulder blades, he then lowered the apron and retied it around his waist, the dainty flowered fabric effectively covering him.


  As he left the kitchen, he heard Ginny laughing. He smiled wryly to himself. At least she wasn't angry—he was still in the running.


  Chad was sitting cross-legged on the floor in semi-darkness, watching a sports documentary on legendary stadiums. "This is cool!" he said, grinning up at Bailey.


  Bailey nodded his enthusiastic agreement, then sat on the edge of the couch to watch with his son. Ginny joined them in a few minutes, giving him a warning glance, then sitting a few inches away from him on the deep, comfy sofa.


  "When can we go back to Shenoway?" Chad asked a few minutes later.


  Bailey's heart lurched, hoping his son would keep his pact about not telling Ginny of his plans. Looking at Ginny, he asked, "Got any plans for Saturday?"


  She shook her head.


  "Then Saturday it is—I have a few chores to do around the farm, then we'll take a picnic down by the swimming hole."


  "Can we go horseback riding?" Chad asked.


  Bailey nodded. "In fact, Rita, Jerry, and Jean Ann will be out of town for a wedding, and I promised to stay overnight to keep an eye on things. I sure would like some company."


  "Yaaaaay!" Chad cheered.


  "I don't know..." Ginny hesitated, and he guessed at what she might be thinking.


  He lowered his voice. "There are plenty of bedrooms, Ginny. Come on—don't you want to teach him to ride?"


  "Well... all right."


  Relieved, Bailey settled into the sofa cushions. Wincing, he massaged a knot of tension between his neck and shoulder. He was a bundle of tense, hormone-laced muscles, a walking wad of pent-up frustration and longing. He glanced over at her profile. A man shackled within view of the finish line.


  His gaze traveled down to where her buttoned blouse gapped open. Wetting his lips, he angled for a better look. The lacy top of a pink bra beckoned to him, and he itched to touch it, his fingers curling against his palm. Bailey put his head back and closed his eyes, cursing silently. He wouldn't be getting rid of the apron anytime soon.


  His next conscious moment was Chad shaking him awake. "Bailey," he whispered, "I'm going to bed."


  "Huh?" Bailey sat up, rubbing his eyes.


  "It's late and I'm going to bed. You both fell asleep."


  He looked over and saw Ginny was sleeping on the other two-thirds of the couch, her head on the armrest, her arms crossed and her feet tucked up to her rear end, compactly nestled into the space. "What time is it?"


  "Around midnight."


  Bailey yawned. "Okay, you're going out with Ginny's folks tomorrow night, aren't you?"


  "Yeah."


  "Then I'll see you Saturday morning."


  "Won't you be here in the morning?" Chad asked.


  Bailey took in Ginny's sleeping form, all closed up and inaccessible, and the firm set of her chin, even in her sleep. He frowned. "Don't count on it."


  "Okay, see you Saturday."


  Chad loped out of the room and Bailey listened as he climbed the stairs, then closed his bedroom door. Yawning widely, he rubbed his knuckles over his face, then stood up for an all-body stretch. Reluctantly, he leaned over to shake Ginny awake, then changed his mind in a split second.


  The couch felt too good, and Ginny looked too good. He removed his boots and belt, then stripped off his shirt. He had no intention of making love to Ginny while she slept, but he wasn't going to pass up the opportunity to snuggle with her all night. He lowered himself behind her onto the couch, easing in little by little, nudging her body forward. She moaned and murmured incoherently, but eventually lay spooned in his embrace.


  He punched down the pillow lightly, but skipped his customary habit of turning over to find the sweet spot. He reached up and carefully unclasped her hair, then buried his nose in its silkiness and inhaled her scent. Pulling her as close to him as he dared, he lay his hand on her stomach and sighed into her ear. She wriggled against him, and he felt his love for her swell in his heart.


  Ginny was the sweet spot.


  


  * * *


  


  Virginia blinked and winced. Her neck hurt, her back hurt, her—


  She jolted wide awake, realizing where she slept and who was snoring softly in her ear. She remembered lying down, thinking she'd doze until Chad's television show ended. And she distinctly remembered not entwining her body with Bailey's before lying down. His legs were wrapped around hers, and his bare, muscled arm lay across her waist. She swallowed. Oh, God, was he naked?


  She glanced down, glad to see in the breaking morning light that she was still fully clothed, and that he at least was wearing jeans. She moved gingerly, but at the first sign of withdrawing from him, he responded by tightening his grip on her.


  Struggling harder, she hissed, "Bailey, wake up. It's morning."


  "Mmmmph," he murmured in her ear, sending goose bumps down her arms.


  "Wake up—you have to go to work."


  "No," he whispered sleepily. "I have to stay right here."


  "Let me up!"


  "Stay with me," he urged, pulling her closer and rubbing his arousal against her behind.


  Longing knifed through her, and she yielded to her impulse, rolling her neck and arching her back, pressing into him. He groaned into her hair, then reached around to cup her breast through her thin shirt. Desire bolted through her, and she reached behind her to massage the smooth skin of his back.


  "Ginny," he whispered huskily, "you make me crazy with wanting you." He devoured her neck, sending miniature convulsions through her body. Her nipple hardened beneath his hand, and he ground his hips against her.


  Reality seeped into the fog of her rapture, and she stiffened slightly. "Bailey," she whispered hoarsely, "Chad could walk down those stairs any minute."


  Bailey sighed, clearly frustrated. "And what would he see? His mother and father lying together on the couch." He resumed his ministrations on her neck.


  She laid her head back, easing into him a little more. "It's gone a little beyond lying together, don't you think?"


  "Let's go to your bedroom," he whispered urgently, nipping the top of her shoulder.


  "He'll know," she insisted, still moving against him.


  He planted a kiss just below her ear, his breath coming in short gasps. "Relax, Ginny. Nothing would make him happier than for us all to be together."


  At his words, Virginia pulled away from his embrace and swung her feet to the floor.


  He groaned his disapproval and shifted to his back, throwing an arm over his brow. "What did I say?"


  She pushed to her feet and looked down at her ex-husband, her mind spinning with indecision.


  Impressive—that was the word that came to mind as she scanned his half-naked body. His dark hair, almost blue in its intensity, fell against the light-colored cushion. His arm covered his eyes, but his mouth was soft with drowsiness, his chin darkened with morning beard. Spanning the width of the couch, his shoulders were gloriously muscled and tanned, his chest matted with dark, springy hair that extended from throat to flat navel. And beyond, she remembered, unable to miss the hard ridge of his arousal through his jeans.


  "Ginny." He sat up and raked his fingers through his hair. "Talk to me."


  She sighed and rubbed her throbbing temple. "If Chad wants us to be together, it's only because it would mean he could be with you all the time."


  "You'll grow closer in time, Ginny, I know you will."


  "Maybe we will," she admitted, "but what happens if you and I play house for a while and things don't work out between us? We'd be harming him even more if we split up again. You said yourself, Bailey, that commitment isn't your strong suit."


  He sighed. "I know, but I'm working on it."


  She scoffed, anger flaring through her. "What the hell does that mean"—she raised her arms—"you're working on it?"


  "Ginny." He stood and reached for her. "We can make it work this time, I know we can."


  She stepped back out of reach. "Not unless I mean more to you than just a vehicle to get to your son."


  He frowned, exasperated, jamming his hands on his hips. "How can you say that? Are you blind, Ginny? We're good together."


  Her laugh was short and humorless. "Our sexual compatibility was never in question, Bailey, but I need more from you."


  She captured his gaze and leveled her chin at him. "What can you offer me?"


  His chest rose and fell as he pondered her question. Finally, he said, "Marriage, if that's what it takes."


  Disappointment washed over her. The words were right, but the circumstances were wrong, and she knew it. She'd backed him into a corner, and he'd given her the answer she wanted to hear. She turned away from him. "You should leave."


  "Not like this." He walked up behind her. "I love you, Ginny."


  A sound of disbelief emerged from her throat. She pressed her lips together and shook her head.


  "I do, Ginny. I always have. But I don't want to make you long-term promises this time until I know I can keep them. That's why I asked you to be patient."


  She spun. "And while I'm being patient, you also expect me to warm your bed."


  He dropped his gaze. "You're right, it's not fair. I'm sorry."


  She took deep, even breaths to control the emotions racing through her. She didn't want to provoke any more discussion—she just wanted him to leave. "You're going to be late for work," she said calmly.


  Bailey stared at her for several seconds, frustration clouding his eyes. Slowly he nodded, then reached for his shirt draped over the couch arm. He shrugged into it, buttoned two buttons, then pulled on his boots one at a time, leaving his jeans tucked haphazardly inside.


  "I'll call you later," he said.


  She watched him walk out of the room, then heard the front door open and close. Tears welled in her eyes, and she angrily wiped them away. He was the one who had overstepped his bounds. So why did she feel so miserable?


  


  * * *


  


  "Rough night, Bailey?" Lenny asked when he walked into the office.


  "I'll be in the shower," Bailey barked, ignoring his boss's chuckle.


  At the first burst of hot spray from the shower head, Bailey sank forward, supporting himself with both arms on the tiled wall. He rolled his head, loosening his stiff neck, and allowed the therapeutic water to work its magic. The rising steam helped to lighten his head, but his heart still felt heavy in his chest.


  Although his first priority was Chad's well-being, Bailey felt sure his son's future would most benefit from living with both him and Ginny, from seeing their love for each other. Except Ginny wanted a commitment. Why couldn't she just enjoy the time they spent together? He scrubbed his face with a rough cloth, then lathered up his beard.


  Marriage. He loved Ginny, but the thought of marriage still spooked him. He'd hoped they could live together for a while, give it a dry run before putting it in ink again. Holding a razor angled on his chin, Bailey frowned at his own image, then lowered his hand. And what kind of message would they be sending to Chad? He could hear him now. My folks are shacking up.


  While he shaved with the dull razor, he tried to sort things logically. He wanted to be with Chad, and he wanted to be with Ginny. Chad wanted to be with him, but he suspected deep down he wanted to be with Ginny too. Ginny wanted to be with Chad, and had hinted she wanted to be with him too, but only if he offered her a long-term commitment. Bailey sighed, wincing when he nicked himself on the chin. He had two choices—commit and have them both, or don't commit and lose Ginny, plus see Chad on a sometimes-only basis.


  He rinsed the razor, then wiped the fog from the small hanging mirror to look at himself. He studied his own eyes, searching them for a shred of doubt, a trace of hesitancy. None. Having a wife and a son was a huge responsibility... but he could handle it.


  He’d asked himself before what was it between Rita and Jerry that kept Jerry coming home at night… but it wasn’t anything Rita did or didn’t do—she just loved Jerry. Jerry came home every night because he knew loving his wife and child made him a better man. It was worth the tradeoff of being a carefree bachelor.


  And suddenly Bailey knew the same thing about himself. Being a husband to Ginny and a father to Chad were worth any sacrifice he had to make.


  He dragged a washcloth over his skin, enjoying the invigorating friction. He sighed in contentment, thinking through the day ahead of him.


  Fridays were normally a light workday, but he had three jobs to visit, two of which he suspected would be problematic, plus he had to get Lenny a name for his replacement. And he was hoping to get out to Shenoway to take a look at the footers the builder had promised would be set.


  His pulse quickened at the thought of breaking ground on his new home. A sprawling four-bedroom, three-bath ranch with a full basement—a slightly upscale version of the plan he and Ginny had originally chosen. Lots of room for a big family, he thought with satisfaction, his imagination galloping ahead. Then he shook his head, laughing to himself.


  First he'd have to convince Ginny to marry him again. Then they could think about growing their family.


  He turned off the water and emerged from the shower with a kernel of a plan. Chad would be with Edward and Peg for the evening, so Ginny would be free. Maybe she'd agree to go out with him. A bona fide date, complete with flowers and everything. But he'd have to come up with a charming invitation over the phone. He smiled... he'd think of something.


  With the phone call to look forward to, the morning's schedule seemed more tolerable. As expected, he encountered trouble at one of the jobs with a city inspector who didn't like the sprinkler system his crew had installed. Bailey kept his cool and handled the man deftly, reaching a compromise on the modifications.


  Before he left, every member of his crew stepped up to shake his hand and wish him luck with his new job. Bailey felt a few pangs of regret, knowing he'd miss some aspects of his old job, but his anticipation of joining the design team overrode any sentimentality.


  He laughingly assured his men he'd be back to check on their progress on his own time, just to make sure they didn't try to pull anything with the new crew chief. A group of them wanted to take him out for a drink after work, but he politely refused, saying, "If my plans work out, I'll be drinking with someone a lot prettier than you guys."


  When he broke for lunch, he called Ginny, as nervous as a sixteen-year-old.


  "Hello?" she asked softly.


  "Ginny, hi, it's Bailey."


  "I was hoping you’d call."


  His pulse spiked. "You were? Is everything okay?"


  "Yes," she said quickly, then sighed. "No. Bailey, I'm sorry for the way I acted this morning. You're right, it would be foolish to make promises that couldn't be kept—I'd never want you to do that."


  Surprised, he swallowed. "Okay," he said simply, his mind spinning. "So, where does that put us now?" he managed to ask.


  "Let's just play it by ear, okay?" she asked. "And move slowly."


  "Sure," he said, still searching for firm ground.


  "So why did you call?"


  He cleared his voice. "I wanted to check in to see how things are going today, you know, with Chad."


  "Not great." She sounded tired. "He hasn't really talked much, and I know he's still upset with me, but I got him to agree we'd go somewhere this afternoon to look for a new game console."


  "That's a start."


  "I suppose."


  "What time are Edward and Peg picking him up?"


  "Around six, I think. They're going to take him to eat before the laser show starts."


  "When will they bring him home?"


  "Around eleven."


  "Great, that gives you plenty of time."


  "To do what?" Her voice was cautious.


  "To go to dinner with me."


  She was silent.


  "A real date, Ginny. Put on something nice and let me buy you dinner for me being such a pain lately."


  She laughed. "Lately?"


  "Okay, for being such a pain always."


  "I don't think Columbus has a restaurant that nice."


  "That's why I'm throwing in flowers and candy."


  "It sounds like you're sucking up," she said carefully.


  "Guilty," he admitted. "So, what do you say?"


  She laughed again. "You certainly are persistent."


  "What time can I pick you up?"


  "Six-thirty?"


  He blinked in surprise. "I'll be there."


  "I expect you to be on your best behavior, Bailey Kallihan. No funny stuff."


  His heart sang. "No funny stuff," he agreed.


  


  * * *


  


  Virginia slowly hung up the phone. A date with Bailey. She felt schoolgirl foolish with anticipation, but reasoned that a nice dinner in public would be both relaxing and safe. After their emotional exchange that morning, she looked forward to them being on friendly terms again.


  She noticed a spring in her step as she moved through the rest of the day. Chad had adopted his sullen act again, dodging her hugs, refusing to look at her or utter anything but grunts. They drove to an electronics superstore after lunch. Remembering the incident of their last shopping trip all too well, Virginia nervously kept an eye on her son's hands. The salesclerk announced the game console model they were looking for as already being outdated, which put a defensive frown on Chad’s face. They were presented with the latest model, and Ginny glanced at Chad.


  "What do you think?"


  "I want the same one," he insisted. "It’s the one I like."


  "Maybe we can find one somewhere else," she suggested, but the salesclerk shook his head no.


  Chad’s mouth and shoulders drooped. "I guess it'll do, even if it’s not as good."


  The salesclerk opened his mouth to argue, but she silenced him with a look. "We’ll take it."


  But Chad was morose while their purchase was being rung up. And when they returned to the car, he slammed the door and maintained his silence for the drive home. The bag with the new Nintendo remained untouched.


  He retreated to his room when they arrived home with another door slam. Ginny cleaned the house, burning pent-up frustration over dealing with her son and nervous energy over her impending date with Bailey.


  Fifteen minutes before her parents arrived, Chad descended, looking clean-cut and all-American in his jean shorts and red and white striped T-shirt. He wore a pleasant expression, and even whistled under his breath as he kept watch out the window.


  "It makes me happy that you want to do things with my parents," she ventured.


  He shrugged. "They're cool. Besides, I've never had grandparents before."


  His words hit her like an open-handed slap. He'd never had a father before, and he adored Bailey. He'd never had an aunt, uncle, or cousin before, so he liked Rita and her family. He'd never had grandparents before, so he looked forward to spending time with her folks.


  But he'd had a mother before, and he wasn't about to let Virginia take Lois's place.


  "They're here!" he yelled, throwing open the door.


  Virginia hugged her parents and chatted for a few minutes before seeing them off with a wave.


  She tried to put aside her earlier revelation about Chad's attitude toward her as she readied herself for Bailey's arrival.


  After a leisurely shower, she opened her closet door and frowned. At last she decided on a white knit miniskirt topped with a V-necked yellow summer cardigan. The thin fabric had a sexy sheen and draped nicely around her shoulders and waist. She stepped into a pair of white leather sandals, then dried her hair. For once, she left it loose and swinging around her shoulders, then applied her makeup carefully.


  When she appraised her image in the full-length mirror, she was relatively pleased with the result. Then she frowned—she needed jewelry. Virginia pulled her favorite gold hoops from her jewelry case, then decided the locket would be the perfect foil for the low-necked sweater. And fitting for the occasion, she thought happily. She rummaged through the case, frowning when she didn't find the necklace in its usual compartment. Fifteen minutes later she had removed and separated every piece of jewelry, but still hadn't found her precious locket.


  Desperately trying to stem her rising panic, she forced herself to remember the last time she'd worn it. She'd shown it to Chad before they washed the car yesterday—had she then worn it outside? She thought she remembered putting it on the dresser, but she couldn't be sure. She ran down the stairs and outside to look all around her car and in the driveway. She even moved her car, but still couldn't find it.


  Her worry escalated as she climbed the stairs to her bedroom. She performed another search of her dresser and jewelry case, then fell to her hands and knees to search the carpet in her room. Nothing. Spent, she sat on the floor with her back against the bed, no longer able to ignore her rising suspicion. In her mind she saw Chad's tear-streaked face and heard him yell, "I'll get you back!"


  She leaned her head against the mattress and sighed.


  Chad had stolen her locket.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  


  WHEN THE DOORBELL RANG a few moments later, she dragged herself to her feet and walked down the stairs, wrestling with whether to divulge her suspicions to Bailey. At the last second she decided against it, thinking if she confronted Chad and he owned up to it, no one would be the wiser. Resolved, she conjured up a smile reflective of her earlier anticipation, and opened the door.


  She was greeted by the largest bouquet of wildflowers she'd ever seen. Laughing in delight, she asked, "Is my date in there somewhere?"


  He peeked around the side, then whistled low. "Wow, you look great."


  Her cheeks warmed. "Thanks. I'd ask you to come in, but I don't think you'll fit through the door."


  Somehow they managed to get the flowers inside. Ginny was stunned to see that Bailey had traded in his jeans and boots for tailored slacks and dress shoes. A white collarless dress shirt fit his broad shoulders to perfection. "You look great, too," she said, swallowing hard.


  "Then I guess we make a great-looking couple," he said, his teeth flashing.


  Her throat went completely dry at the thought of them once again being a couple. She busied herself finding enough vases, pitchers, and water glasses to hold all the flowers. When they finished, she looked around at the bouquets and laughed aloud. "It looks like you raided one of your wholesalers."


  His sheepish grin confirmed her guess. "DiNaldo's has the best plants in town."


  "They’re lovely… and I'm certainly impressed with the quantity."


  "Size matters," he said with a mischievous grin.


  She rolled her eyes, smothering a laugh, and glanced at the clock. "Should we get going?"


  "Sure. We'll have time to have a drink at the bar before dinner."


  "Where are we going?"


  "We have reservations at Crosby's."


  She raised her eyebrows. "Well, well."


  He opened the front door. "After you."


  At the bottom of the steps she froze in her tracks. "Oh, Bailey." At the end of the driveway, a small knot of pedestrians had gathered to get a look at a perfectly restored baby-blue 1953 Packard Caribbean convertible. "It can't be the same car you dragged out of that old woman's shed in Havensport."


  "Yep—I gave her five hundred dollars for it and you thought I was getting ripped off."


  She walked toward it, her mouth agape. "It's unbelievable! This car must be worth a small fortune."


  "I wouldn't go that far," Bailey said, opening her door.


  Sliding across the smooth white upholstery, she admired the sparkling chrome, the precise attention to restored detail. Suddenly Bailey's saving plan seemed more sensible than before. "You did this yourself?"


  "With some help," he said, swinging into the driver's seat. "I'm glad you like it, because this is a farewell excursion." He started the engine and carefully turned the vehicle around.


  "You're selling it? Why?"


  He shrugged. "I found a motivated buyer, and money talks. Now I'll be able to do some things around Shenoway I've been wanting to do for a long time."


  Warning bells chimed in her head. Unless she was hearing things, Bailey Kallihan was starting to sound... responsible.


  She settled back into the comfy seat, enjoying the warm summer air blowing through her hair. Bailey drove at the minimum allowable speed on the expressways, garnering lots of attention and thumbs-ups from other drivers. It was a clear summer night, and Virginia felt special—in a special car, with a special man. Tonight she would put aside the past and see him through different eyes—maybe he had changed. She would try to be more open-minded where Bailey was concerned, but not let her guard down completely.


  When they arrived at the restaurant, the valets scrambled for the honor of driving the Packard. She saw Bailey slip the guy a twenty tip in advance. "Don't let anyone touch my car," he said simply.


  Once they'd given their names to the host, they claimed seats at the bar. Suddenly Virginia felt ridiculously nervous at having to converse with Bailey alone for an entire evening.


  "What'll you have?" the bartender asked them.


  From the wine list, she selected a glass of pinot noir.


  "Same," Bailey told the man.


  She glanced at him in puzzlement. "What happened to whiskey sours?"


  He cleared his throat and gave her a small smile. "Turning over a new leaf."


  Virginia fidgeted with her napkin, growing more nervous with each passing second at this new side of Bailey.


  When the barman brought their glasses, Bailey raised his toward her. "To our reunion," he said, a smile crinkling his eyes.


  She nodded and offered him a watery smile when she clinked her glass to his. The drink she took from her glass was deeper than she'd intended, the alcohol instantly warming the back of her throat.


  "So how was the shopping today?" he asked.


  "Not so good. Apparently, they don’t make that gaming model anymore. I bought a newer one, but he barely talked the rest of the day."


  He made a rueful noise. "He’ll come around."


  "I hope so. At least he was nice to my parents when they arrived. "


  "Have you been notified yet about a date for juvenile court?"


  She shook her head. "A woman at the police station told me over the phone it should be in the mail any day now."


  "Well, let's hope the whole thing will scare him enough to keep him from doing it again."


  Don't bet on it, she thought, her mind on the locket. Involuntarily she reached for the spot the pendant normally hung, her fingers touching bare skin instead.


  He noticed the movement. "Where's your locket?"


  Unable to look him in the eye, Virginia took another deep drink from her glass. "I must have left it at home."


  Their name was called, and a hostess led them to a secluded table on the second floor of the restaurant, with a nice view of the city lights. A pianist played classic romantic tunes in the background, and a few couples turned slowly on a tiny dance floor.


  Virginia perused the menu, feeling languid and sentimental. Her menu didn't even have prices—they could never have afforded to eat there when they were first married. Suddenly she longed for a platter of barbecue from a little dive where they used to go when they found extra money or wanted to treat themselves.


  "Bailey."


  He looked up from the menu, one eyebrow raised in response.


  "Is Blackey's still in business?"


  He looked surprised, then pursed his lips in concentration. "I think so... yeah, I heard some guy at work mention it the other day."


  "Let's go."


  He frowned and leaned forward. "Excuse me?"


  "Let's go eat barbecue at Blackey's."


  He looked all around them, then whispered, "Ginny, are you drunk?"


  She laughed. "Not on one glass of wine."


  "Are you saying you want to leave?"


  "It's a nice place, but suddenly I had a longing for something more... familiar."


  This time both eyebrows shot up.


  The waiter suddenly reappeared at the table. "Are you ready to order, madam?"


  "No." She fanned herself furiously with the menu. "In fact, I'm suddenly feeling very ill." She took several deep breaths, inhaling and exhaling in an exaggerated fashion.


  "Can I get you something?" the man asked, his face crumpled with concern.


  "I’m sorry," she said, "but I think we'd better leave."


  Bailey barely concealed his amusement. "I think she's right." He moved behind Ginny's chair and made a big show of trying to help her from the chair.


  The waiter looked completely perplexed. "I hope your wife feels better, sir."


  Ginny stiffened slightly at the title, but tried to maintain her "sick" demeanor.


  "She'll be fine," Bailey said to the man, then lowered his voice. "She's pregnant."


  Virginia choked, and Bailey massaged her back. "Are you okay, sweetheart? Do you need a drink of water?"


  "No," she gasped, "just some fresh air."


  They hurried downstairs and out the door. The valet recognized them, and sprinted off to collect their car.


  Once in the car, they looked at each other and started laughing.


  He captured her gaze and shook his head slowly. "What on earth made you think of Blackey's?"


  She shrugged, raising her hands. "I don't know, it just came to me that we were there getting ready to buy an overpriced meal when we could be having a good time at Blackey's."


  He frowned slightly. "I wanted to take you to a nice place, Ginny. I can afford more than Blackey's now."


  It hadn't occurred to her that she might have accidentally bruised his ego. She touched his arm. "I know you can afford more than Blackey's now, Bailey, but that's the point—we can go wherever we want, and tonight I want to go to Blackey's."


  He smiled, and reached up to twine her fingers with his. "Then Blackey's it is."


  


  * * *


  


  Memories assailed Bailey as soon as the door opened to admit them in a rush of air. The fact that the word "authentic" was misspelled on the sign in the window of Blackey's Authentic Pit Barbecue was a customer's first signal to lower their expectations about the interior. But what Blackey's lacked in decor, it made up for in atmosphere.


  Blues music blared from cheap stereo speakers hung haphazardly on the walls. Ceiling fans whirred frantically overhead in a failing attempt to circulate the smoky, greasy air. Long, scarred wooden tables butted up to each other cafeteria-style in three strips across the square, squatty room. Dozens of chairs, each different, lined the edges of the tables, about half of them full.


  He noted most of the diners looked college-aged, which seemed logical since Blackey's sat in a rundown part of town only a few blocks from the campus of Ohio State University. He might have balked at bringing the Packard there had it not been for a secure parking garage nearby, and had he not been so eager to please Ginny.


  Along with a lot of other students, he and Ginny had spent many mornings there studying, which hadn't bothered the owner since mornings were slow anyway. When he'd graduated, he'd met Ginny there regularly for lunch. After she’d withdrawn from school and they married, they occasionally splurged and came for dinner.


  He turned to look at Ginny, her cheeks flushed and full, her figure still as lithe as a coed's. Their rendezvous at Blackey's seemed like a lifetime ago… and only yesterday.


  "Grab you a chair," a waitress yelled as she passed, laden with two huge trays of food.


  They claimed two chairs side by side in as secluded a spot as they could find. The menus were stacked in irregular little piles up and down the tables, more often than not splattered with barbecue sauce. He chose two of the cleanest-looking and handed one to Ginny.


  She scanned the food items, her eyes shining. "It's the same menu," she said. "I'll have my usual—"


  "Number seven," he supplied. "With dipping sauce on the side."


  She grinned. "You remember."


  "Sure I do. And I'll have—"


  "Number twelve, extra hot sauce, extra napkins."


  This time a grin tickled his lips. "Right." Then he glanced down at his snowy shirt. "I might need a bib too."


  "What'll it be?" yelled the waitress, one hip cocked. They placed their food orders and requested bottles of good beer, their one deviation from the old days when they drank the cheapest draught.


  The brews were delivered right away, the food, they knew, would take a bit longer. Ginny lifted her bottle in the air. "To Blackey's."


  Buoyed by her good mood, he clinked his bottle against hers. "To Blackey's."


  After a long drink, Bailey settled back, draping his arm around the back of Ginny's chair. Graffiti was encouraged at Blackey's, every customer could write their name and any bits of wisdom they could find room for on the cracked plaster walls. "Do you remember where we wrote our names?" he asked her.


  Squinting, she looked around the room as she worked her mouth in concentration. Suddenly she brightened. "Over there, by the far window."


  He nodded. "Think they're still there?"


  She shrugged and grabbed her beer bottle. "Let's see."


  Bailey followed her, feeling as if he were walking on eggshells. Which memories to touch on, which to avoid? For some reason, Ginny seemed more open and fun-loving tonight—but was it because she was becoming more receptive to him, or because he'd promised her a night on the town with "no funny stuff?"


  They stood shoulder to shoulder, studying the hundreds of signatures and sayings which mostly merged into illegible garble.


  "I see them!" she cried, pointing just above his head.


  "Where?"


  "Right there! See the red V? You can barely make out the rest of it, but I see your name just underneath."


  He spotted their names, and smiled. "Yeah, there they are."


  "We were just kids when we wrote our names up there," she said.


  "And now we have one."


  She tilted her head slightly, looking into his eyes. "Isn't life strange?" she asked, her voice soft.


  He studied her caramel eyes, his heart skipping a beat. "Seems to have come full circle for us."


  She bit her bottom lip. "Which reminds me, I’m going to call Mom to see how things are going." She gestured to the alcove where the bathrooms were located. "I'll be right back."


  Before his eyes she'd transformed into a worried mother. As he watched her make the phone call, Bailey felt a pang of guilt—he hadn't even thought her parents might be having problems with Chad, or vice versa. She caught his glance and gave him a thumbs up, then ended the call. Lover, mother, friend—Ginny was a total package. He craved her so badly, her body and her companionship, he felt real physical pain.


  "Order's up," their waitress yelled, slamming the trays down in front of their seats.


  "I'm starved." Ginny patted her stomach, her eyes wide.


  "Me too," he said, watching her walk back to the table, and feeling his groin tighten. "Me too."


  


  * * *


  


  Ginny chewed the saucy meat slowly, savoring the textures and spices. Worth waiting for, the platter of chopped pork barbecue and sweet corn bread satisfied her hunger and her senses.


  "What have you been doing for the past eight years?" she asked between mouthfuls.


  His eyebrows climbed as he pondered her question, then grinned. "Not a whole hell of a lot, I guess." He raised his beer for a drink.


  "Oh, come on," she urged. "Restoring cars?"


  He nodded. "Landscaping during the week, working on the cars on the weekends. And there's always plenty to do around the farm. I took up cross-country biking a couple of years ago."


  "Really?" she asked. "Where have you been?"


  "This spring a couple of guys from the cycling club I belong to invited me to ride to North Carolina. Next year we want to go out west, where the bicycle trails are more rugged."


  "Do you still play basketball?"


  "On a winter league." He shrugged. "It's good exercise. How about you? What have you been doing besides going back to school?"


  She tilted her head. "A coworker of mine has a sailboat on Lake Erie, so I spend weekends there sometimes."


  He wiped his mouth with a napkin. "Is this a male friend?"


  Glancing up from her plate, she realized what he was asking and smiled impishly. "Yes, Robert is definitely a man, but his wife and grandchildren make it awfully hard for us to carry on our torrid affair."


  He smiled wryly and picked up his fork "Did you ever come close to remarrying?"


  She nodded slowly. "Once."


  Virginia noticed Bailey had tightened his grip on his fork. "What happened?"


  "He was divorced and had shared custody of his two children. The kids saw me as the obstacle for their parents getting back together. I decided it wasn't worth all the trouble it caused his family." And she couldn’t be around his children without thinking of her own lost child…


  He stabbed his fork into a chunk of meat. "So you really loved this guy?"


  Lifting the beer to her mouth, she said, "I thought I did, but I got over it pretty quickly, so I guess I didn't." She took a swallow, then said, "How about you?"


  "I came close a couple of times, but it didn't pan out."


  Why did that hurt? "Your decision?"


  "Yes." He wrapped his hand around his beer. "Are you still sculpting?"


  Shaking her head, she sighed. "Not in years. I have good intentions, but never seem to get a piece started. I'm on my computer a lot in the evenings, catching up on work."


  "Which reminds me, I'm starting a new job Monday and—"


  "What new job?" Another surprise.


  He seemed sheepish. "I'm joining my company's design team."


  Smiling, she straightened. "That's wonderful, Bailey. When did this happen?"


  "Last week."


  "Why haven’t you mentioned it?"


  Shrugging, he said, "It seemed as if we always had more important things to discuss."


  "Another toast," she declared softly, holding up her half-empty bottle.


  He held his bottle up to hers.


  "To new beginnings."


  Beaming, he said, "I'll drink to that." They clinked their bottles, then pushed their empty plates to the center of the table. Bailey revealed he needed to learn spreadsheet basics, and Ginny offered her assistance.


  When the bill was settled, she glanced at her watch and reluctantly said, "I guess we'd better call it a night if we're going to make it home before our son."


  He agreed and pushed away from the table. Immediately she missed his arm around her shoulders, but attributed it to the old memories they'd stirred up all evening. Bailey had certainly kept his word—he'd been a gentleman throughout.


  On the drive home she laid her head back and smiled up at the stars. "You know, Bailey, we had a lot of good times."


  He smiled and nodded. "It's human nature, I guess, to dwell on the bad, but you're right—we had fun before…. before."


  She turned her head and studied her ex-husband's face, still incredibly handsome, but older and perhaps wiser since their ordeal eight years earlier. "We were young," she murmured. "Perhaps we gave up too quickly."


  Nodding again, he held out his hand in invitation to hers. "I was too young to realize how much I was giving up."


  She smiled and offered her hand in a slow, intimate clasp. He raised her fingers to his lips for a soft kiss, then lowered their hands to rest between them on the seat.


  For the remainder of the drive, her midsection pulsed with desire, her need for him almost tangible. Their evening had been deceptively casual and friendly. She desperately hoped he wouldn't ask to spend the night, because tonight she would say yes. And as much as she knew they wanted each other, she wasn't sure if they were ready for the emotional plunge. Her heart pounded faster when he pulled into her driveway.


  He turned off the engine and said, "I'll walk you to your door."


  She stopped rummaging in her purse. "You aren't coming in to wait for Chad?"


  Bailey shook his head. "I told him I'd see him in the morning."


  "Okay," she said, hiding her disappointment.


  She led the way to her door, her heart pounding. Would he at least kiss her good night?


  Unlocking the door, she quickly stepped inside and dismantled the alarm. Bailey remained on the stoop, his hands in his pockets.


  "I had a great time," she said, laughing nervously.


  "Good, because I did too." His eyes shone in the semidarkness, the angular planes of his face alternately shadowed and highlighted. "You surprise me sometimes, Ginny."


  She swallowed. "I sometimes surprise myself."


  "Can I have a kiss?"


  Her throat went completely dry. "Since when have you become such a gentleman?"


  His grin was slow and warm as he leaned forward. "It's my new strategy."


  She raised her mouth to his and he kissed her, soft and teasing at first, then with mounting urgency. His arms circled her waist to pull her closer, and she looped her arms around his neck, tangling her fingers in his hair. Their moans mingled and echoed into each other's mouth, fueling the fire between them. Virginia felt her resistance dissolve as he lowered his hands to press her against him. If he asked right now, she'd give him anything she had to offer.


  Suddenly his embrace loosened, and his kiss relaxed.


  He raised his head and stepped back from her, his breathing ragged, his lips pressed together. "I think it's time for me to go." He inhaled deeply, then gave her a slow, heart-stopping grin. "I'll swing by around ten in the morning, okay?"


  She nodded.


  "Good night."


  "Good night," she murmured, her nerves still quaking, her muscles still tense, her mouth still burning.


  After closing the door she walked into the darkness of the living room and peeked out the curtain. Bailey started his car, then slowly pulled out of her driveway, only to stop at the curb. He looked toward her house, and Virginia debated whether to turn on a light or give him some other signal, but then he shifted into gear and drove away.


  She didn't have long to ponder the events of the evening, because her parents arrived soon afterward with a well-fed, well-entertained Chad. It warmed her heart to see him accept their good-bye hugs and kisses. They asked Ginny if he could go camping Monday night, and she agreed.


  After her parents left, Ginny decided to confront Chad about the locket right away, because it didn't seem right to pretend that everything was okay.


  "Chad," she said after he'd told her about his evening, "I've lost something and I hope you'll be able to help me find it."


  His eyes narrowed slightly, then he shrugged, a little too casually, she thought. "What is it?"


  "It's my locket with your baby picture in it."


  "I haven't seen it," he said too quickly, reaching for the television remote.


  She stopped him with her hand, covering his fingers with hers. "It's very special to me and I hope if you find it, you'll bring it to me. I might have lost it outside when we were washing the car."


  "Okay," he said in an annoyed voice. "What's the big deal anyway? It's just a necklace with a dumb old picture in it."


  "It means everything to me," she whispered.


  "Kind of like my game?" he asked, convincing her he'd taken it.


  "Please give it back to me,” she said.


  "I don't have your stupid necklace." He pulled his hand from underneath hers. "Leave me alone."


  Later when she stepped into his shadowed bedroom to soak in his sleeping form, her eyes swam with tears. Would she ever make peace with Chad and Bailey at the same time?


  One step forward, then two steps back. And now she was going to spend the entire weekend with both of them.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  


  THE SHENOWAY FARMHOUSE was quiet as they unlocked the front door. "Would you mind getting the picnic together while I feed the cattle?" Bailey asked. "It shouldn't take more than forty-five minutes."


  "Not at all," Virginia said, only a little apprehensive about rattling around in the house by herself.


  "Can I help?" Chad asked Bailey.


  "Absolutely," Bailey said. "I expect you to pitch in when you're here."


  "Sure!" Chad agreed.


  "I'll take the luggage upstairs," Bailey said. "You help Ginny take the groceries to the kitchen."


  Chad didn't argue, but she could tell his heart wasn't in it when he thunked the bags down on the counter.


  "Thanks," she said.


  "Whatever."


  He turned and walked out, then she heard Bailey come back downstairs. "We'll be back soon—be sure to put on your bathing suit," he called from the living room, the screen door slapping closed.


  "Whatever," she mumbled, hands on hips, eyeing the mounds of groceries. Her son had made it perfectly clear all morning that as far as he was concerned, she didn't exist. She'd woken to ear-splitting music coming from his room, which he reduced to just plain loud when she pounded on his door. He'd refused to come out of his room or answer her until he heard the doorbell signaling Bailey's arrival, then he'd ridden over with Bailey leaving her to follow behind in her car, solo.


  And her locket hadn't shown up, but she still held out hope it would turn up soon.


  At least Bailey was cheerful and friendly this morning, which meant he hadn’t lost as much sleep as she had over their good-bye kiss. Sighing, she began to pull out food and assemble sandwiches.


  Once she'd packed the basket with as much food and drink as possible and straightened the kitchen, she felt restless, and decided to unpack the clothes she'd brought. She peeked into the guest rooms alternately to see where Bailey had placed their bags. Chad's duffel sat just inside the first room. She frowned when she saw Bailey's gym bag in the room next to Chad's room. She chewed the inside of her cheek as realization began to dawn. Sure enough, she found her bag sitting in the room she and Bailey had once shared. A large vase of cut flowers sat on the dresser, and an envelope propped against it read Ginny.


  With one eye on the card, she changed into her bathing suit, then pulled on black knit shorts and a pink T-shirt. She picked up the envelope, her heart pounding in anticipation, and sat on the edge of the bed. With trembling fingers she loosened the flap and withdrew a card covered with muted watercolor designs. The inside had no preprinted message, only a few lines in Bailey's handwriting.


  


  Thanks for such an enjoyable evening. I look forward to the day when I don't have to leave you after kissing you good night. Bailey


  


  Her smile extended all the way to her toes. Her skin tingled and she felt as giddy as a teenager. Hugging herself, she lay back onto the soft bed, suddenly wishing Bailey was stretched out beside her. She looked around the room and sighed. It might not be so bad sleeping in here after all.


  The screen door slammed downstairs, and Virginia shot up. She smoothed the covers and tucked the card back into the envelope, then walked to the staircase landing.


  Bailey stood alone at the bottom. The sight of him sent jolts of sexual awareness through her limbs. He'd traded his polo shirt for a snug white T-shirt. His face and arms glistened with sweat, and bits of hay stuck to his skin. His jeans were tucked into a pair of old workboots. He dabbed at his forehead with a bandanna. She stopped on the next to last step, a couple of feet above him, her body tingling.


  "Hey," he said, smiling up at her.


  "Hey, yourself. Thanks for the card."


  He wet his lips. "You're welcome."


  "And the flowers."


  He nodded.


  She gazed into his eyes, and descended one more step. "You look... hot."


  He studied her carefully. "I am... hot."


  "Where's Chad?"


  "He found Jean Ann's tire swing. I thought I'd take a shower before we go on the picnic."


  Her fantasies whirled free. "A shower?"


  "Uh-huh," he said just as slowly. "A hot shower."


  She stepped down again, coming to stand within inches of him. "A hot, soapy shower?"


  He reached for her and crushed her into a deep kiss. She tasted the salt from his skin and felt the heat from his mouth. She inhaled the musky scent of him, and her legs weakened. Her tongue swirled over the smooth surface of his teeth, then probed deeper. Their kiss became more urgent as their hunger for each other escalated. She clenched at the muscles on his back, feeling the soaked, flimsy shirt beneath her fingers. She tore it from his waistband and raked her nails against the moist, warm skin of his back.


  Behind them, the screen door slammed. "Oh, brother," Chad said loudly.


  They parted quickly, both breathing hard, and stared at their son.


  Bailey shoved his hand through his hair. "I thought you were on the tire swing," he said raggedly, a hint of annoyance in his tone.


  "I thought you were going to take a shower," Chad said, just as annoyed.


  "I was," Bailey sighed in exasperation. "I am." He climbed the stairs in long strides.


  Her chest rose and fell as she fought to regain control of her breathing. Chad stared at her with narrowed eyes until she started to squirm. "You got hay all over you," he said, then turned and walked back outside.


  She looked down and saw bits of straw on her arms and clothing, then stepped out on the front porch to brush herself off. Chad sat in an old metal glider a few feet away. She walked over and leaned on the rail near him.


  "It's a great day for a picnic."


  "Yeah, if we ever get there."


  After a few seconds of silence Virginia tilted her head and asked, "Chad, does it bother you when Bailey kisses me?"


  He looked at her and rolled his eyes. "No."


  "Then why did you act so mad just now?"


  He looked away and said nothing.


  "Chad?"


  He jerked his head toward her. "Because," he yelled, "you're always in the way, that's why! I want to spend time with my dad, and every time I turn around he's kissing you instead!"


  She flinched. "Chad, I—"


  "I don't want to hear anything you have to say!" He jumped up and leapt off the porch, then disappeared around the house.


  Virginia sat down on the porch steps and contemplated her next move. Sighing, she rolled her head back and closed her eyes. Even a fool could see where this flirtation with Bailey was leading. The question she had to answer was whether she believed he'd become a man with staying power; otherwise, she couldn't afford to invest any more of her life and love in Bailey Kallihan.


  The one thing she was sure of was that Chad needed to be with Bailey. Maybe it was his age or maybe it was his genetic tendency, but he flourished around his father and Bailey benefited from Chad's company as well.


  She opened her eyes. So where did that leave her?


  The door opened and she sat up. His hair still wet from the shower, Bailey walked out wearing navy swim trunks, a pale gray T-shirt, and low-top athletic shoes. He smelled like soap and carried the picnic basket in one arm, an old quilt and three faded life jackets in the other. "What are you thinking about?"


  "You," she said.


  He sat down beside her. "What about me?"


  She looked him in the eye. "Where do you see yourself in five years?"


  His eyebrows knitted and he toyed with the frayed thread of a life jacket. "I plan to be right here at Shenoway, but I don't think that's what you're asking."


  "No, it isn't."


  He lifted his gaze to hers. "Ginny, I can't imagine any other woman in my life except you."


  Tears gathered in her eyes.


  "Uh-oh, the tears I can't handle." He leaned over to kiss her nose and she smiled. "That's better—are you ready?" He stood up and offered her a semi-free hand.


  "Yeah." She pulled herself to her feet and took the life jackets. "I don't know where Chad's run off to, though."


  Bailey put two fingers in his mouth and whistled shrilly. Chad burst out of a grove of trees, carrying his slingshot.


  "Can we go now?" he yelled, running toward them, making it perfectly clear the adults had been the holdup all along.


  "If you carry your weight." Bailey tossed him the quilt.


  The walk to Milton Creek, the Kallihans' west property line, took about thirty minutes, but it was well worth it. They were lucky enough to have a family of persistent beavers on their land who'd dammed up a portion of the creek, just enough to form a deep swimming hole.


  Virginia's cheeks warmed when she saw the shady blue-green pool. She and Bailey had skinny-dipped there on more than one occasion when they'd dated. She caught his eye, and from his smile knew he, too, was remembering. In fact, she suspected that Chad might have been conceived on this very bank.


  Chad's expression was dubious. "It looks deep."


  "It is in some places," Bailey said. "Can you swim?"


  Chin jutting, Chad said, "Sure… a little."


  Immediately, Virginia said, "Then you should wear your life jacket."


  "No," Chad whined. "That's for sissies!"


  "Hey," Bailey said, raising an eyebrow. "You heard Ginny."


  "All right," he grumbled, frowning.


  They spread the large quilt on a mossy stretch of bank, the weeping willow above them providing dappled sun and shade as its spindly branches swung to and fro. Within minutes Bailey had stripped off his shirt and shoes and waded into the water. Virginia watched the muscles in his back ripple as he made a series of shallow dives to stake out the depth of the water.


  He surfaced to their far right and threw his head back. "It's deepest here—more than fifteen feet—everywhere else it seems to be running from five to eight feet." He swam back to the bank using powerful strokes, then stood up and waded out.


  Virginia was unable to tear her eyes from his dripping body. The water found every rippling valley as it rushed down. The hem of his nylon trunks dragged, pulling the waistband a half inch beneath his tan line, and outlining his manhood in jarring clarity. He walked over to them and shook like a shaggy dog, laughing when she squealed and Chad jumped up to run out of range.


  Bailey lowered himself to the quilt with a sigh, stretching out his long legs in front of him. "Feels good, doesn't it?" he asked her. "Coming back here, I mean."


  "Yes," she agreed, glad it felt special to him too. She pulled her T-shirt over her head a bit self-consciously. His gaze roved over her body as eagerly as hers had taken in his. To her embarrassment, her nipples hardened, plain to see in the pale pink swimsuit.


  "What's for lunch?" he asked with one eyebrow cocked.


  She reached over and gave his shoulder a playful shove, then he grabbed her hand and kissed the fleshy area between her index finger and thumb. The contact from his tongue triggered head-to-toe responses. Remembering Chad's accusation, she glanced around nervously, then said, "I'll get out the food."


  "I'll take him in before he eats." Bailey grabbed two life jackets as he stood up.


  While she unpacked sandwiches and opened bowls of coleslaw and baked beans, Virginia kept an eye on her men. Chad looked pale and thin in his baggy trunks, but his shoulders were wide and his legs were long, both guarantees that his father's good build would be his destiny. They spent several minutes collecting smooth stones for Chad's slingshot ammunition, tying them up in Bailey's bandanna, then they both waded out into the deeper water. Chad seemed tentative at first, his eyes widening in fright when his feet couldn't touch bottom. But he soon learned to trust the life jacket, and Bailey showed him some basic strokes and kicks he could do while wearing the flotation device.


  "Hey, Ginny!" Bailey called after a few minutes. "Aren't you coming in?"


  "I don't know..."


  He began to make chicken noises and flap his arms, Chad readily joining in.


  Laughing, she stood up. "Okay, okay." She slid her shorts down her legs, a move that earned her a catcall from Bailey. She waded in, strapping on her jacket.


  The water felt wonderfully cool and invigorating to her warm skin, the rocks smooth to her bare feet. She swam out to them in a few strokes, then rolled over on her back to wet her hair. Bailey's fingers grazed her toes, which triggered a tickling match, which triggered an all-out water fight, reminiscent of many.


  Finally they were all exhausted and traipsed back to the bank to refuel.


  Chad and Bailey both ate so much, she began to wonder if she'd packed enough food—she'd forgotten how much food a hungry male could put away. But at last the two were sated, stretched out in the sun, and patting their stomachs as if they'd spent every Saturday of their lives together, dozing away the afternoon.


  


  * * *


  


  Bailey opened his right eye and glanced at Ginny. Her eyes were closed, but she wasn't asleep. He opened the left eye and glanced at Chad. Definitely snoresville. Quietly rolling up on his right side, he stared down into her face for several seconds. If ever he'd seen a classic beauty, it was Ginny. But more than beautiful, she was striking—a head-turner—with those huge eyes and full lips... a look all her own... memorable.


  To that he could surely attest. Had a single day passed since their divorce when he hadn't thought of her at least once?


  "Hey, beautiful."


  She started and her eyes snapped open. "Oh." She put a hand to her chest. "Bailey, you scared me to death."


  "Ginny," he said gravely, "you scared me to death."


  When she realized he was serious, she frowned. "What?"


  "When we were married," he said slowly, "you turned so serious and so responsible overnight, I was scared."


  "Bailey, we were having a baby—"


  He put a finger to her lips to stop her. "I know. You should have been serious and responsible, but I should have been too, and I wasn't. I was scared because I didn't want to change."


  Her eyes misted and she breathed heavily for a few seconds, holding his gaze. "And now?"


  "And now," he said hoarsely, leaning over her, "I'm strong enough to change." He lowered his mouth to hers, a feathery, airy kiss. He sampled the tastes and textures of her mouth slowly, with no driving need, no immediacy, no straining. Just an unhurried, thorough exploration of her plump, memorable mouth. She moaned and offered up the velvety tip of her tongue for his to dance with.


  A loud splash broke the silence, startling both of them. He jerked his head around. Chad was gone!


  "Help!" he heard him call from the water, followed by the sounds of thrashing arms and legs.


  Ginny was instantly on her feet. "He went under!"


  Bailey stood and ran to the water’s edge and made a shallow dive. He got a handful of the boy’s trunks and yanked him to the surface. Chad lunged for his neck, wrapping his strong little arms and legs around Bailey's body, nearly dragging him beneath the water as well. Bailey swallowed a mouthful of water, coughed, then shifted Chad's back to his own chest and slowly swam back to the bank.


  Ginny half dragged Chad from the water. He appeared shaken, coughing violently. "Are you okay?" she gasped, bent over him, clutching his hand to her heart.


  "Yeah," he murmured, struggling to sit up. "I'm okay."


  Still gasping for his own breath, Bailey watched as Ginny's expression changed in a split second. "How dare you sneak off—I told you to wear your life jacket! I'm not strong enough to pull you from the water. If Bailey hadn't been here—" She burst into tears.


  Bailey pulled her away from Chad, up and into his arms. "Shh," he said, rubbing her back. "It's okay."


  But Chad had recovered enough to stand, and his defenses were up. "I didn't sneak off! If you two hadn't been rolling around—"


  "That's enough." Bailey held up a finger in warning. He turned his attention back to Ginny, who cried silently in his arms. "Let's go home," he whispered, stroking her hair.


  After a few seconds she nodded, sniffing mightily and swiping at her cheeks.


  He looked at Chad. "Start packing things up."


  The late afternoon sun was unforgivingly hot, bearing down on Bailey's sudden headache. They walked back to Shenoway in near silence. Conscious of the warring emotions between Chad and Ginny, Bailey knew it was up to him to make reparations. "How about going to see a movie?"


  Chad looked suspicious. "Which one?"


  Bailey shrugged. "I'm sure we can find one we all agree on."


  Chad looked sideways at Ginny, then back to him. "I doubt it."


  "Oh, come on," Bailey urged. "Popcorn, nachos—"


  "Hot dogs, chocolate-covered peanuts," Chad finished, his eyes lighting up.


  Ginny laughed softly, and they both looked at her. "I've never seen two people so preoccupied with food."


  Bailey grinned, glad to see her sense of humor returning. "How about it?"


  "Sounds good to me," she said.


  "Me too," Chad chorused.


  Two hours later they were walking into the theater to see the summer's biggest action thriller. They juggled seats for a couple of minutes until Chad finally settled happily between them. Bailey strongly suspected the seating arrangement was his son's attempt to keep them apart. It was becoming clearer to him that Chad was trying to squeeze Ginny out of the picture. No wonder she was having such a hard time with him at home.


  Bailey looked over at Chad and pursed his lips. He was planning to take Ginny to the meadow the following day and tell her about the house. He hoped she would see how much he wanted them all to be together. Then he would have to have a talk with his son.


  


  * * *


  


  Chad's little separation scheme hadn't gone unnoticed by Virginia. She looked over at her son and shook her head. He wanted Bailey all to himself, and she was his only competition. Chad had made it clear he didn't like to see them kissing, which surprised her a little. If he were so eager to live with Bailey, one would think he'd be matchmaking instead of trying to keep them apart.


  She shuddered when she thought of the swimming incident. She felt sure he'd jumped in on purpose to break up their kiss, not realizing how dangerous the stunt could be. Then he'd been quick to induce guilt by implying they were too wrapped up in each other to keep an eye on him. Virginia bit her bottom lip. The worst part was the knowledge that he might have drowned if not for Bailey—a sobering fact that once again stirred her own doubts about being able to take care of her son.


  Perhaps rekindling her relationship with Bailey would be the answer to their problems. If they remarried, Chad could live with Bailey, which would make the two of them happy, and she could share her son's development as well. She was optimistic enough to think that someday she would be able to have a good relationship with Chad, but she knew the chances of that were slim if she remained the single obstacle between him living with his father.


  And, she had to admit, a future with Bailey was not entirely unappealing. His confession to her today had gone a long way in repairing the holes in her confidence about his level of commitment. Perhaps he was driven in part by his desire to be with Chad, but if he truly loved her—


  She looked over at her ex-husband and he winked at her.


  The lights lowered and the movie started rolling, beginning with a spectacular explosion, then jumping from scene to dramatic scene. Every brief kissing scene was accompanied by Chad's loud "Yuck!" followed by a pointed glance in Virginia's direction. Chad's hostility toward her seemed to be growing every day.


  The drive home was a little more relaxed, the afternoon's incident fading with distance. Virginia's thoughts turned to her decision to allow, even foster, the relationship growing between her and Bailey. She wasn't sure where it was going, but she felt good about its prospects. If she was going to give it her best shot, she'd have to do more than just abandon her previous plan to be the one who appears to care the least—she'd have to make herself vulnerable to him again, a notion that shook her to the core.


  "We're still going horseback riding tomorrow, aren't we?" Chad asked Bailey.


  "Uh-huh. I want to show you more of the farm."


  "Great!"


  "It's straight to bed when you get to the house, so you won't be tired tomorrow," Bailey added.


  Chad sighed. "Okay."


  Panic bolted through Virginia as a thought occurred to her. She knew Bailey well enough to realize that coming to her bed would be a likely move—perhaps the reason he'd put her things in "their" room to begin with. Had he planned all along to seduce her that night? The idea partly annoyed, partly thrilled her. Her nipples pebbled with anticipation. If he came, she knew she would let him stay.


  At the house she felt virginally tense while she made sure Chad had everything he needed before she closed his bedroom door. Bailey stood in the hall when she turned around.


  "Will he be all right?" he asked unnecessarily.


  "I think so," she said softly.


  "Will you?" he asked, his eyes smoldering, "You had quite a scare today."


  Virginia swallowed. "I'll be fine." After many seconds of gazing into his eyes, she nervously pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. "I guess I'd better turn in." She turned to go. "Good night."


  "I certainly hope so," she heard him murmur, leaving her certain he would make an appearance before morning.


  Her hands shook as she undressed and showered quickly in the bathroom, but she couldn't be sure how much of her nervousness was due to memories resurrected by the room and how much was due to Bailey's impending visit. She tried to calm herself afterward by massaging perfumed lotion into her skin, using long, soothing strokes. The sole nightgown she'd brought was papery white cotton, short and adorned with ribbon roses where the thin straps met the smocked bodice. Despite its near transparency, it suddenly looked very girlish to her. She slipped on sheer white panties, then pulled the gown over her head and switched off the light. After toweling her hair dry in the semidarkness, she sat on the edge of the bed, brushing fullness into her fine-textured hair, gazing out the splendid window at the moonlit view.


  Thirty minutes passed, then forty-five, and she was beginning to think she'd misinterpreted their exchange, when a faint knock sounded at the door. Her heart jumped to her throat, and she stood with her back to the window. Her voice didn't work, but she didn't have to answer because the knob turned and the door opened.


  Bailey paused in the doorway, wearing white boxers, his hand on the doorknob. She inhaled deeply, then realized her body was completely silhouetted to him by the light of the window.


  "Ginny?" he ventured to say, his voice hoarse.


  "Bailey."


  "I thought you'd be in bed by now."


  She slid her tongue over her lips. "I was waiting for you."


  He stood motionless for a few seconds, then stepped inside the room and closed the door noiselessly behind him. She waited for him at the window, holding her breath.


  Inches from her, he stopped. "You look like a dream, standing in the moonlight," he whispered.


  She exhaled. "But I'm not a dream. Touch me, Bailey."


  With a deep groan he pulled her to him in a hungry kiss. His arousal was already hard against her belly. He cupped her bottom and squeezed her against him, then slid his hands beneath her gown and caressed the back of her waist, her spine, her shoulder blades.


  Fire spread through her limbs, and she weakened under his seeking hands. She moaned into his mouth and ran her palms over his muscled back, reveling in the smoothness of his skin. He smelled of soap and talc, his hair curled damp against his neck. She buried her fingers in its softness, pressing his mouth harder against hers.


  He dragged his mouth away with a moan, then picked her up and laid her on the bed. Before he joined her, he stripped off his boxers, his erection and muscled behind outlined to her briefly. She gasped when he rolled in next to her, scooping her up to hold her in an iron embrace.


  "Ginny," he whispered, "I thought I'd never get to make love to you again."


  He began kissing her ear, then moved to her neck, then lower, teasing a nipple through the thin fabric of her gown. His tongue left a trail of fire, causing her muscles to dance and her body to moisten itself in preparation for him. Lifting the sheer garment out of his way, he fell upon her breasts, greedily kissing and sucking, the electric barbs paralyzing her with pleasure.


  He eased down her panties, moaning as his fingers encountered her wet anticipation. Virginia's knees rose at his explosive invasion, clenching around his fingers, urging him deeper. Using his thumb, he massaged her most sensitive spot, moving his fingers inside her in unison. The waves began to build, and she rode them, moaning his name. "Bailey, oh, Bailey… "


  At the crest, she bit down on his shoulder, remembering with sudden clarity how quickly he could bring her to climax. He brought her back down gently, slowly. She groaned in utter satisfaction.


  He grinned and whispered, "Like riding a bicycle."


  She laughed, swinging at him playfully.


  His arousal branded her thigh, hot and unyielding. She reached to encircle him with her hands, rousing a sharp gasp from his open mouth. Moistening him with her own wetness, she stroked him slowly, the way she knew he liked it, then began to move under him, with him, as if he were already inside her.


  His head went back, a look of rapture on his face. "Ginny," he whispered, "you know just what to do to make me crazy." He lowered his mouth to draw on her breast, and she arched into him, her thighs sliding against each other, slick with satisfaction and growing need. Bailey moved lower still, kissing her abdomen and navel, nipping at the outer edges of her private mound, licking her thighs. Suddenly his tongue probed her womanhood, and Virginia gasped, throwing her head back. For several vaulting moments he made love to her with his mouth as she writhed under him, then once again carried her past the brink of ecstasy.


  He slid back up to kiss her mouth, his lips tasting of her musk. "I can't hold out much longer," he gasped, "I want you too much."


  "I'm not protected," she warned him.


  Then he laughed. And she laughed.


  "Which is what got us in trouble in the first place," he said. "But this time," he added with a quick, tender kiss, "I planned ahead." From out of nowhere appeared a condom, which he broke open quickly and unrolled on his erection.


  He went to her swiftly, kissing her deeply as he probed her entrance. She was more than ready for him. His breath was ragged. "I have to have you now," he said, taking a deep breath, then plunging inside.


  Virginia's body convulsed when he entered her. He filled her completely, physically and emotionally. She wrapped her legs around his body and clenched her inner muscles, letting him ride her as slowly as he wished. She threw her arms over her head, her fingers wrapping around the metal bars of the headboard to allow her more leverage to move under him.


  Bailey was a vocal lover; she knew which of her movements he found the most pleasurable by listening to his moans. Arching to meet his thrusts, she followed his pace from sensual to urgent to frantic until he shuddered on top of her, moaning low and long with each spasm. Bailey's breath was ragged and shallow, his sighs satisfied. Their rhythm slowed to a lazy grind, then stilled.


  She lay beneath him, his weight comforting and warm. She had come full circle... back to Bailey's arms, where she'd always belonged.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  


  "JUST RELAX," Virginia said to Chad. "Horses can sense when you're afraid."


  "I'm not afraid," he scoffed, but his eyes told a different story. "Am I doing it right, Bailey?" he asked, pointedly ignoring Virginia's attempt to instruct him.


  Before he stepped in, Bailey looked to Virginia with a raised eyebrow. She nodded for him to go ahead, and slowed her horse to fall in behind Bailey's and Chad's mounts.


  She yawned, then winced when her horse shifted, the saddle rubbing against too-tender skin. A not-so-marvelous reminder of Bailey's marvelous night of lovemaking. Predawn, he'd slipped from her room to prevent any awkward hallway encounters with Chad.


  Strange, but despite the passionate night they'd shared, she felt irritable this morning—headachy, short-tempered—nothing that could even be remotely called afterglow. As the morning wore on, the more she replayed last night's script, the more she suspected her unease was due to the fact that not once had Bailey mentioned the word love. Or marriage. Or commitment.


  "Hey, Ginny," he called, interrupting her thoughts.


  "Yeah?"


  He stopped his horse until she caught up. "Let's ride over to the meadow."


  She swallowed. Not really in the mood for more unsettling memories, she stalled. "The meadow? Hasn't someone built a house there?"


  "Just getting ready to," he said. "The footers were poured Friday."


  The knowledge saddened her beyond belief. She couldn't imagine anyone else living in their meadow, overlooking their pond. But if it didn't bother Bailey, she supposed she couldn't get too upset about it. "Sure, why not?"


  She knew the way by heart, but followed a few paces behind so she could be alone with her reactions. Since they rode slowly for Chad's benefit, it took several minutes to climb the gentle rise that leveled and gave way to the north meadow.


  Her heart sank. It was more beautiful than ever—more lush, more inviting, more stirring. The pond was about the size of a football field, opaque green in the center, brown around the muddy banks, edged with giant sunflowers, cattails, and thistle.


  On the back of the property, a framing semicircle of trees had matured and would provide the family and their home with valuable shade. She squinted and spotted the wide strip of land that had been staked off, saw the concrete corners that were the beginnings of the foundation. She felt as if something had just slipped through her fingers and out of reach.


  "What do you think, Ginny?" Bailey asked.


  She stared out over the meadow, her throat tight. "The owner is lucky to have this place."


  "Yeah, well, I'm just a lucky guy."


  She jerked around to look at him, amazed. "You?"


  "Yeah, me, a homeowner, imagine that." His eyes crinkled with pleasure.


  "Wow," Chad said, his voice and eyes excited. "Will it be a big house?"


  Virginia could see the wheels turning in his head, and she felt a flash of panic. Of course he'd want to live there with Bailey.


  "Big enough," Bailey said.


  Her stomach churned. "Th-that's great, Bailey." She forced a smile to her lips. "When will it be finished?"


  "If the weather cooperates, about three months."


  Her alarm increased. "That soon?"


  "Wow! I can't wait!" Chad said.


  "But with my new job, I may not be able to get out here during the day as much as I'd like to check on the progress."


  "What kind of house are you building?" she asked, her voice weak.


  He looked into her eyes, then said, "I'm sure you'd find the plans familiar."


  She dropped her gaze and pretended to be engrossed with adjusting her horse's halter. "Those old plans we ordered from a magazine?"


  "With a few modifications. I guess I have my sights set a little higher now than I did in my twenties."


  He was building their house in their meadow—did he intend to ask her to share it with him?


  "Look at that tree!" Chad yelled, pointing across the meadow. "It's huge!"


  Virginia looked up and smiled in spite of her muddled thoughts. It was Bailey's tree, the one his father had planted for him.


  "Want to ride over?" Bailey asked Chad, who responded with an eager nod.


  The three of them rode abreast slowly, and Bailey recounted the story of Chad's grandfather planting the tree. The sprawling oak was a magnificent sight, having grown exponentially since she'd last seen it. She estimated the trunk at ten feet in diameter.


  "That's awesome!" Chad exclaimed.


  Bailey smiled. "I'm glad you think so," he said as he reined in next to a smaller, lone oak tree, about fifteen feet tall. "Because this tree is yours."


  "Really?" Chad asked.


  Virginia was as surprised as Chad.


  "Yep. I took an acorn from my tree and planted it the day you were born."


  Chad didn't say anything, just stared at the tree with an awestruck expression.


  The news shook Virginia to the core. "You never told me, Bailey."


  He shifted in his saddle. "I wasn't even sure it would germinate, and by the time it started growing..." He trailed off and smiled sadly.


  By the time it started growing, Lois Green had ripped their son from their lives. She bit her tongue—God, would she ever stop hurting?


  "You mean that tree is the same age as I am?" Chad asked, grinning.


  "To the day," Bailey responded.


  Chad looked at the older tree. "Is it okay to climb it?"


  Bailey pursed his lips as if he were pondering the question. "Well, if you're going to find a good place to build a tree house, I guess you'd better scout it out with a good climb."


  "Oh, boy!" Chad said, kneeing his horse forward.


  "Be careful," Bailey called sternly. "Walk him over to the fence to climb down, just like you mounted, then tie him off like I showed you."


  "Okay, Bailey."


  Virginia watched the exchange, feeling more and more like an outsider. The house, the tree, the open space, the paternal guidance—in Chad's eyes she could never compete with any of those things. Her face must have betrayed her emotions, because Bailey asked, "Ginny, what's wrong?"


  She shook her head, smiling sadly. "Chad loves it here."


  "I loved it when I was his age too." Bailey dismounted, then offered her a hand.


  She swung down, her body inches from his, her head still spinning.


  Bailey held her gaze for a few seconds, then cleared his throat. "Listen, Ginny, I don't know if this is the right time, but I realize you're having a rough time with Chad, and I was hoping you'd consider letting him move in with me at Rita's while you and I work things through."


  Stunned, she only stared at him. Let Chad move in with him while they "worked things through"? "I don't understand," she murmured.


  "Well, I've been giving this some thought," he said, his words sounding rehearsed. "School will be starting in a few weeks, so it would be best to get him settled in now, rather than move him in the middle of the school year."


  "Move him in the middle of the school year?" she parroted.


  "Well, yeah, the house should be finished by mid-October."


  Her mouth tightened in dawning realization. It had all been a ploy. Butter her up to let Chad move in with him, knowing full well it would be next to impossible to revert if she and Bailey couldn't "work things through."


  "No," she said.


  He frowned slightly. "What?"


  "I said no," she said, her voice louder. "Chad's not coming here to live. He belongs with me—his mother."


  "But I don't want to live with you!" Chad shouted.


  She spun in surprise, as did Bailey. They hadn't heard him approaching on foot.


  "Chad—" She took a step toward him.


  "No!" He backed up. "Tell her, Bailey, tell her about our plan!"


  "Chad." Bailey's voice held a warning note.


  Virginia narrowed her eyes. "What plan?"


  Chad turned on her, his eyes flashing. "Bailey told me last week that I could move in with him and live at Shenoway, but you weren't supposed to know because you'd probably try to ruin it like you're trying to ruin it now."


  Her blood ran cold, her limbs were paralyzed. No wonder Chad had been alienating her more and more. Bailey must have promised him it would be just the two of them, without her in the way. All she could manage was a steady stare at Bailey. What had he said one night at her house? That he would have to resort to drastic measures? How foolish could she have been? A few flowers, a few kisses, and she'd jumped right back into his arms like a naïve coed.


  "Ginny." He raised his hand in stop-sign fashion. "He's taking my words out of context."


  "You can't keep me from living with my father!" Chad yelled.


  "That's enough, Chad," Bailey said, his voice low and commanding. "I need to talk to your mother alone."


  "She's not my mother!" Chad shouted as he walked away sniffling, pulling out his slingshot.


  "Be careful with that thing." He turned to her. "Ginny—"


  "How dare you," she said through gritted teeth, tears scalding her eyes. "How dare you pretend to care for me, take me out, even make lo"—she choked—"have sex with me… it was all a setup."


  "Ginny," he growled, clasping her arms, "listen to me! I meant that I wanted us all to be here together—Chad misunderstood, that's all."


  She pulled away. "Don't touch me.” Turning her head, she yelled, "Chad, come with me. We're going home."


  Virginia climbed back into her saddle, avoiding Bailey's eyes. She burned with humiliation… her heart felt raw.


  "No." Chad jutted out his chin, then rocketed another stone onto the pond's rippling surface.


  "Get on your horse and come with me," she said evenly.


  "Do it," Bailey said to his son, his voice sounding resigned.


  She watched as Chad moved to obey Bailey, biting her tongue to control her fury. Bailey had to get in one last demonstration of how well Chad minded him and how well he ignored her. Wheeling her horse away from Bailey, she waited until Chad's mount caught up with hers, then began a slow walk back.


  Bailey watched them ride away through watery eyes, his hands fisted in frustration. How had things gone from promising to impossible in the span of a few minutes?


  


  * * *


  


  "But I don't want to go," Chad said, his tone belligerent as he slung his duffel into the trunk.


  Ginny shut the trunk lid firmly. "I'm sorry. I know you don't want to go, but we have to."


  "But why?" he persisted.


  "Because," she said calmly, swinging into the driver's seat, "we can't stay here."


  "I can."


  She bit the inside of her cheek as she started the engine and shifted into gear. "You're coming home with me."


  "I hate that place—it's boring."


  "I've been thinking about that. I'll talk to a realtor next week about finding a house with a bigger yard."


  "Big deal," he said miserably.


  "I'm trying to make things better for you," she said, looking both ways before pulling into traffic and driving away from Shenoway.


  He looked out the window for several seconds quietly, then asked, "Why?"


  She frowned slightly. "Why am I trying to make things better for you?"


  "Yeah, you couldn't care less about me."


  Virginia nearly ran off the road, then slowed her speed. "How could you say such a thing?"


  "Because it's true," he said. "When I got in trouble at the mall, you wanted the cops to take me away."


  She gasped. "I didn't want them to take you away, I only wanted you to understand the consequence of your actions."


  "You won't let me do things by myself because you don't trust me."


  "That's not true," she said, shaking her head. "I guess I'm a little overprotective—I'll work on it."


  "You said you hated my mom."


  She closed her eyes briefly. "I said those words out of frustration and anger. I wish I could take them back. I don't hate Lois, I hate only that you and I lost all that time together."


  "You broke my game," he said, his voice growing more angry.


  She inhaled deeply. "You're right, I did, but it was an accident. I swear I didn't see it lying there."


  "Then you accused me of stealing your locket."


  She bit her lip to stem her welling tears. He was building quite a convincing case against her mothering skills. Despite her intuition about the locket, he was right, she had no proof. "I apologize, Chad," she said in a low voice. "It must have fallen off while I was wearing it and I didn't notice."


  "And now you're using me to get back at Bailey."


  Virginia's speed fell off and the car behind her blared its horn. "What did you say?"


  "You're using me—"


  "You're way out of line, young man."


  "It's true," he yelled. "You didn't mind him coming over to see me as long as he kissed you all the time! Now you're mad because he wants it to be just the two of us, so you're not going to let him see me at all!"


  His words reverberated in her head, triggering a low hum of panic. Chad was treading closer to the truth than she cared to admit. She had begun to anticipate Bailey's visits nearly as much as Chad did. Now, after discovering he was only trying to get next to Chad, she had retaliated by taking Chad away. In one week she'd already made the mistake she'd seen coworkers and acquaintances make, the one thing she'd promised herself she'd never do... use her child to get back at the other parent.


  Tears slid down her cheeks. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm so sorry."


  He frowned, exasperated. "You don't have to cry." He shifted in his seat to look out the window.


  But the dawning truth laid her heart wide open, and she couldn't stop the steady stream of tears.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  


  "YOU LOOK A LITTLE PEAKED, DEAR," Peg said, touching Virginia's arm.


  "I'm fine, Mom, just tired, that's all." She sipped her coffee, trying to avoid her mother's probing gaze until Chad and her father returned from loading his things into the RV.


  "Ginny, being a mother is difficult," she said. "And you've had it much harder than most. Don't be too rough on yourself—he's a good boy."


  Virginia nodded, smiling faintly.


  "Is Bailey helping?"


  Another nod. "He's great with Chad, and Chad adores him."


  Peg laughed softly. "You know, I kind of wondered if you and Bailey might get back together."


  Her heart squeezed. "No chance of that."


  "Oh? He seems to have grown up a lot since you were married."


  "He has," she admitted. "He's building a house, he's cut back on drinking, and he has a new job." She tilted her head and bit her bottom lip. "Mom, I know this is hypothetical, but if you and Dad had divorced, who would I have lived with?"


  Her mother's eyebrows inched upward as she considered the question. "Probably me, if only because of logistics."


  "What if I'd wanted to live with Dad?" Virginia pressed, hoping for some kernel of wisdom.


  Peg sighed. Her mother could see where her questions were leading. "And your dad wanted it too?"


  "Yes," Virginia said softly. "Very much."


  "You're asking if I would break my own heart to save my child's?"


  "Yes, I suppose that's what I'm asking."


  After a long sip of coffee, Peg raised her gaze to her daughter's. "If I truly believed you would have been at least as healthy and more happy with your father, then I would have let you go. Especially," she added, "if you had been a boy." She smiled sadly. "Like I said, being a mother is difficult."


  "How do I know if I'm making the right choice?"


  Peg squeezed Virginia's hand. "You don't."


  The front door creaked open, then two pairs of heavy footsteps came toward them.


  "Peg?" her father called good-naturedly as he entered the kitchen. "If you're finished yakking, we men have got everything loaded up and ready to go." He winked at Virginia, and she stood to give him a hug and a kiss.


  "Bye, Pop," she said, then turned to her mother and gave her an extra-hard squeeze. "Thanks," she whispered.


  They filed to the door, Virginia trailing. "Chad," she said.


  He'd been strangely quiet and cautious around her since her tearful trip home the day before. "Yeah?" he said, his voice sounding normal for a change.


  She reached over to brush back his bangs, love washing over her at this tentative contact. He hadn't often allowed her to touch him. "Here's some spending money." She pressed a twenty-dollar bill into his hand. "Have fun." She smiled, then leaned down and kissed his forehead. He blinked in surprise, but didn't jerk away.


  Virginia stood on the stoop and watched as they drove away, waving at Chad as he stared at her through the back window. At the last second he raised his hand in a small wave, then he was gone.


  Ignoring the midmorning heat, she walked down the steps and knelt to weed her front mulch beds. If she kept her hands busy, she might not dwell on her impetuous behavior where Bailey was concerned. What a mess she'd made of things. For now it felt good to be able to tidy up some small part of her life. She tore at the wild plants, ripping them out by the roots. When she finished, she tossed the weeds into her garbage can, then wheeled it to the curb.


  On the way back inside, she checked the black metal mailbox beside her door, then sifted through the mail as she slipped off her shoes inside the entryway. Two official-looking envelopes caught her eye, one addressed to Chad, the other addressed to "Guardian of." After tearing the flap of the second envelope with her thumbnail, she withdrew a short letter informing Chad Green, also known as Bailey Kallihan, Jr., along with a parent or legal guardian to appear in juvenile court in two weeks. She assumed the other letter was a duplicate, so she walked upstairs to leave it on his desk.


  She opened his bedroom door and placed the letter where he'd find it. As she turned to go, she saw the small packing carton of Chad's pictures shoved under his desk. Virginia stared at the box for a full minute, torn. Then she slowly bent over to slide it across the carpet, and sat down cross-legged. With a deep breath she opened the lid.


  The odor of old paper enveloped her. On top of the pictures lay the broken pieces of the beloved Nintendo game. She carefully set them aside to thumb through the curled photos. Some of the older pictures were Lois Green as a little girl. She had not been a happy child, nor had her parents, from their dour expressions.


  Each time Virginia found a photo with Chad in it, she laid it aside to assemble some kind of chronological order. After an hour she had exhausted the pile, and Chad's childhood lay spread before her. She then lovingly scrutinized each photo, at long last experiencing his first step, his first Christmas, his first tricycle, his first day of school. The abundance of photos made it clear that Lois was a doting mother, and for a few quiet seconds Ginny looked heavenward, closed her eyes, and gave thanks to the woman for at least preserving these precious moments.


  From the gap in pictures she estimated the time when Lois began to get sick. Suddenly Chad was nearly his present age, and all his poses with Lois were from her bed, where successive photos chronicled her deterioration. One photo in particular caught her eye because in it Lois was smiling especially wide, her thin arm around Chad and his arm around her. It couldn't have been long before she died—the developing paper was new and slick.


  She fingered the photo, an idea blooming.


  She went to a crafts store and bought a shadow box, then she spent an hour gluing the Nintendo device back together—it would never work again, but she made it look passably good. With adhesive she mounted the game console and other mementos Lois had saved—photos, amusement park tickets, school programs, and Chad’s artwork—inside the shadow box in an artful composition. She set it in her bedroom to dry, suddenly more happy than she'd felt in days.


  The phone rang. When she saw Bailey’s name on the display, she let it roll to voice mail, then listened to the message he left.


  "Ginny, hi, it's Bailey. I wanted to tell Chad goodbye before he left, but things have been crazy here at the office—God, I never thought I'd hear myself say that." His laugh was short and dry, then his voice grew softer. "I need to talk to you—I'd like to come over. I hope you'll let me explain about Sunday. I'm sorry... I should have talked to you before I said anything to Chad. As usual, I only made things worse. I'll be here until around six-thirty." He rattled off the number. "Please call me."


  Virginia felt remarkably calm listening to his words. She suspected that her humiliation and anger had simply yielded to numbness. She'd always had a blind spot where Bailey Kallihan was concerned, but now she had a higher priority—her son.


  For Chad's sake, she would develop and maintain a cordial relationship with Bailey, even if it killed her... or broke her heart. If she were going to give up her son to him, she would at least keep a little of herself. And just like that, the decision was made... the decision she had feared from the very beginning.


  She would allow Chad to live with Bailey.


  She would learn to be satisfied with occasional outings, with stolen hours here and there, with being a spectator in her son's life. Within time her own loss would be offset by seeing him happy under Bailey's care.


  Virginia inhaled deeply. No more tears.


  


  * * *


  


  "Bailey." Lenny walked into his office and tossed a note on his desk. "Cassie forgot to give you this message. Lady named Virginia called about an hour ago."


  Frowning, Bailey snatched up the note. No need to stop by—will be out this evening. Everything's fine. "Everything's fine," he muttered. "What the hell does that mean?"


  Lenny looked perplexed. "Means everything's fine, Bailey."


  "Not with Ginny, it doesn't."


  "I take it she's your ex?"


  "Yeah."


  "Mine's a heap of trouble too."


  Bailey pulled a hand down his face, then loosened his tie. "That's not the problem, Len. Ginny's the one that got away."


  "Oh, I see. Well, she must be the only woman in the world to turn you down."


  "No," Bailey said, smiling faintly. "Just the only one to turn me down who mattered."


  When Lenny left, Bailey reached for the phone and dialed her number again, but hung up when it rolled to voice mail. He banged down the phone in frustration, then glanced at his watch. She was already gone.


  


  * * *


  


  Virginia passed the evening shopping for Chad. She gathered underwear, socks, shirts and pajamas—it made her happy to rummage through the racks alongside other mothers shopping for their children. She bought him a pair of workboots, sturdy jeans, a ball cap, and a new life jacket—all things he would need at Shenoway.


  It was strange, but after making the decision to let him leave, she felt more like a mother. Perhaps to fully appreciate the privilege of motherhood, one had to first experience personal sacrifice.


  She dozed fitfully that night, missing Chad in the house and wrestling with the consequences of her own bad judgment where Bailey was concerned. But near morning she fell asleep, content with the knowledge that it wasn't as bad as nights she'd spent wondering if her baby was dead or alive, and wondering what had happened to her marriage. Considering her previous heartbreak, this was a mere crack. She'd make it.


  She slept late and awakened to her phone ringing. It was Bailey again, and he left another message. "Please call me, Ginny. I need to talk to you."


  Swinging her feet to the floor and pushing herself up, Virginia grabbed her robe and reached for her absent locket. She played the message twice more, listening to his deep, husky voice. Then she erased the message.


  Her parents brought Chad home after lunch. When Virginia hugged her mother, Peg whispered that Chad had been subdued most of the trip. Virginia assumed he was still upset about not living with Bailey, so she decided to tell him her decision as soon as her parents left. She carried the wrapped shadow box to the kitchen, then called his name from the bottom of the stairs. For once, his music was at a normal level.


  "Hungry?" she asked when he came to the top of the stairs.


  He shook his head.


  She waved him down. "I have something for you, and we need to talk."


  Looking apprehensive, he descended the stairs. "Is it about the letter?" he asked.


  She frowned, then remembered the court date. "No, we can discuss that later."


  He followed her to the kitchen table and sat down, arms crossed.


  Pulling the wrapped shadow box from behind the snack bar, she said, "I know this can't make up for my behavior, but I hope you like it."


  Frowning slightly, he tugged at the heavy paper, then uncovered the shadow box a little at a time, saying nothing. He studied the frame, squinting. "It's my game—and all the stuff my mom gave me."


  Virginia nodded nervously. "You can open the door and add more things if I left out something that’s important."


  "You did this yourself?"


  She nodded again. "I hope you don't mind me looking through your pictures—I didn't touch anything else in your room, I promise."


  He chewed on his lip, studying the contents. "I like it," he said finally. "Thanks." Then he stood and walked over to her and gave her a hug.


  Not a quick, little obligatory hug, but an honest-to-goodness hug. Virginia could have held on forever, desperately fighting her tears of happiness. When he pulled back, she said, "There's more. Sit." She patted the chair.


  He sat, waiting.


  Taking a deep breath, Virginia began, her voice only a little shaky. "Chad, I love you very much, and I'll never be able to tell you how thankful I am to have you in my life again." She felt herself begin to choke up, but she fought it and held on. "But I know you'd rather be with your father, and because I want you to be happy, I've decided that you should move to Shenoway and live with Bailey."


  For a few seconds he said nothing. Then he asked, "Tomorrow?"


  Her heart sank lower. She was hoping to have a few more days with him. "If that's what you want," she said softly. "You can call your dad later and the two of you can decide on a day."


  "Are you coming too?" he asked, his dark brow furrowed.


  "No."


  "But Bailey wants you to live with us, doesn't he?"


  She shook her head and chose her words carefully. "Grownups are funny. I think Bailey talked about us all living together because he thought it was the only way he could be with you. Does that make sense?"


  He shrugged. "I guess." After a few seconds he began to squirm in his seat. "Can I take this to my room?"


  "It's heavy, I'll help you."


  Together they carried it to his bedroom and set in on a shelf. "It looks nice," he said. "My mom—I mean Lois—would really like it."


  Virginia smiled. "I'm glad." She squeezed his shoulder, then glanced at her watch. "Are you going to call Bailey?"


  Chad frowned slightly. "I'll call him later. Can I go to the park and skateboard—by myself?"


  She started to shake her head no, then remembered her promise to stop being so overprotective. "I think that'll be okay if you promise to be careful."


  He nodded. "I promise."


  She ruffled his hair. "Okay, but be home before dinner."


  She walked downstairs, then heard him gallop down several minutes later. "Bye," she yelled from the kitchen, but she was drowned out by the slam of the front door. Five minutes later the phone rang. Bailey again. Sighing, Virginia picked it up. "Hello?"


  "Hi, Ginny, it's Bailey."


  "Chad just left to go to the park."


  "That's okay, because I called to talk to you."


  "Bailey," she said calmly, "I've been doing a lot of thinking, and you were right—you and Chad were both right—he belongs with you. I've decided to let him come live with you at Shenoway."


  After a few seconds of silence he asked, "Why don't I have a good feeling about this?"


  "Relax," she said quickly, "I've already told him and he's very excited."


  "Ginny—"


  "If he's agreeable, I'd like to see him at least a couple of times a week, but we can work out the details later."


  "Ginny, we need to talk about us."


  She couldn't think of a statement that wasn't provocative, so she simply said, "Okay."


  "I get the distinct feeling that you didn't believe me when I said I wanted all of us to live together in the house. I asked Chad not to tell you because I wanted to ask you in private."


  "Look, Bailey," she said carefully, "you don't have to take the package deal. I appreciate you being nice to me—"


  "Being nice to you?"


  "—but I'm not putting conditions on Chad living with you."


  "You think I made love to you so you'd let Chad move in with me?"


  "I wouldn't have used those exact words," she said.


  "I'm coming over right now," he growled.


  Frowning at the dial tone, she replaced the handset and took a deep breath. A confrontation was inevitable, but she'd be calm and collected. Once Bailey had custody of Chad, he'd eventually feel free to drop the boyfriend act, then perhaps they could be friends. Until then, she'd be as cordial as possible, for Chad's sake.


  A few minutes later, Virginia heard the sound of Bailey's car door slamming. He rang the doorbell twice, then started knocking before she could walk the length of the hall. When she opened the door, she swallowed her surprise at his work clothes—a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a loosened silk tie. His face was anger-flushed as he stepped into the entryway.


  She closed the door and turned to face him, carefully keeping her face impassive. For several seconds they simply looked at each other, Bailey's breathing becoming more and more erratic. He put his hands on his hips and glared at her.


  "I assume you have something to say," she prompted softly.


  "I'm so angry right now," he seethed, "I don't trust myself to talk."


  "Angry at me?" she asked calmly.


  "Angry at you, angry at myself," he said, raising his hands. She could see his big fingers were trembling.


  "Do you want to sit down?"


  "No!" he barked. "I don't want to sit down. I want you to tell me you don't love me, dammit!"


  She blinked. "Excuse me?"


  "If you expect me to walk out this door and never come back, you have to tell me you don't love me."


  She opened her mouth and shook her head. "I..."


  "Say it!" he demanded. He grabbed her by the arms and pulled her to him, holding her in an iron grip. "Say it and mean it."


  "You're hurting me," she whispered.


  "And you're hurting me," he said in a choked voice, then released her suddenly.


  She stumbled backward a half step. "What's this all about?"


  He took a deep, shaky breath, his eyes clouding with tears. "I love you, Ginny, and I'm not leaving here until you're convinced of that. I want to marry you, and I want us all to live at Shenoway as a family, but if you tell me you don't love me and there's no chance of it happening, then I'll leave you alone."


  Speechless, Virginia stared at her ex-husband, realizing with sudden clarity that he was a different person from the one she'd taken her vows with years before. That Bailey had been a scared boy, pure of heart, but immature and selfish. This Bailey was a strong, capable man, unafraid to show his love, and willing to fight to keep his family together.


  "I love you, Ginny, and I want you back in my life." He bit his bottom lip and inhaled sharply. "I've been kicking myself for eight long years, and I'm not about to let you go this easily."


  She studied his eyes, overwhelmed at the love she saw there. Smiling tremulously, she murmured, "I—I don't know what to say."


  "Just give me some hope we can work things out. Just tell me if there's a chance you might be able to love me again."


  "Again?" she asked. This was her moment of truth. Could she risk laying her heart out for him to see? "I can't remember not loving you, Bailey."


  He straightened and swallowed, then narrowed his eyes. "Say that again."


  "I love you, Bailey… I never stopped."


  A faint smile lifted the corners of his mouth as he took a step toward her. "Say it louder."


  She smiled. "I love you, Bailey."


  Another step, a bigger grin. "Louder!"


  "I love you, Bailey Kallihan!"


  He stopped in front of her. "I love you, too," he whispered. "So much."


  Seconds passed and her gaze remained locked with his.


  "Are you just going to look at me?" she asked.


  His blue eyes narrowed. "No," he said softly, grabbing her arms more gently this time and pulling her to him. Virginia's heart thudded against his. He lowered his mouth until his breath brushed her lips. "I'm going to kiss you until you lose consciousness."


  He descended on her mouth with force, kissing her fiercely. His lips were bruising and ruthless as he foraged her mouth, tongue on tongue, teeth on teeth. Virginia felt his need for her transferred through his kiss, his moans savage and his mouth unrelenting. Desire flooded her body, setting fire to her breasts, stomach, thighs. She surrendered to his demands and angled her mouth against his, matching him moan for moan, bite for bite.


  He lifted his head long enough to bend, put an arm under her knees, and sweep her up into his arms.


  "Where are we going?" she murmured, her eyes half shut.


  "To your bedroom," he growled, charging up the stairs. At the top he veered into her room, then laid her on the bed. Immediately he began tugging at her clothes, and she felt herself being swept away in the tide of his passion.


  "Bailey," she said after her shirt was removed and her bra discarded, "I'm still conscious." She raised her mouth for a kiss, and as soon as he rolled off her panties, he obliged, this one more tender.


  "Ginny," he whispered, nipping at her chin, then moving downward, "when I said I'd kiss you unconscious, I wasn't talking about your mouth."


  


  * * *


  


  Around five-thirty Virginia thawed three pork chops and peeled potatoes to mash for dinner, all the while humming under her breath. She couldn't keep a smile from her face because she still felt Bailey's mouth and hands on her body. He'd left about an hour before, his hair and clothing a little worse for wear, but sporting a huge grin. Their good-bye kiss on the stoop would have the neighbors talking, she was sure.


  She was waiting for the water to boil for the macaroni and cheese, when she started to worry about Chad. Virginia sighed and looked at her watch. He should have been home by now.


  Ten minutes later she'd grown impatient enough to go to the front stoop and look down the street. Nowhere. When he hadn't returned in another fifteen minutes, she turned off the stove, grabbed her keys, and drove the few blocks to the park, her heart thudding in her chest.


  She parked and walked toward the skateboard ramp, feeling relieved when she saw a small crowd of kids taking turns. She scanned their faces when she walked up. "Does anyone here know Chad Green?"


  The kids looked at one another, then one rangy boy asked, "Black hair, red and blue skateboard?"


  She nodded hopefully.


  He shook his head. "Haven't seen him—but Buddy found his skateboard a couple of hours ago."


  Virginia's heart dropped to her stomach. "His skateboard?"


  The boy nodded, then a second boy stepped forward, holding out the skateboard. "Found it over there, near the trees." He pointed.


  "Sh-show me," she whispered, reaching for his skateboard with trembling hands. She frantically searched the area the boy showed her, but she didn't find anything else of Chad's. A horrible sense of deja vu washed over her. She had visions of a stranger dragging Chad into his vehicle, and her heart nearly leapt out of her chest.


  Clutching the skateboard, she stumbled toward her car. Tears blurred her vision, and she gasped for every breath. She didn’t have her phone, and how she drove the few blocks home without causing an accident, she didn't know. She ran for the phone, then stabbed in Bailey’s number.


  He answered, his voice low. "Ginny, I’m in a meeting—is everything okay?"


  "No," she whispered, tears dripping into her mouth as she talked. "I can't find him."


  "Chad?"


  "He's not at the park, and the other boys said he hasn't been there all afternoon. One of them found his skateboard." She broke down, sobbing.


  "Call 911. I'll be right there."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  


  WITH HIS HEART IN HIS THROAT, Bailey doubled every posted speed limit on his way to Ginny's house. Dusk was beginning to fall—it would be dark soon, the streets too dangerous for a lost eight-year-old. He pulled to a tire-squealing halt, ran past the police car at the curb, and through a knot of milling neighbors. Then he bounded up the steps and through the front door. "Ginny?"


  She was sitting on the edge of the sofa in the living room, her face gray and pasty. Two police officers stood in front of her, taking notes and asking questions.


  She jerked her head up when she heard him, then her face crumpled. "Bailey, we can't find him!" The officers stepped aside for him. He pulled her to her feet and into his arms, rocking her back and forth as she sobbed against his shoulder.


  "I shouldn't have let him go by himself," she cried hysterically. "Someone's taken him again, I just know it."


  "Shh," he said, blinking back his own tears. "You don't know that. Maybe he went home with some kid he met and lost track of time."


  One of the officers coughed. "We were just wrapping up, sir. We've already talked to the kids at the park and put out an Amber alert. We're also notifying all patrol cars on southbound I-23 and I-35. I understand he's from Florida."


  Bailey rubbed Ginny's back. "That's right. Fort Lauderdale. Do you think he's run away?"


  "Could be hitchhiking back to Florida. Kids run away more often than they're kidnapped, sir."


  "You have to understand how we're feeling right now, officer. Our son was kidnapped when he was an infant. We just got him back into our lives a few days ago."


  The man nodded sadly. "I saw it in the papers. I've been on the phone with Detective Lance—he filled us in and said he would contact the Florida State Police and the shelter where the boy stayed."


  Stroking Ginny's hair, Bailey asked, "What can we do?"


  "Someone needs to stay by the phone, of course. Call everyone he knows." He turned to Ginny. "Ma'am, check his room again and let us know if you can figure out what he was wearing when he left."


  She pulled away and dabbed a shredded tissue at her puffy eyes as she explained to Bailey. "The clothes he was wearing when he asked to go to the park are on his bed, and"—she started crying again—"I didn't see him before he left." Looking into Bailey's eyes, she said, "I didn't even tell him good-bye." She bit her bottom lip, tears streaking her face.


  "That's all we can do now, sir," the man said. "I'm Officer Handler. Be sure to call the station and ask for me if he turns up or if you think of something else. I'll keep you informed."


  Bailey shook hands with the policemen, but let them find their own way out.


  He made Virginia sit down again, then asked her to repeat everything that had happened since Chad had returned home from camping. She told him about the shadow box and the talk they'd had. "He seemed a little quiet," she said, sniffling, "but I figured it was everything happening so suddenly."


  "Did you check to see if his duffel bag is missing?"


  "It's still in the laundry room with his camping stuff in it."


  "Did he have any money?"


  "I gave him twenty dollars before he went camping—I don't know if he had any left over. And Mom or Dad might have given him some." She shook her head. "It doesn't make sense that he would run away. Besides, his skateboard... oh, Bailey"—her voice rose in panic—"it's happening again—"


  "Hey." He snuggled her against his chest. "We don't know that. He's a big boy now, not a helpless infant." And still prey for all kinds of sickos, he thought, his gut twisting.


  "What are we going to do?" she whispered desperately.


  "Wait," he said firmly, squeezing her. "We'll wait together."


  "But what if someone has him—"


  He cut her off. "We can't think about that."


  "What if we never see him again?"


  "We will," he assured her. "And we still have each other."


  She smiled through her tears and touched her finger to his mouth lovingly.


  He kissed the tip of her finger, then wrapped his arms around her and squeezed hard. "I know this isn't the best time to propose, and I don't want you to give me an answer now"—he pulled back and brushed a strand of hair out of her wide eyes—"but if the worst has happened and we never see our son again"—he choked, his voice resuming a rusty tone—"I couldn't bear to go on if you're not with me."


  She pressed her lips together tightly, her eyes spilling over again, then lay her head against his chest. She clung to him like a lifeline, and they stood pressed together for several minutes, filling up on each other's love.


  Suddenly a thought occurred to him, and he could have kicked himself for not thinking of it sooner. Pulling back, he said, "Ginny, where's the one place you would go if you were Chad?"


  She started to shake her head, then her eyes widened. "Shenoway! But it’s so far—how would he get there?"


  "He’s a smart kid—too smart for his own good."


  Bailey pulled out his phone and called Rita, talked for a few seconds, then disconnected the call. "She hasn't seen him, but I don't think he'd knock on the front door. I’m going over there."


  "I'm going with you," she said. "I can't stand just sitting here."


  As they sped toward the farm, he prayed his intuition was right. In fact, he wouldn't allow himself to think otherwise.


  The moon was in its early cycle, so the meadow lay darkly shadowed when they topped the crest, each carrying a flashlight. Immediately, however, Bailey breathed a sigh of relief. A faint beam of light shone from the back of the meadow, from his tree, the mammoth oak his father had planted. They trotted to it as fast as Ginny could move through the tall, wet grass, then stopped underneath, panting.


  The small flashlight beam had been extinguished. Bailey cleared his throat and said, "Chad, we've been worried sick about you."


  There was a scrape on one of the lower branches, but no response.


  "Why did you run away, son?" he asked gently.


  Silence.


  


  Virginia felt strength returning to her weak limbs, and laid a hand on Bailey's arm when he started to speak again. "Chad," she said, "if you won't come down here, then we're coming up there."


  She shone her light overhead until she saw him, his hand thrown up to shield his eyes. Her heart shivered in relief to see he was okay. She motioned and Bailey hoisted her up first, then pulled himself up into the nearly room-sized opening the tree's lower branches provided. Using their flashlights, they carefully picked their way over to where Chad sat, crying softly.


  "Hey." Virginia sat down close to him and squeezed his shoulders.


  He didn't look at them, only cried harder.


  "If you don't tell us what's wrong," Bailey said, sitting on the other side of him, "we can't fix it."


  Chad studied the flashlight he clenched in his hands. "I did something real bad, and I didn't want you to find out, so I ran away."


  "Nothing could be that bad." Virginia covered one of his hands with her own.


  He glanced up, then down again. "It is, it's terrible, and you're going to hate me." He started crying again, but Virginia patted his hand, her heart turning over for her son.


  "We could never hate you, Chad," she said quietly. "You're our boy—we love you, no matter what. Just tell us."


  "I s-stole your l-locket," he said, "and th-threw it in the p-pond with my s-slingshot."


  Anguish barbed through her chest at the loss, but she didn’t react.


  "What's this about your locket?" Bailey asked. "I didn't even know it was missing."


  Chad looked up at her, his eyes miserable. "You didn't tell him?"


  She shook her head.


  "But you knew I took it, didn't you?"


  She nodded.


  Chad's face crumpled again. "I was feeling bad about it anyway, and then I got home from the camping trip, and you'd made me that neat picture box, and said nice things even after I broke you and Bailey up—"


  "You didn't break us up, son," Bailey injected with a smile. "We're adults, we make our own mistakes."


  "Well, I know I caused your fight. And I know it made Ginny sad." His lower lip trembled again. "And that letter was there saying you have to take me to court—I'm too much trouble."


  "Hey," she said softly, planting a kiss on his temple, "you let us be the judge of that. Why did you leave your skateboard in the park?"


  "I figured if you thought someone had kidnapped me, you'd be glad I was gone and wouldn't come looking."


  Horror bolted through her, and she pulled his chin up to look directly in his eyes. "Chad, if I ever lost you again, I would never stop crying, do you understand?"


  "I'm sorry," he said, tears sliding down to wet her fingers. "I wouldn't blame you if you still wanted me to leave, but I want to stay with you, Ginny."


  Amazed, she exchanged a glance with Bailey, then wiped a few of Chad's tears with her thumb. "But I thought you wanted to live with Bailey."


  Chad straightened his shoulders and sniffed, then jutted out his chin. "Sons are supposed to take care of their mothers."


  Joy ballooned in her heart and filled every cell of her body. She smiled through her tears. On the other side of Chad, Bailey cleared his throat, then winked a glistening eye at her in the flashlight beam.


  She clasped Chad's hands with hers. "I'm honored you feel that way, but you've got it turned around—it's my job to take care of you." Smiling wide, she said, "Besides, it'll be the two of us for only a little while."


  Chad frowned, confused.


  "Your father and I are getting married," Virginia said with a grin.


  Chad's eyes widened, then he looked back and forth between them. "Really?"


  Bailey's gaze flew to hers. "Really?"


  "Really," she said, laughing. Bailey reached over to squeeze her hand, smiling at her from the shadows.


  "Hm," Chad said, suddenly thoughtful. A small frown furrowed his brow.


  "What?" she probed.


  "Well, with all the kissing you two do, I guess you'll be having babies and stuff."


  Exchanging glances with Bailey, she ventured carefully, "And how would you feel about that?"


  Chad shrugged and grinned, clearly happy at the prospect. "Whatever."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Epilogue


  


  


  VIRGINIA SMOOTHED THE SLIM SKIRT of her short wedding dress, taking a deep, calming breath. The music had started, her mother and Rita had just left the dressing room, and she had all of five minutes before once again becoming Mrs. Bailey Kallihan. She was as nervous as she'd been all those years before. Unlike her first wedding day, however, she wasn't plagued with doubts about Bailey's level of commitment, and the child growing within her then was now the joy of her life.


  A small knock sounded at the door. She turned away from the mirror. "Yes?"


  "Mom?" Chad asked, poking his head and shoulders in the room. "Can I come in?"


  She smiled. "Absolutely. You can help me tame these butterflies."


  "Wow, you look great." He walked toward her with his hands behind his back.


  "Thanks," she said. "You don't look so bad yourself." She straightened his bow tie, her heart swelling with pride at the sight of him in his small black tux. "Are you excited?"


  He nodded. "We're almost a family."


  Tingling with happiness, she stroked his cheek. "We always were, sweetheart, we were just a bit... scattered."


  "I got something for you," he said shyly, withdrawing a small package from behind his back.


  She took it, swallowing the lump in her throat. The paper, silver with white wedding bells, had been mangled a bit, then repaired with yards of cellophane tape. A big white bow sat crookedly on top.


  "I wrapped it myself."


  "It's so pretty," she whispered.


  "Open it."


  Carefully, she tore away the paper to uncover a jeweler's box. She glanced at her son suspiciously, but he was wide-eyed with anticipation.


  "Hurry, you don’t have much time."


  She lifted the hinged lid to reveal a shiny gold locket on a gold chain. She pressed her lips together to stem her welling tears. "It's lovely," she whispered, pulling the necklace from the box and fingering it lovingly. She slipped her thumbnail into the groove and opened the case to reveal a recent picture of Chad. Her heart swelled.


  "Do you like it?" he asked. "I bought it all by myself."


  She reached for him and gathered him in a powerful hug. "I absolutely love it, but you didn't have to do this—it must have cost a lot of money."


  He shrugged. "I took my new Nintendo back to the store and got a refund."


  "Oh, Chad."


  He bit his lip. "I didn’t deserve a new one. I left my game lying on the floor. What if you’d tripped on it and fallen down the stairs?"


  Ah—now she knew why he’d never played with the new game, because he’d felt guilty. "But I didn’t," she said lightly, and kissed his nose. "You never cease to amaze me, you wonderful boy. Do you know how much I love you?"


  He blushed happily. "Yeah, Mom, you only tell me ten times a day."


  Another knock sounded, and Rita stuck her head in. "Ginny, everyone's waiting!"


  "Be right there," Virginia said. She handed the necklace to Chad. "Will you put it on for me?"


  He nodded, lifting the chain over her head, lowering it carefully to avoid messing up her hair.


  "How does it look?" she asked.


  "Beautiful," he breathed.


  "I'll never take it off," she promised.


  He grinned.


  "I think they're ready for us," she said.


  He straightened, then cocked his arm out, elbow bent, just like he'd practiced. She tucked her hand inside, and they walked out into the hall.


  Jerry and Detective Lance opened the doors to the chapel, smiling and nodding. Virginia and Chad stepped to the back of the church, the wedding march chiming louder to announce her arrival. The small congregation stood as she entered, and at the altar, Bailey turned toward them. She saw her future in his eyes, hers and Chad's. She squeezed her son's arm, smiling, and they walked toward him together.


  


  The End
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  Be careful what you wish for...


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter One


  


  


  "NAKED," Jasmine Crowne announced as she stood at the door of the governor's bedroom.


  Her assistant April dropped a handful of paper color strips, sending them scattering across the wood floor. "E-Excuse me?" The young woman dropped to her knees to collect the wayward slips of paper.


  Jasmine bent to help her. "The room looks a bit naked, don't you think?"


  April seemed hesitant to agree, and Jasmine smiled to herself as she realized her unfortunate word choice inside her boyfriend's boudoir. "Unfinished," she amended.


  "You're the expert, Ms. Crowne," April said breathlessly, eager to please.


  "This room definitely needs a rug," Jasmine asserted, then sat back on her heels. "But I've been all over Sacramento and nothing seems quite right."


  "I thought that nice Mr. Sanderson was looking for a rug for you."


  April always referred to antiques dealer Ladden Sanderson as "that nice Mr. Sanderson." "He is, but so far even Ladden has come up empty-handed."


  Her assistant adopted a skeptical expression. "How hard could it be to find a rug?"


  "That's what I thought at first." Jasmine shrugged. "I honestly can't remember having so much trouble locating a single item, but every carpet I've seen is either the wrong color, or the wrong size, or too fussy, or too trendy." She handed the strips she'd collected to April and rose. "I guess I'll know it when I see it."


  "Kind of like Mr. Right," April said dreamily.


  Jasmine laughed at the woman's romantic notions. "I suppose, although at the moment this rug seems even more elusive."


  April stood and pushed up her glasses. "Easy for you to say, Ms. Crowne—you're dating the governor."


  Resisting the urge to reveal that dating the busiest man in the state wasn't all it was cracked up to be, Jasmine relented with a smile. "Touché."


  "That nice Mr. Sanderson will find a rug for you—he won't let you down."


  Jasmine gave her assistant a teasing smile. "That nice Mr. Sanderson is holding a table for me. Perhaps I'll pay him a visit and see if he's found a magic carpet for me yet."


  


  * * *


  


  Ladden Sanderson wrinkled his nose, trying to ward off a burgeoning sneeze. He stumbled through the rear entrance of his antiques store, searching for a place to set down the box of finds before his lungs exploded. Dropping his load on a battered coffee table with a clatter, he yanked a handkerchief out of his back pocket and succumbed to a ferocious sneeze.


  "Damn dust!" He stuffed the handkerchief back into his pocket and glanced around his shop with a rueful smile. Dust was his life. Along with dirt, mud, mold, mildew, rust, rot, grease, gunk, and various other earmarks of aged whatnots. Which was why his hands were always a mess—alternately soiled from handling the pieces he gathered from estate sales, stained from restoring the better finds, and raw from trying to scrub his nails and knuckles clean. He peered into the crate of metal bric-a-brac and frowned. Probably junk, all of it, but the clever auctioneer had bundled the box with the rug Ladden had had his eye on, so, worthless or not, it was now his.


  Ladden rolled his aching shoulders. Yesterday's scavenging had yielded him two beautiful—but heavy—iron beds, and today his body was complaining. He might have considered leaving the carpet in the truck until the afternoon, but he was so eager to examine his purchase he traipsed back outside. He paused only long enough to inhale the cool, fresh October air and rid his head of the pungent odor of which all antiques seemed to reek, then reached into the back of his rickety delivery truck and carefully, as if it were a sleeping woman, lifted the rolled carpet to his shoulder.


  Adrenaline pumped through his chest as he curled his fingers in the long fringe. He'd foraged through hundreds of great rugs in his quest to be the antique resource for Sacramento designers. But this rug... he knew it was special the second he’d unrolled it this morning in the auction hall. And the only sensation that topped the high of knowing he'd made a fabulous find was the anticipation that Jasmine Crowne, one of the city's top interior designers, would appreciate his tenacity and grace him with one of her amazing smiles as she said, "I'll take it!"


  Just the image of her big green eyes and wide, curving mouth warmed his cheeks. And that dark, straight ponytail she wore down her back drove him absolutely wild wondering how her hair would look spilling around her shoulders, sliding through his fingers...


  Ladden snorted at his musings. "Dream on, man," he muttered to himself as he eased his awkward load through the extra-wide doorway. Not only did Jasmine Crowne have a boyfriend, but the man had more buildings named after him than Ladden had calluses. And when people addressed him, they called him "Mr. Governor, sir" instead of "hey, you in the hat."


  Stepping past a row of cobwebby trunks, he settled the rug on the hardwood floor of his crowded storeroom, then pushed aside armoires, chairs, curios, and other odd pieces to clear a large space. Heart pounding, he reached into the front pocket of his jeans and withdrew a small knife to cut the binding cords. With a flick of his wrist, he unfurled the carpet, then jerked back in surprise as dozens—no, hundreds—of multicolored butterflies emerged. "What the...?"


  Dumbstruck, Ladden stared as the beautiful insects whirled and floated around him, their wings making tiny thrumming noises as they flew past his ears. Where had they come from? He quickly knelt and ran his fingers over the hand-tied pile to look for hidden cocoons and larvae he had missed during the inspection. His fingers tingled from the buildup of static electricity on the wool surface, but the only discovery within the pile was an unexpectedly small amount of dust and loose fibers.


  Ladden frowned. Maybe the rug wasn't as old as he had first assumed. Although the Mughal designs appeared to predate the 1800s, the colors seemed brighter and newer here under his own lighting. Perhaps the carpet was simply a convincing reproduction. He scanned the surface frantically. At the auction house, he had counted four holes the size of his fist that would have to be repaired by the rug weaver across town. Where were they now? Was it possible he had picked up the wrong rug? Although it seemed unlikely that two rugs so similar would be available at the same auction, he pulled a scrap of paper where he'd written the item number from his shirt pocket and compared it with the yellow tag on the rug. No mistake.


  With growing confusion, he stood and walked through the bizarre blizzard of butterflies making their way toward the open doorway. Ladden stopped in front of the makeshift library he stored in a single glass-front bookcase, fingered the spine of several reference books, then withdrew a dogeared volume on Oriental-design rugs. Thumbing through the colorful pictures, he compared the closely spaced lilies and asters on a field of raspberry red to photos in the book. A wide black and a narrow cream-colored border surrounded the dominant red center of the bed-sized rug, and both of the short sides were adorned with thick fringe nearly eight inches in length.


  Two pictures showed rugs with similar markings, both attributed approximately to the late 1700s, and—Ladden swallowed—both boasting an asking price approaching thirty thousand dollars. He glanced back at his receipt. Even if the carpet were a copy, he'd received quite a bargain for the four thousand dollars that had nauseated him at the time. But for some odd reason, he had felt... compelled to buy the rug. His arm kept raising his bid paddle of its own volition until the red-faced auctioneer had yelled, "Sold!"


  Remembering the holes he'd imagined, he scratched his head. "Ladden, my man, you need a vacation." Then he laughed. With the money he'd make from this carpet, he might actually take one. Jasmine was in the middle of renovating her boyfriend's not-so-humble living quarters at the governor's mansion and had asked him to keep an eye out for a rug for the master bedroom. If she liked it as much as he thought she would, he knew money would be no object. Still...


  He ran his fingers over the rug in admiration and bit the inside of his cheek, his chest filling up with that rare wonder of having found something so special that it seemed worthy of keeping. Which was a dangerous habit in the antiques business— and a rule to which Ladden had made very few exceptions in the last fifteen years. Oh well, he would keep it for a few days at least. Satisfied, he secured the carpet in a wooden hanger and hoisted it high against the rear wall of the crowded room, then called and left a message with an acquaintance who knew more than he about valuing rugs.


  Shooing as many of the mysterious stray butterflies outside as possible, he carried the crate with the questionable contents into his showroom. Since Mondays were set aside for estate sales, yard sales, and tracking down special requests, Tuesdays were typically busy with regular customers coming in to check out the latest acquisitions. Which meant Jasmine would be in this afternoon. He would have to decide whether to tell her about the carpet or save the unveiling for another day.


  As always, pride welled within him as he glanced over his small but impressive display room. The building was old but beautiful and structurally intact. He owned the two rooms that housed his business, and although he needed to expand, the glorious display windows and enviable location on Pacific Street kept him rooted to the spot. He had liked the storefront on sight, especially since the alley gave him great access to the storeroom and space to park his big, ugly truck. He'd gambled and bought the place, although he and his eclectic mix of retail neighbors couldn't have known that a few years later, a ramp would be built from the highway onto Pacific. Instantly, their exposure, traffic, and property values had skyrocketed. Which had proved to be a double-edged sword, since now the chance of expanding into the shops on either side of him was almost nil. Even if the owners decided to sell, he couldn't afford to buy.


  High ceilings and wood floors were the perfect backdrop for his treasures, and floor-to-ceiling shelves lined the entire wall behind his antique mahogany counter, evoking images of an upscale general store.


  Carrying a bucket of supplies outside, Ladden quickly swept the sidewalk in front of his door and, just as he had for fifteen years, moved down to do the same for Mrs. Pickney of Pickney's Vacuum Cleaner Sales & Service. The lights in her shop were low, telling him she had not yet arrived for the day. A streak of mud from last night's rain marred her window, so he wiped it clean. When he realized the mud was probably the result of a clogged gutter, he retrieved his ladder to remove a handful of debris.


  After returning to his shop, Ladden noted he still had a few minutes to spare before opening. He turned his attention to the box he'd been railroaded into buying, wrinkling his nose when he pulled out a broken horse harness, a few worthless hubcaps, and a badly rusted iron skillet. He knew it—junk. Not even worth the trouble of hauling off. Next came a handful of odd hinges and cabinet hardware, a few holey hand saws, and a dented brass teapot blackened with tarnish.


  He picked through the rest of the rubble, most of which was either unidentifiable or deteriorated beyond repair. From the entire lot, he set aside four glass doorknobs, and, at the last moment, the scarred pot, as his cleanup projects for the day to tackle between customers.


  Sitting neatly on his large palm, the pot had a nice shape, although it appeared to have weathered a good deal of adventure. The piece was old, but he couldn't pinpoint the decade or even the century. Other than the lid, the pot was seamless, fashioned from a single piece of metal. The wide-throated spout narrowed along its upturned length, the opening so minuscule Ladden doubted its functionality. Most likely, it had graced some lady's parlor sideboard alongside other dishes that were meant to be seen and not used, then been relegated to a little girl's tea set where it had been bounced off a few hard surfaces.


  He chuckled, turning it over in his hands. On the side, barely discernible, were faint etchings. Ladden squinted and rubbed his finger lightly over the surface... words, perhaps, but he couldn't be sure. One thing seemed certain, however—the lid was stuck, soldered into place by years of corrosion and disuse. Which might explain why it had been cast aside in the first place.


  After turning the sign on his door to Open and choosing a moody blues station on the radio, he gathered a can of metal cleaner and a polishing rag and settled onto his high leather seat behind the counter. Whistling under his breath, Ladden concentrated on the brass pot to avoid mental calculations of how long it would be before Jasmine walked through his door, ringing his literal and figurative bells, respectively.


  To his surprise, after only a few minutes of elbow grease, the teapot showed vast improvement: underneath the goo was not brass, but beautiful, lustrous copper. Ladden pursed his lips, the names of at least two copper collectors coming to mind. It wouldn't bring a mint, but it would buy a nice steak-and-wine dinner for two.


  Jasmine. How had he managed to fall for a woman he'd never have in a million years, not in his wildest dreams?


  His raw, sensitive fingers grazed the unknown etchings beneath the thin cloth. Just as he lifted the pot for a better look, he felt the first earthquake tremor. The windows rattled and crystal pieces whined shrilly, sliding and bumping against the shelves. As the shaking grew more fierce, he realized this was no small event and dove under the mahogany counter.


  For nearly a minute, he lay on his stomach with his arms over his head, listening to his store and its contents pop, groan, shake, and topple around him, thinking that at any second, something large and penetrating would impale him to the wood floor. The sound of crashing glass rang in his ears. The faces of family and friends flashed through his mind and he prayed they were all safe. Cool air blasted in and the bell above his door clanged with abandon as the doors banged open. The quaking grew more intense and Ladden felt as if he were spinning, held in place by centrifugal force.


  And then everything stopped.


  He lay still for a few seconds, then lifted his head cautiously. A foul stench filled his nostrils and he wondered if the sewers had ruptured. He pulled himself to his feet and leaned on the counter, slowly scanning the scene before him. Mayhem. Nearly every piece of furniture lay on its side amid broken debris. Dust motes rained down from the ceiling, coating the room's contents. Dismayed, Ladden dropped his head into his hands and groaned.


  In unison with someone else.


  He jerked his head up and glanced around, then heard the groan again, this time in front of the counter. Heart pounding, Ladden picked his way through the mess to find an elderly man sitting and leaning against the wood counter, his sandaled feet stretched out in front of him. The man wore a black turban over his white hair and seemed to be drowning in the layers of ragged sheets wrapped around his thin body.


  Homeless, Ladden decided instantly. He must have ducked inside when he felt the quake. Ladden reached forward and gently pulled the man to his feet, suddenly realizing his visitor was the source of the powerful stench. "Are you okay, mister?"


  The man lifted his gaze to Ladden, his black eyes wide. "Where... where am I?" His voice sounded rusty but richly accented, his dark skin hinted of Middle Eastern ancestry.


  "There was an earthquake," Ladden said carefully. "This is my antiques store. Are you hurt?"


  The old man shook his head and ran his hands slowly over his limbs. "I'm human," he whispered.


  Ladden felt a pang of sympathy. "Sure you are, buddy. You're just a little down on your luck is all. Is anything broken?"


  After a few seconds of silence in which the man tried to take in his surroundings, he croaked, "Yes, the spell—the spell is broken."


  Senile, Ladden surmised. "Sir, are you hurt?"


  "N-no," the man said, offering Ladden a weak smile. "I've been set free."


  "Everyone in California finds religion sooner or later," Ladden agreed wryly, looking the man over. He appeared to be all right, at least physically. Ladden reached into his back pocket for his wallet, and extended a ten-dollar bill. "Here you go, pal. Get yourself something to eat, okay?"


  The man accepted the money, holding it in his long-fingernailed hands as if he'd never seen anything like it. "But you have given me my life."


  Ladden waved off his gratitude. "My store was the one you just happened to be walking by, that's all."


  "What do you want?" the man asked, grasping Ladden's shirt in his bony fists.


  "Hey," Ladden said crossly, trying to pull away. "No need to get defensive—I don't want anything from you."


  The man refused to relinquish his hold. "Gold? Jewels? Power? Anything you want, simply wish for it, and I shall grant you three of your heart's desires."


  Ladden covered the man's icy hands with his own and gently pried loose the gnarled fingers.


  "Look, mister, you need to get back on your medication. There's a shelter two blocks over on Hargrove. I'm sure they can help you, so move along, okay?"


  The sounds of the street floated in, reminding Ladden the double doors stood open. He straightened his shirt, then gently guided the man toward the door, dreading the certain melee out in the street. But instead of smashed cars, sagging utility lines, and buckled sidewalks, Pacific Street lay as calm as a deep lake. Pedestrians strolled by, engrossed in reaching their destinations, unconcerned by the recent disturbance. Ladden glanced back to find the homeless man had slipped away. Remembering Mrs. Pickney, he hurried next door and burst into her shop.


  Mrs. Pickney stood at her counter watching a black-and-white portable television and drinking a cup of coffee. She smiled broadly. "Oh, good morning, Ladden. Would you like some coffee?"


  "The quake—didn't you feel it?"


  She set down her cup with a frown. "What quake? When?"


  "Just now!"


  "No," Mrs. Pickney said, shaking her head slowly. "I didn't feel a thing—it must have been a very minor tremor."


  "My place is in a shambles," he said, glancing at her undisturbed glass cases and wall displays.


  She squinted. "Are you sure, dear?"


  "Yes!"


  "There has to be an explanation—" she began, then glanced up as a customer walked in. She smiled at Ladden. "I'll be over in a few minutes."


  "Sure thing, Mrs. Pickney." He stopped the young man who had entered her shop. "Did you feel an earthquake about five minutes ago?"


  "No," the man said, his brow creased. "Did you?"


  "Uh... no," Ladden said with a small laugh. "I... I guess not." He waved to his neighbor. "Forget it, Mrs. Pickney—I'll see you later."


  Apprehension descended over him as he returned to the quiet sidewalk. He poked his head into a handful of retail stores neighboring his and asked the retailers if they'd felt any ground disturbances, but each responded with an emphatic no, including the upholstery shop on the other side of him. He had almost convinced himself it hadn't happened at all until he stepped back into the bedlam in his showroom.


  How was it possible that, other than the homeless man, he was the only person who had felt the earthquake? The only business on the street that had suffered any damage? He sighed.


  Days—it would take him days to get things back in order. Ladden mentally ticked off the things he'd have to do: call a building inspector, call his insurance agent, file a claim... He yanked off his cap, then ran his fingers through his hair. And he'd have to close down for a while. No one could conduct business in this mess.


  He suddenly noticed the copper teapot in the middle of the floor, and squatted to pick it up. The lid was missing, undoubtedly dislodged when he dropped it. The homeless man's rantings echoed in his mind, and Ladden smiled. Three wishes. If only life were that easy.


  Turning his sign back to Closed, he stopped in mid-motion. Across the street, Jasmine Crowne alighted from her luxury sports sedan, flipped her dark ponytail over her shoulder, and walked toward his demolished store.


  "Damn," he muttered, his mind racing for a sane explanation for the colossal mess. You see, Jasmine, this morning I experienced my own personal earthquake...


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  JASMINE REACHED into her purse and made sure her phone was turned on in case Trey called her for lunch. She sighed. Such a call did not seem likely, considering the frantic pace of his campaign as election day drew near. Jasmine stepped up onto the sidewalk and put her hand on the familiar gargoyle doorknob of one of her favorite shops, Ladden's Castle. Her heart thumped when she realized someone was standing on the other side of the glass door, but she smiled warmly when she recognized Ladden.


  When the knob refused to yield beneath her hand, she glanced at her watch, noticing the Closed sign. "Am I too early?" she yelled. She needed a lift today and Ladden Sanderson never failed to boost her spirits. The man was always so optimistic, his unreserved laughter so cheering... usually. This morning, he wore a strange expression.


  "No," he yelled. "You're not too early."


  But when he made no motion to unlock the door, she laughed. "Am I too late?"


  Through the glass, she noticed how his dark hair curled up around the edge of the dusty baseball cap he wore. He bit his lower lip and shook his head. "No, you're not too late."


  Puzzled, Jasmine gave him a wry grin. "You got a girl in there?" Which wouldn't surprise her, she decided. Although she hadn't noticed a girlfriend hanging around on her frequent visits to his store, Ladden was attractive: tall, with dark eyes and a muscled, workingman's physique.


  Finally, he grinned, too. "No girl," he yelled, then slowly unlocked the door and swung it open.


  "For a minute, I thought you were trying to get rid—" Stopping just inside the door, she gaped at the clutter. "What on earth happened?"


  Remarkably calm, Ladden cleared his throat, offering a little shrug. "Spring cleaning?"


  She frowned. "It's almost November."


  He rubbed his big hands together. "Then I'm even more behind than I thought."


  Jasmine jammed her hands against her hips. "Ladden, what's going on? Were you burglarized?"


  "No—not exactly."


  "Then what, exactly?"


  "A quake?" His voice climbed in question, as if he weren't sure himself.


  "An earthquake?" Jasmine gasped. "When?"


  "Just before you arrived?" Again, he sounded uncertain.


  Her exasperation escalated. "Well, was it a quake, or wasn't it?"


  "Er, yeah, I think so."


  She blinked. "Weren't you here?"


  "Yeah."


  "And did the earth suddenly start to move and things begin to fall?"


  "Yeah."


  She had always considered Ladden very bright, but now she was starting to wonder. "Did you get hit on the head?"


  He laughed, swept off his hat, and ran his hands through his flattened hair. "No, but that would explain a lot of things, I guess. To be honest, I'm not sure what happened, but if it was a quake, this might not be the safest place for you to be right now."


  "Funny," she said thoughtfully, "I was having coffee nearby and didn't feel a thing." Her gaze fell on the remnants of black pottery littering the floor a few feet away. She gasped in dismay and scooped up a large broken chunk. "Oh, the McCoy punch bowl—I nearly bought it last week and now I could kick myself!"


  "Aw, it could have been much worse," Ladden said, putting his usual cheerful spin on things, she noted. "I haven't been back to the storeroom," he added, picking his way toward the rear, righting small pieces of toppled furniture as he went. "But the table I'm holding for you is sturdy, so it should be all right."


  Jasmine followed Ladden. Her heart felt heavy for him. He worked hard and ran a reputable business, and this bit of misfortune didn't seem fair. She stopped when a pile of broken glass blocked her path, then glanced up in surprise when she felt Ladden's hand on her arm.


  "Careful." His broad fingers felt warm and strong on her skin. She watched the muscles bunch in his tanned forearm as he assumed her weight to help her across, amazed at the thrill of awareness that barbed through her.


  "Thanks," she murmured when he released her. Ladden inclined his head, his easy smile crinkling his dark eyes around the corners and lighting his smooth face. Despite the dust, his uniform of jeans and T-shirt seemed to fit him especially well today, emphasizing his broad shoulders. Jasmine shook off the train of thought, telling herself it had been too long since she and Trey had spent a romantic evening together.


  They entered the brightly lit storeroom and Jasmine was pleased to see the damage looked minimal since the contents consisted mainly of larger, less fragile pieces.


  "Looks like the table is fine," Ladden announced.


  But Jasmine was no longer listening. She was enthralled. She crawled over an old trunk, sneezed, then ran her hand over the short, nubby pile of the most beautiful carpet she had ever seen. Static electricity crackled, sending a tingle through her fingertips. Only then did she notice the butterflies. At least a dozen brilliantly colored specimens dotted the carpet, their bodies still, but their wings moving with the quiet regularity of intermittent windshield wiper blades. The entire scene was somewhat... magical.


  "Ladden," she said in wonder, "where did you get this rug?"


  He turned, eyes wide, then glanced at the bare wall behind her before answering. "I found it at an auction hall this morning." He picked up a large wooden clip from the floor, frowning at its clasp. "I hung it up to air out. The quake must have knocked it down". He scattered a few butterflies with a sweeping motion, then he turned a smile her way. "I thought you might like it."


  "Like it? I love it," she breathed. "It's Persian, isn't it?"


  Ladden nodded, running the back of his hand across the fibers. "But I can't date it—its condition is too good to be as old as I first guessed."


  Her heart pounded. "I want it."


  She looked up and saw his lips pressed together. Finally he dropped his gaze. "It might not be for sale."


  Jasmine laughed merrily. "Ladden, I've seen you take down light fixtures from this store and sell them."


  He nodded, stroking his chin. "I don't even know what it's worth. One of my experts is stopping by later this week to take a look at it. I think it's quite a find, though."


  Jasmine lovingly traced the outline of an intricately woven flowering plant. "The governor would pay handsomely for something so dear."


  "I'm sure he would," Ladden agreed in a subdued tone.


  "A perfect complement to a quilt the Turkan prince gave him," Jasmine continued, imagining how magnificent the carpet would look on the pale hardwood in his bedroom.


  "And if he isn't reelected?" Ladden asked, careful to keep his voice neither supportive nor reproachful.


  Jasmine winced, the discouraging results of this week's polls flashing in her mind. Influencing state policy was everything to Trey—his ambition was the quality she admired most about him. He hadn't been afraid to tackle unpopular issues during his first term, and he seemed likely to pay for it this election day. But she didn't like to think about how much losing would crush him—or how much it might affect their fledgling relationship. She conjured up a smile for Ladden. "The governor owns several homes."


  He stuffed his hands in his pockets. "Actually," he said abruptly, "I was thinking the carpet would look nice in my private quarters."


  "Oh." She straightened, flipping her ponytail behind her shoulder. Of course Ladden would have his own place. She simply hadn't given it much thought before now. They had never broached personal subjects, although for the past few months, her own life had been chronicled on a regular basis in the local newspapers. The state held its collective breath to see if California's most eligible bachelor would marry. And she had to admit the prospect of being the governor's wife held no small amount of appeal. She forced herself to turn her attention back to Ladden and found his compelling gaze already on her. "Do you live nearby?"


  "I have a fixer-upper in Glenhayden."


  Jasmine couldn't contain her surprise. "Glenhayden? I grew up—" she stopped, then added, "spending summers near there." She didn't make a habit of sharing the extent of her meager upbringing. More often, she stuck to the loose background she had fabricated with just enough fact to keep the reporters happy.


  "It's a nice, older community," Ladden said. "Do you still visit?"


  "No," she said, nodding at the rug. "Let me know when you decide on a price."


  "If I decide on a price," Ladden corrected with a grin, shaking his finger at her.


  She laughed, suddenly struck by the revelation that she enjoyed his company, his good-natured banter. "I fully intend to wear you down," she warned.


  His smile slipped just a bit, and she saw something akin to desire flicker in his brown eyes. "I'm looking forward to it."


  And suddenly, she felt something leap between them, a feeling that stole the moisture from her mouth. How many conversations had she shared with Ladden over the past three years? It seemed as if she had always known him. Yet at this moment, she felt as if she were seeing him for the first time. Sexual awareness enveloped them. Panic rose in Jasmine's chest, panic that Ladden felt something emanating from her that she couldn't possibly mean. Could she?


  "I—I'd better be going," she said, unable to drag her gaze from his. Goose bumps skittered along her arms, raising fine hairs and sending a shiver down her spine. She stumbled backward, remembering the trunk behind her a second too late. When she landed and the wind whooshed from her lungs, Jasmine faintly wished her sixth grade gym teacher could have witnessed her perfect backward somersault.


  Ladden was at her side immediately. "Are you all right?" He clasped her hand and leaned over her, searching her face. In his mad scramble, he had lost his hat. With his dark hair curling haphazardly, he looked boyish and incredibly sexy. And Jasmine presumed she had hit her head rather hard because, for the duration of a heartbeat, she wanted Ladden to kiss her.


  With her first breath of air, she laughed, half because she must have looked foolish, half because she couldn't believe what she was thinking.


  His face relaxed and his laughter joined hers. "I give you a nine-point-seven for technique."


  Still on her back, she smiled. "You're just glad I'm okay so I won't sue you."


  He lifted his arms to indicate the clutter around them. "What you see is what you get—no riches here."


  She wet her lips. A direct comparison between him and the governor? She wasn't sure. "Are you going to help me up?"


  He hesitated, then a mischievous smile creased his face. "I was hoping you'd faint so I could give you mouth-to-mouth resuscitation." He leaned closer, bracing one hand next to her shoulder. "I'm certified."


  Her ears hummed with the sudden silence. He, too, had been affected by their close contact. But she had more sense than to allow these fleeting desires to spin out of control. "Certifiable, perhaps," she said, extending her hand. He gently pulled her to her feet. For a second she felt lightheaded, but she wasn't sure whether to attribute it to her tumble or to her full-body proximity to Ladden.


  "Are you sure you feel okay?" he asked, wrapping his fingers around her upper arms.


  "Yes," she lied, then glanced down at her dusty slacks. "A little worse for wear," she muttered, stepping back to brush off her clothing—and to escape his disorienting nearness. "I really do need to get going."


  He unearthed his hat, then blazed a safer trail through the debris to the front of the store.


  "I hope the damage isn't as bad as it looks," Jasmine offered sympathetically.


  Ladden shrugged his big shoulders. "I needed to do inventory anyway."


  Her foot nudged something and Jasmine glanced down to find a wonderful little copper pot. "How quaint," she said, retrieving it from the littered floor and dusting it off. "It's an oil lamp."


  "Nice quality," Ladden said. "I was cleaning it up when the quake struck this morning."


  "Well, at least you didn't have a store full of customers."


  "Yeah," he agreed. "Although some skinny old homeless man wandered in, scared out of his wits."


  "I can't remember ever leaving here without buying something," Jasmine said, turning the lamp over in her hands. The lid was missing, but the piece spoke to her… and it would look nice on her fireplace mantel. "I'll take this."


  He looked surprised. "Fine—give me a few hours to find the lid and finish cleaning it. Can you stop by later this afternoon?"


  Jasmine mentally reviewed her schedule. "I need to drop off some cushions at the upholstery shop next door. I can come back around six or so." She refused to acknowledge the voice whispering in her head—she was not already anticipating the return trip.


  "Just bang on the door," Ladden said. "I'll be the guy with the broom."


  Jasmine laughed, hesitating with her hand on the doorknob. Ladden's dusty face wore a sunny expression that belied his situation, and suddenly, she didn't want to leave. Staying to help him clean up sounded more enjoyable than the buying trips she had planned for the afternoon—and the revelation shook her. "I'll see you later, Ladden."


  After an awkward pause, he offered her a small wave. "Later, Jasmine."


  Feeling unsettled, she wondered if he had wanted to say something else. She slowly walked back to her car, trying to make sense of what—if anything—had just transpired between them. She sat with her hands on the wheel for a full minute, her mind racing. Hormones, she decided. Hormones, pure and simple. Ladden was a good-looking, attentive man who exuded a physicality that was hard to ignore. She was a normal, red-blooded woman who hadn't seen much of her boyfriend lately. Hormones.


  But as she pulled away from the curb, Jasmine couldn't resist a glance at his storefront in her rearview mirror. She bit her lip, hard. She had known the man for a long time. Why was she noticing these disturbing things about him this morning?


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  LADDEN HELD HIS BREATH until Jasmine's car disappeared from view. Then he reached for the broom and danced a jig with his spindly partner around the littered floor, humming along with the jaunty song on the radio. He wasn't absolutely, positively certain, but he felt as if they had finally connected. He swept off his hat and held it over his heart as he dipped the broom low in a swoon, then drawled, "Was that a spark of interest I saw in your lovely green eyes, my dear?"


  At the sound of a knock on the window, Ladden bolted upright and jammed his hat back on his head. Mrs. Pickney stood outside with her hand to her brow, smiling and waving. Tingling with embarrassment, he pretended to sweep violently as he made his way to the door.


  "My windows look suspiciously clean," she said as she stepped inside, "so thank you—" She gasped, covering her mouth, rendered speechless by the unsightly mess of his showroom. Ladden abandoned the broom and guided her to a dusty chair.


  "It's okay, Mrs. Pickney, the damage seems to be isolated here and no one was injured."


  "I—I don't understand," she murmured. "I didn't feel a thing—how... why..." She raised moist eyes. "It doesn't seem fair."


  He shrugged and squeezed her frail shoulders. "It was a freak tremor. Don't worry—my insurance is paid up." Scanning the crowded showroom, he added, "Besides, I needed to scale down my inventory, anyway. It was getting too cramped in here."


  She glanced around and finally grinned. "This place was starting to look like a fire hazard."


  "See?" he said. "A blessing in disguise. Now, hadn't you better see to your customers?"


  "I'll close for the day and help you clean up."


  He shook his head. "No need—I can't do much until I contact my insurance agent anyway."


  The color had returned to her cheeks. "You're right, of course." She rose from her chair and walked to the door. "Ladden, why do bad things happen to good people?"


  Feeling a burst of affection for the woman, Ladden said, "Don't waste a minute worrying about me, I'll be fine."


  She angled her white head at him. "I can't imagine why some smart young lady hasn't scooped you up by now."


  He adopted a lovelorn expression and sighed. "I'm waiting for you to realize our age difference doesn't matter, Mrs. Pickney."


  Laughing, she waved him off and walked out.


  After he locked the door, Ladden groaned, scrubbing his face with his hands. Despite his forced cheer, the damage the quake had wrought only heaped more pressure on the business decisions he'd have to make soon. Should he interpret this incident as an omen, a sign to move to another location, one large enough to offer him room to expand?


  He retrieved the broom and leaned on it, thinking it would take a miracle to resolve his business dilemma. "I wish Mrs. Pickney would simply retire and give me her space," he announced to the disorderly room. Then he laughed wryly and began sweeping.


  Wishing wouldn't get him anywhere.


  After he swept up most of the glass, he unearthed his phone and made the necessary calls. His insurance agent, Saul Tydwell, a friend of his uncle's who always wore the same bad brown suit, arrived within the hour bearing stale donuts in condolence and a digital camera.


  "If you weren't Ernie's nephew," Saul said, shaking his head between snapshots, "I'd never believe you. You must be sitting on some kind of fault line—and the underwriter is going to love that."


  "Tell me my rates won't go up," Ladden said, knowing the answer even before the little man offered him a sympathetic look.


  "I'll shop around for a better rate, son, but it doesn't look good."


  Ladden dropped his head in his hands and visualized the money in his bank account dwindling like sand in an hourglass. He spent much of the afternoon turning away customers with explanations that became more vague as the day wore on. The building inspector's visit and subsequent ruling that the building was structurally sound seemed like the bright spot of the day until Ladden reached the bottom of the report. The inspector had noted with an asterisk that considering the results of interviews with surrounding retailers, he doubted that an earthquake had actually occurred. Meanwhile, his agent had called the state seismology department.


  "Filing a false claim will get you in a heap of trouble, son," Saul said sternly over the phone. "Come on, Ladden, don't try to pull the wool over my eyes with some fake quake—it's too damn easy to trace." Then the man's voice softened. "If you're in trouble, busting up your place isn't the way to handle it. I'm sure your uncle Ernie would float you a loan."


  "I'm telling you, it was an earthquake," Ladden said through clenched teeth.


  "Then why doesn't the seismology department have a record of it, and why did no one else feel it?"


  "I don't know," Ladden said. "Wait—there was someone else, a homeless man who wandered in from the street."


  "Do you know this man?"


  Ladden sighed in frustration. "No, and even if I could find him, he acted senile."


  "I see," Saul said dubiously. "Well, I'm telling you, the claim will be denied if you insist on turning in this cockamamie story about an earthquake."


  "Are you saying you want me to lie?" Ladden asked, his voice rising in anger.


  "Look, son, you haven't filed a claim in fifteen years and you always pay your premiums on time. I'm trying to help you out. Think hard about what really happened and call me tomorrow."


  Ladden listened to the dial tone for a few seconds, then raised the phone over his head, ready to fling it against the wall. But he stopped there—he couldn't afford to buy a new phone. He set the instrument gently on the table, then mouthed every curse word he knew, and made up a few of his own.


  Glancing at his watch, his spirits lifted a notch. Jasmine would be back within an hour, and he had made progress in the cleanup. Of course, he noted in one of the few unbroken mirrors, he was now wearing most of the store's grime. He banged his hat on his leg, stirring up another dust cloud, then trudged back through the storeroom toward his shower. He'd promised to stop by the family tavern to help celebrate a cousin's birthday, so he needed to be presentable, he reasoned. Cleaning up didn't have anything to do with Jasmine coming back.


  He showered quickly and pulled on the only spare clothes he had at the shop—worn jeans and a dark red flannel shirt that was missing a button, and low-heeled black boots. With his pocketknife, he dug dirt from beneath his fingernails until they stung, then scrubbed his knuckles raw with an old toothbrush. He needed a haircut, he concluded as he fought to tame the dark curls that seemed determined to flip up around his ears and collar. Rubbing his whisker-shadowed chin, he longed for a razor, but his makeshift toiletries bag was not so obliging. It did, however, furnish a travel-size bottle of musky cologne that had been popular a decade ago. He unscrewed the lid and took a whiff. Not bad, he decided, and splashed on a few drops. But, when he surveyed the results of his labor in the tarnished mirror, his shoulders dropped. Jasmine Crowne would never be interested in someone like him.


  On his way back through the storeroom, he paused to admire the rug and wave the remaining butterflies toward an open window. Then he scratched his temple. He could have sworn he'd left the rug draped over those old trunks, and now it lay a few feet away, stretched smoothly across the massive table he was holding for Jasmine. Oh well, he'd moved everything in the store at least once today. It must have slipped his mind.


  The front showroom looked brighter and shinier, although a little bare to his eyes. At least he'd found the lid to the copper lamp Jasmine had become so enamored of. He lifted the piece from the counter, impressed at how well it had turned out. Even the dents seemed less noticeable in the lustrous glow of the restored finish. The etchings on the side were in some kind of foreign language—probably the family's name, he mused. Or a recipe for disaster. He'd certainly had enough trouble since he brought the lamp home—and that rug. Then a thought struck him. Was it possible the copper lamp and the rug had originated from the same household?


  He grabbed a scrap of paper and copied the letters and symbols on the lamp in case the woman who came to value the rug would find the information useful. He had just finished when he heard a knock on the door and glanced up to see Jasmine waving through the glass.


  His heart thudded crazily as he unlocked the door. She, too, had changed from her dusty clothes and wore a loose, turquoise silk tunic over a slim, flowered skirt. The long, dark ponytail had been braided and hung over her left shoulder, clasped with a simple silver ring that matched the thick chain at her throat. Her bare legs were golden from a lingering tan and her own natural coloring, and she wore strappy sandals that exposed her pink toenails. She looked beautifully exotic, and Ladden didn't trust himself to speak.


  "You made a lot of progress," she said, turning in place in front of the counter.


  He nodded, his mind racing for something clever to say. "Yeah," he managed.


  "Oh, and the lamp is beautiful!" she exclaimed, her eyes glowing as she lifted it and stroked the surface.


  "Yeah." Why couldn't he think of something, anything, to say to prolong her stay?


  "How much do I owe you?"


  Ladden bit the inside of his cheek. He felt funny about charging her for a little whatnot, considering his heart was hers for the taking. "How about dinner?" he asked, as amazed at the words that came out of his mouth as Jasmine appeared to be.


  "Dinner?"


  "Sure." He leaned against the counter so he wouldn't fall down. "I know a great little place down the block with the best seafood in town."


  The corners of her mouth turned up even as her brow furrowed. "That sounds nice, Ladden, but I don't think—"


  Her response was cut short by the clanging bell on the door announcing another visitor. Ladden turned to see his Uncle Ernie lumbering inside, still dressed in his plumber's uniform of dark coveralls. "There you are, Lad. Your Aunt Silvie was getting worried about you, then I got a strange call from Saul a few minutes ago and thought I'd better see what's keeping you." The tall, burly man stopped and glanced at Jasmine with dancing eyes. "But I see what's keeping you."


  "Er, Uncle Ernie," Ladden said with rising embarrassment, "this is Jasmine Crowne. Jasmine, Ernie Sanderson."


  "Pleasure, little lady," Ernie said, offering her a big paw to shake.


  "Same here," Jasmine said with a small smile.


  "Well, come on," Ernie said, gesturing to Ladden. "Maddie is waiting to blow out the candles. Silvie will have one of her spells if that chocolate cake melts down."


  Ladden shifted uncomfortably and jerked his head toward the door meaningfully. "You go ahead, Ernie, and tell them not to wait. I'll be there as soon as I can."


  "That's all right," Jasmine interjected. "I need to be leaving, too."


  "You're coming with Lad, aren't you?" Ernie asked, his bushy brows high on his creased forehead. "We have a family tavern and hangout. Ladden's Aunt Silvie would love to meet the woman in his life."


  Ladden closed his eyes, tingling with humiliation. "Ernie, please go ahead."


  "I really do need to go," Jasmine said hurriedly, tearing out a check and signing it quickly. "Let me know if this isn't enough," she said, stuffing the paper into Ladden's hand. She practically ran to the door, holding the copper lamp against her chest. Ladden's heart fell as she scrambled out the door.


  "Thanks, Uncle Ernie," he said.


  "What did I say?" Ernie demanded, throwing up his hands. "Are you sleeping with her?"


  "No, I'm not sleeping with her! What's the matter with you?" Ladden bellowed.


  "Ah," his uncle said, nodding calmly. He put his arm around Ladden's shoulder and steered him toward the door. "Then that explains why you're so aggravated… and why you smell like a muskrat."


  


  * * *


  


  "I'm starving," Ladden announced as he held open the door of Tabby's, the family watering hole for the last two decades, for his Uncle Ernie. He kissed his Aunt Silvie and pulled his young Cousin Maddie's ear after she blew out twelve of the thirteen candles on her chocolate cake, joining them in a booming rendition of "Happy Birthday." When the song was done, he crossed the spacious restaurant to the bar and yelled a greeting to Malone, the bartender.


  "Here you go, Ladden," Malone said, sliding a mug of beer toward him.


  Ladden pulled out his wallet, but Malone waved it off. "Drink up tonight, buddy," he said. "Your friend covered your tab."


  Confused, Ladden asked, "What friend?"


  Malone shrugged. "Some old guy with a turban. He gave me a brand-new hundred dollar bill and asked me to give you this note."


  Frowning, Ladden took the small folded note and opened it. A wise first wish, Master.


  


  * * *


  


  Jasmine walked briskly toward her car, more rattled now than she had been this morning. No one had asked her out since she'd started seeing Trey McDonald, and she liked the idea that everyone seemed to think she was off-limits—spoken for by one of the most powerful men in the state. No one had presumed to compete with his charm, his looks, his influence, his money... except Ladden Sanderson, a quiet, rough-around-the-edges man who, for the most part, made his living with his big hands and strong back.


  What seemed even more incredible than his forwardness was her impulse to take him up on his offer. He had looked so appealing, standing there all scrubbed and brushed, his big body filling his clothes in the most sexy way. At the hopeful look in his dark eyes, she'd nearly buckled. The thrill she'd experienced at his invitation went beyond flattery. But she wasn't about to risk her current relationship over a strong physical attraction to a man who, although very nice, didn't share her lifelong goals, her circle of friends, or her ambition to rise as far as possible above the poverty she'd grown up in, in a shack on the outskirts of Glenhayden.


  Jasmine squashed the unpleasant memories, then halted abruptly and looked around. "My car," she muttered. "I know I parked it right here." She craned her neck, looking up and down the street, pacing back and forth in front of the empty spot where she was sure she had left it. Panic bloomed in her chest—could it have been stolen?


  "Are you looking for a white carriage?" a strange looking man wearing a turban yelled from across the street. He spoke with a rich accent and appeared to be selling watches from a card table.


  Jasmine nodded. "Did you see my car?"


  "A big machine with a hook on the back pulled it away," he said matter-of-factly.


  "Towed? Oh, no." Jasmine glanced at the expired parking meter—she was sure it had time on it when she’d parked. She reached into her purse for her cell phone, then bit back a moan when she saw the dark power light. It was six-thirty—most shops were already closed for the evening, but she should be able to find a phone in a bar or restaurant. Morosely, she realized the press would have a field day when they discovered the governor's girlfriend's car had been towed because she hadn't fed a fifty-cent parking meter.


  She shouted at the watch man, "Can you tell me where I can find the nearest phone?"


  The man screwed up his face in thought, then pointed in the direction she’d just come from. "That would be a place called Tabby's."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  JASMINE STEPPED GINGERLY into Tabby's, warming immediately to the cozy atmosphere. Buffed to a high sheen, the wood floor dipped and rolled from the passage of many feet over the years. An enormous pecan-colored bar lined the wall to her right, fronted by red upholstered stools. Aproned waitresses wound their way between tables surrounded by low, comfortable looking chairs, most of which were occupied in the height of the dinner hour. The din of conversation and laughter almost drowned out the background piano music. It was a nice, family place, Jasmine decided, seeing as many children as adults enjoying the spaghetti and meatloaf.


  The hostess greeted her just as she recognized Ladden standing at the bar, holding a beer in one hand and a piece of paper in the other. With a jolt, she realized this must be his family's restaurant. She acknowledged a small thrill at seeing him again, even though seeing him in such a casual setting was a bit of a shock. How odd that she'd never really thought about Ladden's life outside of his shop. He was studying the paper with a creased brow, but when he glanced up and saw her, his dark eyes widened.


  She raised her hand in a wave as he straightened and moved toward her. "Hi," she offered when he was within earshot.


  "Hi," he said, his face wreathed in smiles. "I'm glad you changed your mind."


  She twisted the bag that contained the copper lamp. Her palms felt suddenly damp. "Well, I didn't exactly. My car was towed and my cell is dead. Someone told me I could find a phone here."


  One by one, his smiles dissolved. "Oh."


  "This looks like a great place," she said hurriedly.


  He shifted from foot to foot, then inclined his head. "Thanks—I'll tell my cousins the governor's interior designer said so."


  She knew he meant to pay her a compliment, but it didn't quite feel like one. And she wasn't sure why.


  "Glad to see you changed your mind, little lady," boomed Ladden's Uncle Ernie as he stepped up to clap Ladden on the back.


  "Ernie—" Ladden began.


  "Be careful, though." Ernie held up a beefy finger. "Ladden here breaks hearts as often as I break wind."


  "Ernie! Do you mind?" Glaring at his uncle, Ladden jerked his head in a motion that said, "Scram," but the man was unfazed.


  "Actually, Mr. Sanderson," Jasmine said, holding back a smile, "I'm looking for a phone so I can locate my impounded car."


  "Give me your tag number and I'll make the call from the bar phone," Ladden offered.


  Jasmine smiled her thanks and rummaged in her purse for something to write on.


  "Here," Ladden said, extending the scrap of paper in his hand. "You can write on the back."


  "Another love note from one of the waitresses?" Ernie asked, peering over his shoulder.


  Ladden frowned. "Ernie, why don't you—"


  "Take Jasmine with me to watch Maddie open her presents?" Ernie cut in smoothly, then gently clasped her elbow and flashed a grin. "I'd love to. How about it, little lady?"


  Jasmine shrugged awkwardly. "Well—"


  "My Silvie makes the best punch you ever tasted," Ernie cajoled. "Her secret ingredient is cranberry ginger ale."


  Ladden exhaled noisily. His face grew redder by the second. She wanted to rescue him.


  "Ernie, I don't think Jasmine—"


  "It sounds fun," she said quickly. "I haven't had good punch in a long time."


  Ernie smiled smugly at his nephew. "We'll be in the back when you're finished."


  Jasmine allowed herself to be led away with a backward glance at an apologetic Ladden. She and Ernie threaded their way toward the far corner of the dining room where about twenty people were gathered around a beaming young girl with long, honey-colored hair. Ernie waved his hands and the group quieted, studying her with curious eyes.


  "Everyone," he said proudly, "this is Jasmine, Ladden's friend."


  The inflection in his voice, coupled with his wagging eyebrows garnered a collective, singsongy "Ah" from the group that brought warmth to her cheeks. A plump, middle-aged woman stepped forward and kissed Jasmine on both cheeks. "Welcome, my dear. I'm Silvie, Ladden's aunt. My daughter Maddie was just getting ready to open her birthday gifts."


  "I don't want to intrude," Jasmine said, feeling uncomfortable. They obviously thought she was Ladden's girlfriend.


  "Nonsense," Silvie said, leading her to a chair. "You look familiar to me—are you a model or something?"


  Jasmine laughed. "No, I'm an interior designer. I've been shopping at Ladden's Castle for years."


  Silvie squinted. "Maybe I've seen your picture somewhere."


  Her picture had appeared regularly in the lifestyle section of the newspaper since she had begun dating the governor, but she didn't want to bring it up. "I suppose I just have one of those faces."


  The woman dismissed the subject with a wave. "Let me get you a nice cup of punch."


  Jasmine settled between Ruby, Silvie's niece, and Joey, Ladden's cousin who, she discovered in a few minutes, owned a third of the tavern. Joey, a short, dark-haired fellow who looked to be a few years older than Ladden, seemed to be keenly interested in her legs. Ladden wasn't in her direct line of vision, and she resisted the urge to crane her neck lest she incite the group. She sipped her punch and watched in silence as Maddie opened a stack of presents, exclaiming with glee over in-line skates from her parents, a jewelry box from an aunt, and a charm bracelet from her Uncle Ladden.


  "Oh, it's beautiful," the little girl gasped, holding out the bracelet for everyone to see. She looked around the tavern. "Where is Uncle Ladden?"


  "He's making some phone calls for me," Jasmine said, touched that he'd bought such a lovely gift for his niece and feeling worse and worse for making him miss the festivities. She slipped an embellished sterling silver comb from her braided hair. "I didn't know to bring a gift, Maddie, but I'd like you to have this."


  "Wow," Maddie breathed, stroking the comb. "Will you show me how to fix my hair like yours sometime?"


  After a slight hesitation, she responded, "Of course—the next time I see you." She felt so out of place.


  "Are you going to marry Uncle Ladden?" the girl asked, eliciting laughter from the adults.


  Ladden approached the table, and from the look on his face Jasmine was sure he had heard his niece's question. "Jasmine and I are just friends, Maddie." He threw the adults a warning look.


  "Thanks for the bracelet, Uncle Ladden."


  "You're welcome." He walked around behind Maddie and dropped a kiss on the top of her head.


  "Look what Jasmine gave me," she said, lifting the comb for his inspection.


  "Very nice." He nodded appreciatively, swinging his gaze in her direction. Jasmine squirmed, torn by the urge to flee the intimacy of the atmosphere and the desire to observe a normal, all-American family—a phenomenon she had never experienced.


  As Maddie opened the last of her gifts, Ladden moved behind Jasmine's chair and whispered, "I found your car. It's in city lot D, but you can't claim it until morning."


  She had feared as much. Pushing back her chair, she said, "Thanks. I should be getting home." She answered the chorus of good-byes as she left the table, all too aware that Ladden was only a step behind her.


  "Er, Jasmine, I'm sorry you got dragged into all that." He gestured vaguely toward the party. "My family can be a little exuberant."


  "It's okay," she said, moving as quickly as possible toward the bar.


  "I'll take you home."


  She stopped and slowly turned back to see him rubbing his hands together in a nervous gesture. Her heart jumped erratically. "I don't think—"


  "I'll go back to the shop and get the truck—"


  "No!" Her tone was more sharp than she'd intended, triggered by alarm she felt at the attraction that had sprung up between them.


  Ladden wet his lips, then nodded and took a step back. His smile was apologetic. "That's okay—I didn't expect you to want to go rattling around in my big truck."


  Jasmine winced inwardly when she realized she'd hurt his feelings. The world could use more people like Ladden—he was a true gentleman. "I mean, no, don't do that because... because it's a nice night." She conjured up a smile. "I'll walk with you to your truck."


  "Yeah?" he said, the right side of his mouth climbing.


  "Yeah."


  He swept his arm toward the door.


  She stepped ahead, inhaling sharply when his hand brushed her waist. He waved goodbye to his uncle, then held open the door for her. Jasmine gripped the oil lamp tightly to calm her pounding heart as she stepped down onto the sidewalk.


  The night was lovely, she acknowledged as he fell into step beside her. The late October air was bracingly cool but fresh and head-clearing. Goose bumps skittered across her arms and shoulders beneath the thin silk of her tunic. The streetlights flickered on, activated by the falling dusk, and a few pedestrians dotted the sidewalks in small knots, on their way to the movies or to dinner. Traffic had slowed, almost as if it were lulled by the haunting sounds of a saxophonist on the corner. They stopped to listen for a few seconds, and Ladden tossed a bill into his upturned hat.


  "You have a nice family," Jasmine ventured into the silence between them.


  He chuckled, shaking his head. "Thanks—they can be a bit overwhelming, but they're great. Silvie and Ernie practically raised me. Maddie is more like my little sister than my niece." His voice held true warmth, and she felt a stab of envy. "It was nice of you to give her the comb."


  "She seems like a sweet kid."


  "The best. And she really liked you—they all did."


  She smiled. "That's because they thought I was your girlfriend."


  His laughter was short and rueful. "Sorry about that. My aunt and uncle are eager for me to settle down."


  Jasmine grinned. "Well, according to your uncle, you have your pick of women."


  "My uncle is delusional."


  They walked a little farther before she asked, "So why haven't you married, Ladden?"


  He pursed his lips. "I guess you could say I'm married to my job. I work long hours, and I spend most of my time away from the business scavenging for more antiques."


  "But I'd think having... someone... around to help you would make things easier."


  His smile was easy, displaying white, even teeth. "If by someone you mean a wife, well, I simply haven't met a woman who shares my love for old things."


  She scoffed. "But what about the shop? Everyone who comes in loves old things."


  Ladden shook his head. "Most of my clients are gay men"—he sighed dramatically and pinned her down with his gaze—"or unavailable women."


  Her stomach was doing funny things. "Th-there are lots of single women in Sacramento," she stammered as he led her down the dimly lit alley beside his store. Their footsteps echoed off the brick pavement, and she heard scurrying noises near the Dumpster, driving her closer to his side.


  "Except I'm not interested in lots of single women," he said, putting his hand on her waist. He swung open the door of his big delivery truck. "I'm interested in a particular single woman."


  Jasmine's breath left her as she read the seriousness in Ladden's gaze. He towered over her by a good eight inches, and she had never considered herself a small woman. She dropped her gaze to his chest, which turned out to be a mistake, because the sight of his red shirt expanding with each breath sent her imagination running wild.


  Her mind constructed words to explain that what he implied was impossible, to let him down gently—but the phrases were scrambled somewhere between her brain cells and her tongue. Instead, she allowed him to curl his hands around her waist and lift her—as easily as if she were one of those strange butterflies—into the seat of the roomy cab.


  After he closed the door, Jasmine bit her tongue and counted to ten in the darkness. She'd call Trey the minute she arrived home and see if they could meet for dinner tomorrow, or maybe lunch—or even a snack. The driver-side door squeaked open, triggering the overhead light, and Ladden swung up into the seat. He banged the door shut three times before it stuck, then said, "I might ask you the same question." He pumped the gas pedal, then turned over the engine.


  Intent on the calming effect of her counting, Jasmine asked, "What question?"


  "Why haven't you married?"


  She waited until he'd put the truck into gear and they'd lurched forward before she answered. "I've been waiting for the right man, I guess."


  Ladden reached forward to turn on the radio. "And have you found the right man in Governor McDonald?"


  Jasmine listened to the strains of a jazz guitar for several seconds, then said, "He's the most eligible bachelor in the state."


  "So they say. Better buckle up."


  "Are you a bad driver?" she teased, glad to change the topic.


  "The shocks on this old truck have just about had it," he said with a grimace. "The seat belt will keep you from bouncing against the ceiling if we hit a pothole."


  She laughed, relaxing into the soft, upholstered bench seat. The cavernous cab smelled like the lemon air freshener that dangled from one of the knobs on the imposing dashboard. Despite the seemingly endless space between her and Ladden, Jasmine felt the intimacy in sharing a confined space with a man who had so recently made her aware of his interest.


  "I listened to the news for a report about the earthquake today," she said, trying to find safe conversational ground, "but I didn't hear a thing."


  Even in the semidarkness, she sensed his unease. "I guess the damage was confined to a small area," he offered.


  "Were your losses substantial?"


  "Quite a bit of glassware and a few clocks, but I'll survive."


  "Good." She chanced a glance at his dark profile. "I'd hate to lose one of my most reliable resources."


  He swung his gaze toward her. "If 'reliable' is all I can get, I guess I'll take it."


  She laughed lightly, then realized they had come to a complete stop at an intersection and the light glowed green.


  "Where do you live?" he asked, his tone sheepish.


  Jasmine laughed harder. "Near the expressway, on Candlelight Court."


  He whistled. "Nice area."


  "I like it," she said, making a split-second comparison between her upscale condo and the hovel she'd lived in as a child.


  "Do you have nice neighbors?"


  Jasmine frowned into the darkness. Actually, she had no idea. "It's not a very social community—everyone's so busy, I suppose."


  "I've been tempted to move a few times," Ladden said, "but every time I think of the possibility of getting stuck with bad neighbors, I stay put and count my blessings." He smiled at her across the seat. "Mr. and Mrs. Matthews keep their yard looking nice, and the Hanovers are always inviting me over to cook out with them."


  "Sounds homey," she agreed, thinking a murder could be committed in the unit next to hers and she'd never know it. "So, have you decided on a price for the rug?"


  He probed his cheek with his tongue. "I still haven't decided whether to sell it."


  "Just promise me I'll get first crack at it."


  "If I decide to sell the rug, you'll get first crack at it."


  "I'm making headway," she said triumphantly.


  Inclining his head toward the bag she clung to, he said, "By the way, the check you gave me for that copper lamp was way too much. I can't accept it."


  "Just put it on my account," she said quickly, thinking that, after the quake, he could probably use a little cash flow. "Will you be open for business tomorrow?"


  "Only for you." He smiled, sending little tremors to her midsection. "Otherwise, I'll be closed to finish the cleanup and complete my inventory."


  She suddenly wished she hadn't accepted his generosity. What would Trey say if he knew she accepted a ride home from another man? Her heart tripped double time, and she glanced into the side mirror. What if a photographer were following them at this very minute? She could just imagine the scandal in the papers.


  "I'll be needing that table in a few days," she said in a shaky voice. "Pencil in the delivery to the governor's mansion whenever it's convenient."


  "You've been working on the governor's place for a long time—what, eight months now?"


  "Seven," she corrected. "I hadn't planned on being asked to overhaul the private quarters once I finished the public touring areas."


  "What a lucky break," he said lightly.


  She glanced at him sideways. "Yes."


  "I saw you on the news the other night at a fundraiser. You looked nice."


  Jasmine shifted restlessly, wondering why she felt compelled to defend herself. "I do what I can to help Trey's reelection campaign."


  "Do you think he'll win?"


  "I certainly hope so. And not just for his sake. I truly believe he's the best man for the job."


  "He made a lot of enemies when he went head-to-head with the logging industry."


  "That took a lot of guts."


  Ladden made a thoughtful noise. "And his campaign costs are mounting—I read close to three million?"


  "Trey thinks it's worth it," she murmured. She herself found it difficult to imagine the dollars people at Trey's level bandied about as if it were milk money.


  They hit a pothole, bounced up, and landed with enough force to jar her teeth. She laughed and he apologized.


  "You might want to mention that little bump in the road the next time you see the governor," he teased. "I've called my councilman twice and got nowhere."


  "Take a right at the next light," she said. "Then turn into the gate."


  He slowed the truck at the gated entrance and rolled down the window. Jasmine leaned forward and waved to the guard. The man glanced at the truck with a puzzled look but waved them on through.


  "Seems like a safe place," Ladden remarked.


  "Mine is the third unit on the left," she said, then unbuckled her belt, poised to make her getaway.


  He pointed to her condo for clarification, and she nodded.


  "Thanks for the ride," she said cheerfully. She lifted the door handle, but it refused to budge.


  "The handle sticks," Ladden said with a little smile. "I'll have to get it from the outside."


  He opened the door and jumped down. Jasmine sat in the dark and tried to squash the absurd feelings echoing in her chest. She had to distance herself from this man who, by some collision of hormones and timing, had caught her completely off guard.


  He opened the complaining passenger door and raised his arms to help her down. Jasmine opened her mouth to decline, but with one look at his sincere, gentle smile, her will dissolved. She settled one hand on his shoulder. His big hands practically spanned her waist, his thumbs pressing on either side of her navel as he swung her to the ground.


  For a few seconds, her hand seemed glued to his shoulder, his hands bound to her waist. Thankfully, he moved first, clearing his throat. "I'll walk you to your door."


  "There's no need," she said quickly.


  His mouth curved into an innocent smile. "My aunt would never forgive me if I displayed such a lapse in manners."


  She relented and walked toward the well-lit entrance of her townhouse. As she dug for her keys, Jasmine decided she couldn't blame her knocking knees on Ladden—she was more afraid of herself. What if he tried to kiss her good night? Would she let him? Would she like it?


  He walked a half-step behind her, his boots scraping against the sidewalk. At her door she turned around and offered him a broad smile. "Thanks for seeing me home," she said, a bit too loudly.


  "No problem," he said, then leaned forward and, before she had time to react, grazed his warm cheek against hers—just his cheek. "Good night," he murmured.


  Jasmine had the feeling that if he'd been wearing a hat, he would have doffed it to her, but instead he simply nodded, turned on his heel, and strode back to his big, ugly truck, whistling.


  After fumbling with her keys, she unlocked the door and disabled the security alarm. But she couldn't do anything to silence the warning alarms going off in her head. She leaned against the door, willing herself not to watch him pull away from the curb, but she couldn't resist. Jasmine tiptoed into the dark living room and fingered aside the curtain, smiling as he backed up the truck, its bulky shape nearly outlined with tiny safety lights. After some tight maneuvering, he managed to turn the truck around on the narrow street and pull away, the aged vehicle coughing and sputtering.


  She bit her lower lip and told herself the events of the last few hours meant nothing. When she realized she was holding the copper lamp with a white-knuckled grip, she scoffed at herself and unwrapped her new treasure. She set the lamp beneath a spotlight on the mantel, admiring its lustrous finish. On impulse, she lifted the tiny lid, then stepped back in amazement as butterflies burst through the opening and fluttered toward the ceiling. Somehow, the insects from Ladden's store must have been trapped inside.


  Incredulous, Jasmine gaped as they spread throughout her living room, then she laughed through her fingers. When Ladden's easy smile appeared in her mind, confusion, excitement, and wonder crowded her chest. She dropped onto her leather couch in the dark and hugged a cushion under her chin as she watched the butterflies gravitate to the spotlight over the mantel.


  


  * * *


  


  Ladden waited until he guided his big, rickety truck through the gates of the posh community before he allowed himself an ear-to-ear grin. He pounded the steering wheel and whooped as he pulled onto the expressway. But after a few minutes of driving, he pictured the groomed landscaping in front of Jasmine's expensive townhouse, looked around the smelly cab of his old truck, and plummeted back to earth.


  Jasmine dated the governor, and even if McDonald didn't win reelection, he would still be a powerful man. And she was a successful woman in her own right, with a thriving business and a nice home in the most plush area of town. She'd have no use for a man whose social circle rarely extended past family and neighbors. In a word, she was... untouchable—to him, at least.


  A radio ad to vote for Trey McDonald sounded over the aged dashboard speakers. Ladden switched the station and sighed. "I wish Jasmine could see how crazy I am about her," he muttered. "Before it's too late."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  DESPITE THE MIXED FEELINGS raging through his head and heart the night before, Ladden woke with a smile on his face. A full-body stretch still left room to spare in his knotty pine sleigh bed. He grabbed a pillow and rolled to his side, imagining Jasmine lying next to him, her dark hair splayed over the white pillowcase. Then he forced himself to forget his musings. A casual ride home did not a relationship make.


  He swung his feet to the pale wood floor and scrubbed his hands over his face. Wriggling his toes against the smooth, cool planks, he pondered the addition of the antique rug to his bedroom. He glanced around the comfortably cluttered room, thinking the carpet might actually lend some sense of order to his eclectic collection of furnishings. And it might give him some incentive to put up a curtain or two, he thought, frowning at the bare windows. On an inspired Sunday afternoon several months ago, he had hung the old metal rods he'd bought because he liked the primitive fish finials, but he'd never gotten around to hanging curtains. The view into his backyard was too nice to cover up, anyway, he thought as he pulled himself to his feet and walked over to the window in his boxers.


  Okay, so maybe the daffodils needed to be thinned—they were looking a bit wild—and maybe the roses could use a trim—they were buckling the wall trellises—but it made for a private little paradise he'd enjoyed creating over the past seven years he'd lived in the Glenhayden house. He saluted his lonely looking hammock and made a silent promise to relax this weekend, once the store was back in order.


  The thought of the mysterious earthquake and the damage it had wrought dampened his spirits somewhat. If he hadn't experienced other tremors growing up in Sacramento, he might give credence to other explanations... but he knew an earthquake when he felt one, and he was going to stick by his story, no matter how unbelievable it seemed.


  He showered and shaved with less speed than usual, picturing Jasmine's golden skin and black braid vividly enough to cause his body to harden. After some teeth-grinding and cold water, he left the bathroom, pulled on a pair of worn jeans and a T-shirt, then padded into the kitchen to turn on the coffeemaker. While the dark liquid brewed, he toasted a couple of slices of hearty bread and straightened his small kitchen. Betsy would be over during the day to clean for the week, but he hated to leave too much of a mess.


  Betsy, his curvy, red-haired housecleaner, had made it clear she wouldn't mind going to dinner with him sometime, but he needed a reliable housecleaner more than he needed a date. He frowned as he carried a small breakfast tray outside to his customary spot on the front porch. Maybe he should give up this ridiculous fantasy about Jasmine Crowne and get serious about finding a woman who wanted to share his life.


  He set the tray on a glass-topped, wrought-iron table, then wiped the dew from one of the matching chairs. Barefoot, he loped off the porch and down the short flight of stone steps to the end of the cobblestone sidewalk where the practiced paperboy typically left the Daily News.


  "Hello, Ladden," Mrs. Matthews called from next door.


  He lifted his hand in a friendly wave, smiling at her brightly colored robe. She scooped up her paper and disappeared inside the house where she and her husband had lived for more than twenty years. Ladden turned and scrutinized the front of his home, critically comparing the worn red brick, jutting dormers, and wide, inviting porch to the sleek lines of Jasmine's pale-colored townhouse. Her tiny yard was professionally landscaped. And although his sprawling lawn was neatly clipped, his homey vegetation was out of control. English ivy practically obscured the white block foundation under the porch and boldly encroached on the wood railing.


  A house, he'd always thought, told a lot about the person who lived there. Which only reinforced his observation that he and Jasmine were polar opposites. He was a shabby brick home, full of thoughts as old-fashioned as his furniture, and she was an upscale condominium, safely gated against the likes of him.


  He slowly unfolded the newspaper to scan the headlines, then stumbled and stubbed his toe on an uneven stone in the sidewalk. Cursing and hopping, he stared at the headline that covered the entire first page: A wise second wish, Master.


  The note the bartender handed him last night at Tabby's flashed before his eyes. Some guy with a turban, Malone had said.


  With shaking hands, Ladden climbed the steps and fell into his chair, unable to look at the newspaper. He downed the cup of coffee before he took a deep breath and smoothed open the front page. To his dismay, the headline had not changed. His fingers tingled and he felt light-headed. The rest of the paper looked normal—weather, movie reviews, obituaries, but the front page...


  "What the heck is going on?" he mumbled. Ladden lunged off the porch and marched through the grass to the Matthewses' front door.


  Mrs. Matthews answered his slightly frantic knock. "Ladden, how good to see you. Won't you come in and join me for oatmeal?"


  "Thanks, Mrs. Matthews," he said, feeling foolish. "But I was wondering if I could see your paper. M-mine was missing the front page."


  She disappeared, then came back and extended the paper with a smile. "Harmon isn't up yet, so just drop it off before you leave for work."


  With his heart thudding, he opened the paper and glanced over the headline that announced Governor McDonald trailed his opponent in the polls by a growing margin. Ladden inhaled and exhaled slowly, then folded the paper and handed it back to his neighbor. "Th-thanks anyway, Mrs. Matthews. It looks like more of the same old stuff."


  "You're right." She sighed and wagged her graying head. "It appears the governor is going to lose the race for sure. Too bad, I think he's a nice young man, don't you?"


  Ladden swallowed hard and nodded, offering what he hoped was a convincing smile. "Yeah." He backed away slowly, barely restraining the urge to bolt. "Tell Harmon hello for me, Mrs. Matthews."


  He waded through the damp grass, ignoring the wetness oozing between his toes and climbing the legs of his jeans. "There's something weird going on here," he muttered, squashing the panic that ballooned in his chest. His newspaper lay scattered on his porch, strewn by the wind. He gathered up the flimsy, damp sheets, but now the front page really was missing. Ladden scoured the yard, searched the neighbors' bushes, and looked up into trees, to no avail.


  He strode inside to his bedroom, yanked the shirt he'd worn last night off the floor and rifled his pockets until he found the note the bartender had given him. He exhaled in relief when he recognized Jasmine's handwriting where she'd written her car tag number. But when he turned over the crumpled note, the other side was blank... completely, absolutely, irrefutably blank.


  


  * * *


  


  By the time he locked up the house and climbed into his delivery truck, Ladden had convinced himself he'd close the store for a few days once he filed the insurance claim and drive down the coast for a short vacation. He'd been working too hard, and he was becoming consumed by a woman he couldn't have. Hell, he might even see if Betsy wanted to tag along—she was a cute girl with a sweet disposition. And she came from a nice family on the outskirts of Glenhayden—hardworking people who wouldn't mind that he wasn't rich or influential.


  In the daylight, his truck looked even worse than he remembered, and he tingled with embarrassment when he realized that Jasmine was probably laughing at his clumsy efforts to be near her. By the time he pulled into the alley behind the store, he was determined to get out of Sacramento as soon as possible.


  He opened the rear door to his storeroom and switched on the light, his gaze immediately drawn to the antique rug. Except it wasn't lying on the table where it had been last night when he'd locked up.


  He was standing on it.


  The tiny hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He inhaled sharply when a handful of remaining butterflies, disturbed by his entry, took wing and fluttered around his head.


  Pressing his lips together, Ladden took several calming breaths. There had to be a reasonable explanation. Perhaps another tremor had occurred during the night, flinging the rug across the room?


  "Yeah," he muttered, nodding. "That's probably what happened." He stepped to the side on shaky knees, then bent and rolled up the carpet, his fingers stinging from the static electricity crackling across the wool surface. Lifting the tall bundle carefully, he carried it to a corner and stood it next to an armoire.


  He backed away, eyeing the carpet warily. Then he opened the door to his showroom and flooded the area with light, expecting to see evidence of another tremor to support his theory. But things were exactly as he'd left them—not tidy, but unchanged.


  His mind racing, Ladden walked through the shop slowly, stopping to lean on both hands against the long mahogany counter. He was imagining things: the note, the newspaper, the moving rug. Maybe the tremor had been an explosion of some kind, an explosion that had released fumes and claimed a few brain cells.


  A knock on his door brought his head up. Mrs. Pickney stood on the other side of the glass door. He smiled in relief—he needed to have a sane conversation with a sane person. Ladden unlocked the door. "You're here early."


  "I wanted to talk to you before I opened, dear," Mrs. Pickney said, squeezing his hand.


  "Is something wrong?"


  She laughed. "Not at all. This won't take long—I'm retiring."


  He blinked. "Retiring?"


  "Yes. It occurred to me yesterday that you need the space, and I need to move on."


  The business possibilities occurred to him instantly, but he spread his hands and slowly shook his head. "Mrs. Pickney, as much as I'd like to have your frontage, I'm afraid I'm not in a financial position to—"


  "Ladden," she cut in, patting his hand. "I'm giving it to you."


  He reached backward to steady himself on the counter. "You're what?"


  "I'm giving it to you. I have no heirs. My sister and I have all the investments we'll ever need. Besides, you've kept up all the repairs for the last fifteen years—you've earned it."


  He wondered briefly if she had lost her mind. Then he almost laughed aloud—if that wasn't the pot calling the kettle black. "Mrs. Pickney, I can't accept—"


  "Ladden, this is my gift to you, my way of saying thanks for the friendship and support over the years." Her eyes shone. "You're like the son I never had. Nothing would make me happier than knowing I had helped you build your business."


  Flabbergasted, he lifted his arms in the air. "I don't know what to say."


  Her face creased in a wide smile. "Say you'll make Ladden's Castle a huge success."


  He whooped and enfolded her in a bear hug, lifting her off the ground. "I will—I'll make it a huge success. Thank you!"


  She laughed and kissed him on both cheeks. "I'll have my lawyer call you this afternoon to set up a time when we can transfer the deed." She waved as she headed for the door. "I need to call for a going-out-of-business permit."


  Ladden watched her leave, then sheer joy moved him to jump straight up in the air. As he landed, his words from the previous day floated back to him. I wish Mrs. Pickney would simply retire and give me her space.


  He dropped heavily into the leather chair behind his counter, laid his head back, and reflected on the strange events of the last twenty-four hours. The craziness had all started when he'd carried in that mysterious rug.


  Ladden squinted. What was it the homeless guy had said to him?


  The spell has been broken... You have given me my life... Anything you want, simply wish for it, and I shall grant you three of your heart's desires...


  He stared at the ceiling and shook his head. "That's too bizarre to even consider," he said. Yet he had wished for the fantastic, incredible thing that had just occurred.


  "Coincidence," he murmured. Mrs. Pickney was giving him her building because she had no family and because he had helped her over the years. Not because he had wished for it.


  But the note from the bar… A wise first, wish, Master. And his newspaper's strange headline: A wise second wish, Master.


  But even if he were to give an ounce of credence to the wild ravings of a homeless man, he couldn't for the life of him recall wishing for anything besides Mrs. Pickney's store space.


  The peal of the telephone broke his train of thought. Grateful for the diversion, Ladden jammed his fingers through his hair, then picked up the handset.


  "Ladden's Castle."


  "Is this Ladden Sanderson?" a man asked.


  "Yes, may I help you?"


  "Is this the same Ladden Sanderson who rented all the billboards on the bypass?"


  Ladden frowned. "Billboards?"


  "Yeah—the ones that say, 'Ladden Sanderson is crazy about Jasmine Crowne.'"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  JASMINE ANGLED HER HEAD at the TV, watching one of Trey's political commercials. Tall, slim, and handsome, he was a commanding yet comforting figure, with serious eyes and a strong jaw. During the time they'd spent together, she had been pleasantly surprised by Trey McDonald's sincere regard for his duty as an elected figure.


  "How lucky I am," she murmured, plaiting her hair into a long, loose braid. The frustration she had harbored last night when he hadn't returned her call dissolved as the camera zeroed in for a close-up.


  "Vote for me," he said with a nod and a smile, "and I'll make sure your voice is louder than the lobbyists who are trying to take over state government."


  She sighed. Trey was a very busy man, with an agenda far more important than keeping his girlfriend entertained. He was trying to change the world, and she was pouting because he didn't have time to take her to the movies. Shame on me.


  Her phone rang and Trey’s name came on the screen. She smiled and connected the call. "Hello."


  "Good morning, beautiful. Sorry I didn't get back to you last night. I simply couldn't get away from Senator Dodge until after midnight, and I didn't want to disturb your sleep."


  "Are you insinuating I need my beauty sleep?" she teased.


  "Never. Could I persuade you to attend a dinner and rally with me this evening?"


  "Possibly," she said, her voice light.


  His chuckle rumbled over the line. "I'd consider it a huge favor. It's a big media event, and maybe the press will be more kind if I have you by my side—you're so good at working those vultures. And you're so damned photogenic."


  "Hmm. Sounds as if you need a prop."


  "I miss you," he said, his voice deepening. "Once this campaign is over, I promise I'll make it up to you. We'll go away for the weekend."


  She immediately felt contrite. "Trey, you don't have to make it up to me. I know the election means everything to you." She smiled into the receiver. "And it means everything to me, too."


  "You're a gem. Then I'll see you tonight?"


  "Absolutely. Where?"


  "The Shoalt Hotel, seven-thirty. I won't be able to pick you up, but I'll send over a car."


  Remembering her transportation predicament, she cleared her throat. "That's not necessary, but speaking of cars, I have a confession to make. Mine was towed last night."


  He laughed. "You're kidding."


  "I could have sworn the parking meter still had time left on it—"


  "Don't worry about it. Do you know where it is?"


  "City lot D," she said morosely.


  "No problem. I'll make a few phone calls—"


  "Trey," she cut in, "I just want you to be aware of the situation. If you took care of this, and someone found out, the media would blow it way out of proportion."


  He sighed. "As petty as it sounds, you're probably right."


  "I already called a taxi, so I'll pick up my car in an hour or so. I hope this doesn't embarrass you."


  "I'm sure the incident will go unnoticed, but thanks for being so concerned about how it might look. These days, it only takes a whiff of gossip to get a scandal started." He laughed dryly. "And right now I can't afford to lose a single vote."


  "Things will turn around," she offered, a finger of guilt nudging her.


  "I hope you're right. Will you still go out with me if I'm only an ex-governor?"


  Jasmine laughed. "You don't sound very optimistic this morning."


  "Have you seen this morning's headline? The numbers are pretty grim—oh, there's my other line. Are you sure I can't send over a car this evening?"


  "No, I'll drive," she assured him. "See you tonight."


  She disconnected the call. Trey's words about scandal echoed in her head. How foolish she had been last night. Even though nothing had happened, if a photographer had been inclined to mischief, a photo of Ladden Sanderson dropping her off at her townhome would be easy to exaggerate. She glanced over at the unfolded newspaper and swallowed hard. Such a photo would have sold more papers than the news that the incumbent governor was falling behind in the polls.


  Jasmine fastened the end of her braid with a silver clasp, then stepped into pumps and walked to the tiny kitchen. Of the sparse contents of her refrigerator, orange juice looked like the safest choice. Her stomach still churned over her physical and emotional brush with Ladden, and she decided the best course of action would be to avoid contact with him until she got her head back on straight. An evening with Trey would do wonders. But when she wandered back into the living room, the copper lamp drew her to the mantel, and she felt an uncomfortable twinge of longing for Ladden's easy smile. A single black-and-orange butterfly sat perched on the blade of the silent ceiling fan.


  "I'm bringing a net home with me," she said, shaking a warning finger at the insect.


  Unable to resist, she lifted the lamp and ran her hands over the smooth, shiny copper. When she felt raised etchings, she moved to the window and squinted at the symbols near the bottom. "Arabic," she murmured, amazed that she could even recognize a letter or two because she hadn't studied the alphabet of her mother's lineage since she was very young. The full words escaped her, however, and she resolved to unearth the old textbooks buried somewhere in her attic.


  Frowning, she fought the sadness that filled her chest when she thought about her childhood. Her mother, gone now for over twenty years, would be happy to know she was thinking about the old language, no matter how flimsy the excuse. Running her fingers over the cool metal surface, she smiled at the source of the unlikely link to her heritage.


  A car horn interrupted her reverie. Jasmine ran out the front door and hopped into the backseat of the cab. She leaned forward to give the driver directions, then stopped at the sight of his black turban. He looked strangely familiar. "Do I know you from somewhere?"


  The skinny man shook his head. "No. Just arrived in city."


  She nodded, wondering how on earth the man could drive with all that fabric draped around his body. But he seemed to understand where she told him to go, so she sat back and flipped through her calendar, planning her day. She had written herself a note to schedule delivery of the table Ladden had refinished for her. Always conscientious, Ladden would remember.


  Jasmine still wished she could talk him into selling her that carpet—it would be the perfect congratulatory gift for Trey. With a sigh, she decided that despite the awkwardness that had sprung up between her and Ladden, she needed to stay in touch if she was going to get her hands on that rug. When guilt pricked her conscience, she squashed it. After all, she was willing to pay him a goodly sum.


  She planned to spend most of the day at the office building of a wireless communications company she had acquired as a customer only last week. The company president, a young, aggressive woman, had challenged her to give the offices a cutting edge decor, an atmosphere to match their progressive philosophy. Jasmine's mouth twisted into a wry smile. Lots of metal and glass—at least she wouldn't need to shop at Ladden's Castle for this job.


  "A wonderful day," the cabdriver said, glancing at her in the rearview mirror.


  Jasmine nodded and looked out the window, realizing for the first time that it was the beginning of another gorgeous day in Sacramento. How she loved it here where winter was comically short and spring practically unending. And the city's landscape was evolving beautifully. The recent retail development on the bypass was being carefully tended with lots of green space retained, restrictions on high-rises, limited billboards—


  She jerked forward and pressed her nose against the window, unable to believe her eyes. All moisture left her mouth, and her lips parted to drag in more oxygen.


  "Slow down!" she cried, holding a hand over her heart. This wasn't happening. She wasn't staring out the window at more than a dozen billboards fading over the horizon that proclaimed in yellow letters on a black background "Ladden Sanderson is crazy about Jasmine Crowne."


  The cabdriver leaned forward, grinning at the signs. "Is lucky woman, no?"


  She sank back into the seat, her hand on her forehead. Colored lights flashed behind her eyelids. "No," she whispered.


  What was Ladden thinking? What was she going to tell Trey? She gulped for air as perspiration gathered around her hairline. Would this affect his campaign? Her stomach lurched sickeningly. Of course it would affect his campaign.


  Clawing for her phone, Jasmine stopped. Who should she call first? Ladden? Trey?


  Her heart hammered against her breastbone, and she laid her head back. Maybe she should tell the driver to just keep going until they reached Ohio—somewhere she could disappear without a trace. Before she had time to decide, her phone rang. Her pulse vaulted, and she relaxed only a bit when she saw it was her assistant.


  “Hi, April."


  "I hate to disturb you, Ms. Crowne, but the phones are going crazy—newspapers, TV reporters." She lowered her voice. "Even the governor's office. Something about billboards?"


  Her mind spun. What could she say? "Oh, my God."


  "And that nice Mr. Sanderson called, but he sounded frantic—he said he needed to speak to you immediately."


  "April," she said evenly, taking deep breaths. "Whatever you do, don't give this number to anyone."


  "I won't."


  "If anyone else calls, tell them the billboards are a simple misunderstanding and take down their name."


  "Yes, ma'am, but what should I do about the crowd that's gathering outside?"


  Jasmine closed her eyes. "C-crowd?"


  "I locked the door, but they're banging on it nonstop. You can probably hear it in the background."


  "Oh, my God."


  "You already said that, Ms. Crowne."


  "April, I won't be coming in today," Jasmine managed to croak. "I'll call you later." Weakly, she punched a button to disconnect the call, then stabbed in the number to Ladden's Castle. After five rings, his recorder clicked on. "Ladden," she said, as lightly as she dared, "this is Jasmine. There seems to be some misunderstanding about our, uh, relationship, and I really need to talk to you. I'll call you later." A shiver tickled her spine when she thought about how much she had trusted him last night... and she felt absurdly saddened by the realization that Ladden Sanderson might be a little off his antique rocker.


  That said, she conceded she was just a tiny bit flattered that he would make his crush so public.


  Before she had time to consider that revelation, her phone rang again… and it was Trey.


  She took a couple of deep breaths, then connected the call. "Hello?" she ventured.


  "Hello again, my dear," Trey said smoothly. His voice sounded cheerful—a bit too cheerful. "I'm sitting in a traffic jam on the bypass. It seems everyone is stopping to gawk at some very interesting billboards. Maybe I'm mistaken, but I thought we had an understanding. Is there something you'd like to tell me?"


  Her stomach pitched. "I... I..." She manufactured a laugh that came out sounding high-pitched. "Oh, that Ladden. What a kidder he is."


  "So this kidder—he's an acquaintance of yours?"


  "A business acquaintance," she supplied quickly. "He owns an antiques store on Pacific and often finds me special pieces." She laughed again, sounding slightly less squeaky. "He's holding a table now that I'd like to put in the small conference room in the Winchester wing." Jasmine knew she was rambling, but she couldn't stop. "In fact, he has a rug I think would look great in your bedroom."


  "Oh, really?" he asked, his voice teasing. "Why do I get the feeling this Sanderson guy is trying to pull the rug out from under me?"


  "We're strictly friends," she assured him, rolling her shoulders as her underarms grew moist. "I'm sure the billboards are some kind of joke."


  "Well, he has a lousy sense of timing." Trey's voice grew softer. "Jasmine, are you sure there isn't something going on between the two of you? I can't deny that I'd be very hurt, but I'd rather know now than be embroiled in some kind of love triangle scandal."


  The warm, fuzzy feeling Ladden had evoked in her last night barbed through her chest. "Trey, there is absolutely nothing going on between me and Ladden Sanderson."


  "Good," he said, his good mood seemingly restored. "But the reporters will probably shadow us tonight. Do you think you can force yourself to occasionally throw adoring glances my way?"


  She smiled into the phone. "I think I can manage that."


  "Wear something red."


  Jasmine said good-bye, then pushed a button with a shaky finger to disconnect the call. She longed for a few quiet hours to sort through the emotions ricocheting through her, but she realized nothing would be resolved until she spoke with Ladden.


  "This is it, no?" the driver asked.


  With a jolt, Jasmine looked up and saw they had indeed arrived at the city impound lot. She paid the little man, took a deep breath, and entered the government office. To her amazement, the clerk accepted her payment and released her car without comment or raised eyebrows. Feeling marginally better, she handed a copy of the release to the attendant, then walked stiffly to her car. But just as she inserted her key, a voice split the air.


  "Ms. Crowne, over here!"


  She jerked her head toward the sound, then froze when she saw a lone camera with a large lens pointed in her direction.


  "Say cheese."


  She could hear the whirring succession of photos being taken as the man twisted his shoulders for different angles. Her tongue would not move.


  At last he paused. "Care to make a statement, Ms. Crowne?"


  "About what?" she sputtered, putting on as brave a face as she could muster.


  "About how the governor's neglect has driven you into the arms of a blue-collar lover?"


  "That's ridiculous," she stammered.


  The man smirked. "Not according to the guard at the complex where you live. You really should be more discreet, Ms. Crowne."


  


  * * *


  


  Ladden gripped the steering wheel of Mrs. Pickney's car and eased it onto the shoulder of the bypass.


  "Holy Mary, Mother of God," he breathed. "I'm in the Twilight Zone."


  But the line of billboards that stretched before him were all too real. Yesterday most of them had encouraged citizens to vote for Governor Trey McDonald. Today they all announced that the governor's girlfriend was being pursued by an idiot.


  He climbed out of the car on shaky legs, still unable to believe his eyes. How had this happened?


  Ladden raked his hand through his hair. A shudder of fear traveled his spine as the words he'd muttered last night on the way home finally came back to him. I wish Jasmine could see how crazy I am about her.


  He swallowed hard, shaking his head. No way.


  There were no such things as magic lamps and mobile carpets and genies and wishes. Yet his paper's headline taunted him. A wise second wish, Master. He leaned heavily against the car. He was absolutely, positively losing his mind.


  "Greetings, Master."


  Ladden jerked his head around, straightening when he saw the skinny homeless man from his store, swathed in yards of pale fabric and still sporting his black turban. The man looked completely at ease, as if he often passed time at the base of a billboard. Ladden's mouth twisted—the oddball probably did.


  "You," he said, striding toward the man, "have some explaining to do."


  The man grinned, revealing white, gapped teeth. "Your lady saw the signs this morning. She was quite surprised."


  Ladden's stomach lurched. "No more surprised than I was." He tried to keep his voice calm. He was, after all, dealing with a maniac. "Or, I wager, her boyfriend," he added dryly. Then he frowned. "How do you know she saw them?"


  Another grin. "I was with her, of course."


  "Of course," Ladden said.


  "My last master wasted his wishes foolishly," the man said with a sad face. Then he brightened. "But you... you are a good man with a big heart and—how you say—a big head?" He tapped his finger to his temple.


  Ladden pursed his lips. "I hope you mean smart."


  "Ah, yes—smart," the man affirmed. "A wise master. Have you thought about your final wish?"


  "Wait a minute." Ladden threw up his hands, shaking his head. "I am standing beside a busy highway talking to some kook in a turban who is trying to convince me he has the power to grant me anything I want."


  The man frowned. "I cannot grant any wish. I am unable to take a life, to bring someone back to life, or to make someone fall in love." His face lit in another grin as he lifted a bony finger. "But I can help." He winked. "She is beautiful, your Jasmine. She reminds me of a princess I once knew."


  "Okay, okay," Ladden said, clasping the man by his arm and steering him back to the car. "You're some rich lunatic who goes around eavesdropping on people and trying to make them happy. But I can assure you," he said sternly, waving back to the billboards, "this did not make anyone happy. Because of you, I am in deep hooey."


  "Hooey?" the man asked.


  "Horse shit," he clarified.


  "Ah, camel dung," the man said, nodding.


  Ladden sighed, guiding the man toward the passenger door and getting him settled. He waited for a break in the speeding traffic to walk around and climb in on the driver's side.


  "Call whoever you have to call to get rid of those things," Ladden said as he turned over the ignition.


  "They will be gone soon," the man promised.


  "Good," he said as he pulled out on the highway. "Now I've got to come up with an explanation for Jasmine."


  "Remember," the man said, when Ladden dropped him off in front of the homeless shelter a few minutes later. "A final wish—do not waste it."


  Ladden smirked, then pulled away and drove as fast as he could to the rear entrance of his store. "Jasmine," he practiced, as he unlocked and swung open the back door, "you're not going to believe this, but—"


  Ladden stopped, eyeing the carpet that once again lay draped over the table he was saving for Jasmine. He glanced at the corner where he had left it, rolled and standing on its end, then bit the inside of his cheek. He kept walking through the connecting door and into his showroom.


  "But there's this madman with a turban who—"


  He stopped again, glancing toward his front door where a crowd of people had gathered, including Uncle Ernie, Aunt Silvie, various other friends and relatives, and several photographers who were capturing the front of his store on film. His heart thudded in his chest as he unlocked the door to admit his uncle and aunt. Instead, a stocky, suited man pushed his way inside, then closed behind him, shutting out Uncle Ernie and Aunt Silvie.


  "Ladden Sanderson?" he barked.


  Ladden frowned at the man and crossed his arms. "Yes."


  The man flashed a badge, then shoved it back into his breast pocket. "Security, governor's office. Mr. Sanderson, if you so much as look at, talk to, or think about Jasmine Crowne again, you will be sorry. Is that understood?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  LADDEN FLICKED HIS GAZE over the stocky man standing before him. Inch for inch and pound for pound, they were a match. But with a badge and the weight of the governor's office behind him, the suited man had the upper hand, and by the smug look on his face, he knew it.


  Ladden's mind raced as he considered the alternatives. He could deny he had anything to do with the billboards and risk looking like a fool, or he could lie and take responsibility for the ads and prove he was a fool.


  Or he could try to turn the tables. And at this point, what did he have to lose? Certainly not his dignity. Assuming a wide-legged stance, he said, "I didn't catch your name, friend."


  The man's expression remained stony. "Duncan, but I'm no friend."


  Crossing his arms slowly, Ladden said, "Well, Duncan, I didn't realize Governor McDonald was Ms. Crowne's personal keeper."


  Duncan's left eyebrow rose a fraction. "Let's just say he's concerned about a very close acquaintance."


  Ladden gave the man a tight smile. "Was this visit at the request of Ms. Crowne, or did the governor take it upon himself to come to her rescue?"


  "I'm not at liberty to say."


  Which meant Jasmine probably didn't know about it, he thought with a little zing of relief. "Funny, but I'm wondering what bothers the governor more—the fact that those billboards are directed toward a 'close acquaintance' of his, or the fact that the messages replaced his campaign ads."


  Duncan narrowed his eyes and turned to leave. "Watch your step, Sanderson. Trey McDonald could buy and sell you a thousand times."


  Despite the reality of the man's words, Ladden raised his voice after Duncan's retreating back. "That might be true, but I'll wager that Jasmine Crowne can't be bought."


  The bullish man stopped with his hand on the doorknob. "Listen, pal, I know she's a looker, but get real." He glanced around Ladden's messy showroom. "Do you honestly think the lady is going to dump the governor for this?"


  Ladden frowned, stricken. The man was right, of course.


  "Besides," Duncan said, his voice deceptively innocent, "I'd hate to see the fire marshal or the health inspector hanging around here all the time."


  Anger sparked deep in his gut, but Ladden remained outwardly calm. "I run an honest business and I have nothing to hide," he told the man, spreading his hands wide.


  "I was thinking more along the lines of your family's bar." Duncan's mouth twisted. "Cousins, I believe?"


  "That sounds like extortion," he said between clenched teeth.


  The man shrugged his thick shoulders. "Don't make it hard on yourself. If you ask me, the gov's doing you a favor—keeping you from humiliating yourself even more." Duncan jerked his head toward the crowd. "As for all those reporters out there, this billboard thing was a little joke that got out of hand, right?"


  Ladden nodded slowly, biting the inside of his cheek.


  "And you're a big supporter of the governor, right?"


  Once again, Ladden nodded.


  The man lowered his chin. "And you'll stay away from Jasmine Crowne."


  Ladden clenched his fists. "She comes here to buy furniture for her clients."


  Duncan leaned toward him, shaking his head as if Ladden were dense. "This Crowne woman has her sights set on being the first lady of the state. You think she's going to risk that just to shop in some junk store?" The man snorted, then exited Ladden's Castle with a bang.


  Ladden listened as the sound of the clanging bell faded, the noise obscured by the rising din of the crowd outside. His aunt pecked on the glass and waved. In a daze, he opened the door and held up his hands to stave off the swell of nearly two dozen bodies. Immediately, microphones were shoved in his face.


  "Mr. Sanderson, are you having an affair with Governor McDonald's girlfriend?"


  "Mr. Sanderson, how long have you been sleeping with Jasmine Crowne?"


  "Mr. Sanderson, have you made a cuckold out of the most powerful man in the state?"


  He winced, waving his aunt and uncle into the safety of the store. "This is a place of business, and I would appreciate it if you would all leave."


  "Sir," a woman shouted, "will you comment on the billboards that link you romantically to Jasmine Crowne?"


  He glanced at the cameras and saw Duncan standing in the back, apart from the crowd. Sweat popped out on his forehead. Although the odds of conjuring up any kind of smile under the circumstances seemed insurmountable, he forced the corners of his mouth upward and took a deep breath. "Ms. Crowne and I are... business associates. I have acquired several pieces of antique furniture at her request for use in her clients' homes and businesses, including her recent job of refurbishing the governor's mansion." He swallowed hard before continuing. "The billboards are a practical joke between friends that got out of hand. I have the utmost respect for Governor McDonald and I apologize if my, um, sense of humor has embarrassed either Ms. Crowne or the governor."


  "Mr. Sanderson," the reporter persisted, "are you saying you're not interested in Jasmine Crowne?"


  For one crazy instant, Ladden was tempted to say that yes, he was very much interested in Jasmine Crowne, that he loved her smile and her hair and the way her skin smelled, and that he'd be willing to challenge the power of the governor's office just to be near her... but he would be gambling with his cousins' business, painting himself as a nut, and Jasmine would never speak to him again—if indeed she would now, anyway. "I explained the nature of our relationship. I'm sorry if it isn't juicy enough for a scoop."


  He ducked back into the store and locked the door, feeling nauseated. He desperately needed to get away from here. Although he rarely used the window blinds, he lowered the ones that worked, stirring up a good amount of dust and dimming the interior of the store.


  "Beats all I ever did see," Ernie boomed, thumping Ladden on the back. A grin split his broad face as he informed Silvie, "He inherited my smarts, you know."


  Ladden gasped for air while Silvie laughed. "Ernie drove me to work this morning and when he saw those billboards, he nearly ran off the road." His aunt patted his arm. "It's very romantic, Ladden. I had no idea your Jasmine used to date the governor. No wonder she looked so familiar."


  "Not used to," Ladden corrected, keeping his voice calm. "She still does."


  Ernie whistled low. "Brass balls," he said with raw admiration. "You inherited those from me, too."


  "My, it must have cost you a bundle," his aunt said, her voice singsongy.


  "You can't imagine," Ladden muttered. His chances with Jasmine had gone from zero into the negative range.


  "Business must be better than I thought," Ernie said. "Or are you counting on a big insurance settlement?"


  He then realized in exasperation that he'd let the eccentric man who could verify his story about the earthquake slip through his fingers. "A friend of mine bought the billboards as a joke."


  "What was Jasmine's reaction?" Silvie asked.


  He ran his hand over his face. "I have no idea."


  "You haven't talked to her?"


  "Nope. Listen," he said, ushering them into the storeroom. "I know you two need to get to work. Maybe the rear entrance will be clear. And I'd appreciate it If you didn't talk to any reporters, okay?"


  "All right," his aunt agreed hesitantly, clearly feeling left out. "Will you call me later and let me know what Jasmine—" She stopped, her brow furrowing. "What an unusual rug."


  Ladden followed her finger and bit down hard on his tongue. The notorious rug lay draped over the collection of old trunks, a good ten feet from the table where he'd last seen it. "That, Aunt Silvie, is an understatement. I promise I'll call you later." He steered them out into the alley. A couple of spectators loitered even here, and a photographer stood, snapping his big truck from every angle. Shaking his head in frustration, Ladden slammed the door behind them, glared at the rug, then strode into the showroom to use the telephone. He had twenty-seven messages.


  Most of them were crank calls from relatives and friends, laughing uproariously over his stunt. He ground his teeth. Two radio stations requested live interviews, and someone from the headquarters of Trey McDonald's opponent seemed eager to speak to him. But wedged between the nonsense was a call from the rug expert who said she would stop by the next day, and a brief message from Jasmine that sent his pulse climbing. He listened to her words three times, becoming more depressed with each replay. She sounded polite, yet mortified—and why wouldn't she be? His mind spun, wondering what on earth he was going to say to her.


  Still holding the phone, Ladden sat down in a lumpy wing chair and stared into space. Never had he felt quite so out of control. Between the mysterious earthquake, the generous gift from Mrs. Pickney, the turbaned stranger, and all the hullabaloo surrounding Jasmine and the billboards, he didn't have a clue what to do next.


  A burgeoning headache he'd tried to ignore for the last hour had finally battled its way to the surface, jackhammering his temples. If he were a serious drinking man, he'd be on his way to oblivion right now. But he had the overwhelming fear that if he turned his back on his predicament even for a moment, something more bizarre might happen.


  He sighed. Perhaps the sign company was the best place to start. Maybe they would tell him who had rented the billboards. Then at least he'd have a name when he dropped by the shelter to see if the old man would sign an affidavit about the tremor. He ran down the number, and a young man's voice came on the line.


  "Capital Citywide Signs."


  "This is Ladden Sanderson. I'm trying to—"


  "Ah, Mr. Sanderson. Your money arrived this morning."


  "My money?"


  "Yes, sir. Eighteen hundred dollars for eighteen billboards for one day." The man laughed. "Kind of risky to send cash, don't you think? Do you need a receipt?"


  "N-no, thank you." Ladden chose his words carefully. "How did you know the cash was from me?"


  "The stationery envelope with your return address," the man said, his tone puzzled.


  Ladden rummaged around on his desk and withdrew one of the off-white envelopes. He frowned. The old man must have lifted one before, during, or after the earthquake. One thing was sure, if the man had sent nearly two thousand dollars in cash through the mail, he had to be certifiably insane.


  The young man broke into his reverie. "I spotted your messages on the way into the city this morning. Caused quite a traffic jam on the bypass. Caused quite an uproar around here, too. The boss is looking for the salesman who approved suspending the governor's ads for a day." The man made a clicking sound with his tongue. "Heads are going to roll over this one."


  "You have my permission to return the governor's ads as soon as possible," Ladden assured him. "I think I've gotten more than enough exposure."


  "Sure thing, Mr. Sanderson. We appreciate your business." The man chuckled. "And when you're ready to propose, we'll work with you."


  Ladden frowned at the phone and hung up. It rang immediately, vibrating on his lap. He yanked up the handset, then wet his lips. "Hello?"


  


  Jasmine's heart skipped a beat at the sound of his voice. She gripped the phone hard. He was just quiet, down-to-earth Ladden—the same man with whom she'd been doing business for years. What had changed? The fact that she had seen a more refined side to him? A glimpse of the gentleness beneath the coarse veneer?


  "Hello?" he repeated, and she yanked her attention back to the phone call.


  "Ladden, this is Jasmine."


  "Oh... hello."


  Silence stretched between them. She couldn't very well admit how flattered she felt that he would openly challenge someone as powerful as Trey McDonald for her affection. Although his methods were a bit old-fashioned—and extreme. Her brain formed words of protest, and she spoke at the same time he did.


  "Ladden, about the billboards—"


  "Jasmine, about the billboards—"


  They both stopped, laughing. "Me first," she said. She inhaled deeply and ordered her pulse to slow. "I, um, always considered us friends, but if I've done anything to make you think there's something between... I mean"—she exhaled— "I'm already involved with someone." Her skin tingled, and she was thankful he couldn't see her.


  "Jasmine," his voice rumbled across the line, "most of the state knows who you're involved with."


  He sighed and she heard him fidgeting with the phone, as if he were walking... or pacing.


  "I'm sorry about the billboards—a well-meaning acquaintance of mine thought it would be funny."


  An odd sort of hurt found its way to her heart. "An acquaintance? You mean you didn't have anything to do with it?"


  "Not really," he said with a small laugh. "And my friend seems to be a bit scarce right now, so I don't expect him to step forward and release us from this predicament." He sighed again. "I'm truly sorry, Jasmine. I hope his stunt didn't compromise your relationship with McDonald."


  Flustered, Jasmine said, "Don't worry about Trey. He trusts me. I told him our relationship was strictly business, th-that you have a rug I want for his private quarters."


  "Which reminds me, my rug expert is dropping by tomorrow."


  "Great," she said cheerfully, relieved that the conversation had turned in a more neutral direction. "Call me when you have a price."


  "If I have a price," he corrected.


  "If you have a price."


  "I do need to deliver that table soon."


  She pulled her lower lip into her mouth. "Um, I'm not sure if it would be such a good idea for you to go to the governor's mansion right now."


  "Why not? It might give more validity to our story if we simply act normal."


  "Story?" She glanced around as if someone might hear her. "This isn't a story we made up to cover some clandestine affair."


  "I know."


  Jasmine swallowed. She had really wanted him to kiss her last night. "I mean, the fact that we are strictly friends is the truth."


  "The whole truth," he agreed.


  "And nothing but the truth," she finished, only to face another expanse of silence.


  "Let's pray no one finds out I drove you home last night," he said finally, voicing her own uncomfortable thoughts.


  "Too late," she said. "A reporter already told me he talked to the guard at my complex."


  "Then the guard can confirm I only dropped you off."


  "Somehow I don't think that clarification will make its way into the newspaper," she offered dryly, panic stabbing her anew. How had her life gone from smooth sailing to storm-tossed in less than twenty-four hours?


  "I told the mob that was here this morning in no uncertain terms that we were just friends," he said.


  "Thank you," she said, feeling awkward again. "I'll be attending a rally with the governor tonight, so maybe this whole thing will blow over soon."


  "Sure. It'll blow over in no time."


  Jasmine studied her pink nails and forced innocence into her tone. "Ladden, this friend of yours... what made him think that you were, um, crazy about me?"


  She detected an immediate change in his demeanor. Sexual energy crackled over the lines. She could picture him standing, his broad-shouldered frame dwarfing most of the items around him. Just when she decided her question would have been better left unasked, his warm voice came over the line.


  "Probably the fact that I am crazy about you."


  Pleasure and panic swelled in her chest, both vying for control. "Ladden—"


  "I have something to tell you," he cut in, "and it's going to sound pretty weird." He inhaled and exhaled noisily.


  "What?" she asked, her heart thudding in anticipation.


  "Jasmine," he said, his voice a hoarse whisper, "do you believe in magic?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  LADDEN REGRETTED THE WORDS as soon as they left his mouth. The strange events of the last few hours had been swirling in his head, and he'd felt a sudden impulse to share them with Jasmine. Only now he felt like a fool. How could he tell her about a genie granting him three wishes when two minutes ago, he hadn't believed it himself? She'd think he was a nut for sure.


  "Ladden?"


  "Uh, never mind. I need to go."


  "But what were you going to say about magic?"


  "I have a customer."


  "I thought you were closed today."


  "I'll call you."


  "To let me know about the rug?"


  "Uh, sure."


  "Okay, but... are you all right?"


  Ladden conjured up a forced laugh. "Never better. I'll talk to you later." He hung up with a hand that shook so badly he missed the handset cradle. Pulling himself to his feet, he noted with relief that at least the crowd at the front door had dissipated. He raised the blinds slowly, his mind churning. He had to find the old man with the turban and satisfy himself that all the odd occurrences had reasonable explanations.


  "I'll be laughing about this tomorrow," he promised himself. Nodding with renewed confidence, he turned around—only to find the rug, rolled and standing on end, leaning against the frame of the door that connected the storeroom and showroom.


  "How the hell...?" Either he was losing his mind, or the rug was moving around of its own volition. Advancing toward the rug cautiously, he noticed a single monarch butterfly perched on top, its wings flapping silently.


  Moving in a slow semicircle around the rug, he watched for any sign of movement. "Okay, you, you... thing," he said, shaking his finger in warning, "you'd better stay put until the lady comes to tell me how much you're worth. If you move again, I swear I'll strap you down—"


  "Ladden?"


  He spun around to see Mrs. Pickney standing just inside the front entrance. "Who are you talking to?"


  A hot flush climbed his neck as he straightened. "No one," he said, with a nervous laugh. "Just talking to myself. I didn't hear the bell."


  "What a lovely rug," she exclaimed, walking over and fingering a corner of the carpet. The spooked butterfly floated toward the ceiling.


  "Yes, it seems to be a favorite."


  "I can see why," she murmured, smoothing her hand over a small section of pile. "It feels... special." A bewildered smile lit her face. "I've never seen anything like it."


  Ladden pursed his lips in thought. Giving the rug to Mrs. Pickney seemed like a small token considering she was deeding him her entire store—and it would prevent the carpet from ending up in the bedroom of Trey McDonald. The thought of Jasmine digging her bare toes into the rug as she rolled out of the other man's bed rankled him. "It's yours if you want it, Mrs. Pickney."


  The rug fell to the floor with a whoosh and a loud thud, startling them both and sending a cloud of dust billowing around their knees.


  "Mine?" she asked, coughing and waving her hand to clear the air. "That's kind of you, son, but I'll be moving to my sister's soon and I won't have room." She grinned. "I got my permit for going out of business. Since my inventory is low anyway, I'll probably be cleaned out within a week or two."


  "Mrs. Pickney, are you sure—"


  "Yes," she said emphatically.


  "I'll miss you."


  She angled her white head at him. "I have a feeling you'll be too occupied with another woman to miss me. I heard about your billboards on the radio. I had no idea you were serious about anyone."


  "Neither did I," he said miserably.


  Her eyes twinkled. "Love sneaks up on you, doesn't it?"


  He glanced back at the rug and frowned. "You could say I'm almost afraid to turn my back."


  "Is it the young lady with the dark ponytail?"


  Ladden winced. "Has it been that obvious?"


  "No." She laughed. "It was a lucky guess. I've seen her come in and out of here quite a bit. I've often thought you'd make a nice couple."


  "Thanks, but right now she and the governor make a nice couple."


  "She dates Governor McDonald?"


  "The one and only."


  She dismissed the most powerful man in the state with a wave of a veined hand. "You're much more handsome."


  "You're prejudiced, and besides, he's so rich, he can buy any face he wants."


  "So? Women don't want money, Ladden." She lowered her voice. "Women want magic."


  Ladden blinked. "M-magic?"


  A faraway look came over her face. "You know, that zing you feel when you make eye contact across a room."


  "Zing?"


  She swept her arms above her head. "The fairy dust that falls around your shoulders when you dance."


  "Fairy dust?"


  She wiggled her wrinkled fingers in the air. "The fireworks that go off when you kiss."


  "Fireworks?"


  "I may be old," she said with a mischievous smile, "but I remember zing, fairy dust, and fireworks. Take my word for it, my dear... women want magic." With a fluttery wave, she was gone.


  "Magic," he mumbled, turning back to the rug just as it began to unroll. The carpet gained momentum over the uneven wood floor and unfurled at the toe of his work boots with a snap of fringe. A flurry of butterflies materialized and hovered above the richly colored pile. Ladden looked heavenward and counted to ten. Then he calmly walked to the front door, stepped outside, and locked the door behind him.


  During the short walk to the homeless shelter, Ladden recited the presidents' names, the states and their capitals, and as much of the periodic chart as he could recall to keep his mind occupied with thoughts other than a migratory carpet and personalized newspaper headlines. An old metal desk sat just inside the entrance to the shelter, manned by a stoop-shouldered fellow who glanced up at Ladden with a smile.


  "Welcome. May I help you?"


  Ladden twisted his hat in his hands. "I'm looking for a man I believe is staying here."


  "Is he a relative?" the man asked, opening a ragged spiral notebook.


  "No, just an acquaintance."


  "Name?"


  "I don't know. He's an older gentleman, wears some kind of white sarong and a black turban. He speaks with a heavy accent."


  The man's brow furrowed. "We have a few guys who wear turbans, but no sarongs. Are you sure he's staying here?"


  "I dropped him off this morning."


  "What time?"


  "Around ten o'clock."


  After running his finger down a log, the man shook his head. "Only three people signed in this morning, and I know all of them—no turbans. Sorry, pal."


  Ladden thanked him and dropped a twenty in the donation bucket. When he exited, he looked around for the nearest travel agency that might accept major credit cards. An impromptu vacation was sounding better and better.


  "Greetings, Master."


  At the sound of the old man's voice, Ladden wheeled around. He was standing an arm's length away. The sarong was gone, replaced by clothing that resembled gray pajamas.


  "Please don't call me Master. I'm Ladden."


  "Yes, Master. You did not have to travel. A simple call would have summoned me."


  Pursing his lips, Ladden asked, "What's your name?"


  The man's face wrinkled into a deep frown. "Name?"


  Did he have amnesia? Alzheimer's? "You don't remember your name?"


  The man spread his arms wide. "I am only Genie, Master."


  "Genie?"


  "Yes, Master."


  "How about just Gene?"


  "I do not object."


  "Okay, Gene, I need to talk to you about a couple of things. Let's grab a cup of coffee."


  The man nodded and followed him at an embarrassingly subservient distance to a donut shop a few doors down. Ladden ordered them strong coffee, which Gene sipped tentatively, winced, then sipped again.


  "Gene, do you remember the first time we met?"


  "Of course, like it was yesterday."


  "It was yesterday." Ladden tapped his fingers on the brown Formica tabletop. "My insurance company doesn't believe my claim that there was an earthquake, and I need for you to sign an affidavit that you witnessed it."


  His brow creased. "An affi—?"


  "A paper that says you were in my store during the earthquake."


  "This word earthquake, what is it?"


  Sighing, Ladden gulped the dark liquid in his cup. "Where the ground moves and destroys things, like that day in my store."


  "Ah, I apologize for disturbing your things. So much pressure built up in the lamp."


  "The lamp?"


  "My home for the last few centuries."


  Ladden took another swallow, then repeated, "Your home for the last few centuries?"


  "Yes," the man said matter-of-factly. "My last master was an evil man. When I could not provide as much wealth as he desired, he instructed a wizard to banish me to the lamp." He grinned his gap-toothed grin. "For freeing me, my gift is to grant you three wishes. I have already granted wishes one and two."


  Sweat gathered around Ladden's hairline. "Jog my memory. What were wishes one and two?"


  "Why the market space next to yours, of course. And the message to your princess." Gene shrugged his thin shoulders. "I did not understand the term crazy, but I simply used your words, Master."


  The hair rose on the back of Ladden's neck as he remembered the words he had spoken aloud in the cab of his truck... alone. Mrs. Pickney's decision to deed him her storefront was undoubtedly a coincidence, but the message on the billboards...


  "How did you know what my words were?"


  "You spoke them aloud."


  "But I was in my truck."


  "I was with you."


  Ladden's shoulders sagged in relief. The senile man had probably crept into the back of his truck to sleep and had overheard his comment about Jasmine. He nearly laughed aloud—the man almost had him believing he was some kind of supernatural being. "You should have checked with me before you bought those billboards. They cost you a lot of money."


  Gene shook his head. "It is only paper—I print great quantities."


  Great, he's not rich—he's a counterfeiter. They'll be coming after me to collect, or imprison.


  Sure enough, the man reached into his pants pocket and withdrew a thick stack of crisp one hundred dollar bills. "Do you want money?"


  "No!" Ladden held up his hand. "And put that away, unless you want to get mugged."


  "Mugged?"


  "Robbed."


  "Ah, thieves. My carpet and I used to give them chase in the marketplace."


  Ladden’s throat convulsed. "C-carpet?"


  Nodding, Gene said, "He was a good friend in the olden times—not in this United States of America, but in another land, where it is much warmer, and the scent of spices fill the air."


  "This rug... what does it look like?"


  He squinted. "The color of berries, black around the edge." The old man shrugged. "That is all I remember. It has been a long time."


  "Does it have fringe?"


  His eyes bugged and he lurched forward. "Yes! Have you seen this carpet?"


  Ladden gripped his coffee cup hard. "There is a rug of that description at my store."


  "Where did you purchase it?"


  "At the same auction I bought the lamp you referred to earlier."


  A glow bathed the man's wrinkled face and his eyes shone. "My friend watched over me all these years."


  With one quick motion, Ladden tossed down the last of the coffee. The story the man told was just too preposterous to believe. The old man must have seen the rug when he'd stolen the stationery envelope, and now seized the opportunity to embellish his fantasy with another detail... or perhaps the unstable man simply wanted to get his hands on the carpet and had fabricated the entire story.


  "I am glad you have the carpet, Master," Gene said. "It is proper."


  "I happen to agree, since I paid for it."


  "Has your princess seen the carpet?"


  "Jasmine? Yes, she's seen it."


  Gene winked at him. "Do not worry. The carpet will help you gain favor with your lady."


  Increasingly impatient with the man's rambling, Ladden tossed a couple of bills on the table. "Do you remember enough about the earthqua—I mean, the ground shaking, that you could tell someone else about it?"


  The man nodded. "I will try, Master."


  "Good. Let's go." He led the man toward the door. "And please don't call me Master."


  "Yes, Master."


  


  * * *


  


  Two hours later, with a raging headache and heavy steps, Ladden unlocked the front door of his business. The old man had been worse than useless during their visit to Saul Tydwell's office. Even with much prompting from Ladden, his story had sounded sketchy, and his constant references to Ladden as Master on top of his ancient-sounding dialect had left Saul's face frozen in a mask of skepticism.


  Ladden rummaged behind the big counter until he found a bottle of painkiller that hadn't expired. After swallowing two tablets with no water, he leaned on the counter and watched a butterfly explore a section of the smooth surface. He didn't dare look at the rug. He didn't even want to think about it. Besides, if he were going to reopen for business tomorrow, he needed to finish cleaning.


  He grabbed the broom just as the phone rang. He was grateful for the distraction. "Hello?"


  "Ladden, this is Betsy. I need your help."


  At the sound of his housecleaner's voice, he relaxed slightly. "Is something wrong at my place?"


  "No—although you really should hang some curtains in your bedroom." She lowered her voice to a teasing purr. "You never know when you might need some privacy."


  Knowing the fiery Betsy was probably arched in some beguiling pose, he smirked. "Don't tell me that's what you need help with."


  She laughed merrily. "No. I need to borrow your furniture and your back."


  "Got a catering gig tonight?"


  "Right."


  "And you need folding chairs?"


  "Only fifty or so. I just found out I'll be serving on a patio and they expect me to provide the seating."


  He smiled, eager to help a friend, glad that, for the first time today, something was within his control. "Fifty folding chairs, no problem."


  "Why don't you throw on a jacket and stick around till the party's over? We'll have fun and it'll save you a trip back."


  Why not? He certainly didn't have anything else planned. "Sure. When and where?"


  "Seven-thirty, the Shoalt Hotel."


  "I'll meet you there."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  


  JASMINE TOOK A DEEP BREATH as she stepped from her car. After handing her key to the parking valet, she smoothed a hand over the skirt of the red crepe dress. Her nerves had been jangled all day, set on edge by her morning conversation with Ladden and frazzled further from ducking phone calls and checking her rearview mirror for reporters.


  She'd managed to shake a news van that followed her when she left a deli at lunch. Her new client had hinted at the billboard controversy all day, but Jasmine had simply provided polite, evasive answers. Thankfully, when she drove home she noticed the billboards had been restored to their previous advertisements, predominantly Trey's. And when she arrived at her condo, there were no cameras in sight.


  Still, she felt skittish as she entered the grand lobby of the Shoalt Hotel. She told herself that, under the circumstances, it was perfectly natural that Ladden Sanderson had been on her mind all day... perfectly natural that she could recall how well he filled his soft work shirt... or how his eyes lit up when he smiled....


  "Good evening, Ms. Crowne." Joseph Elam, administrative assistant to the governor, surveyed her from head to toe and pursed his thin lips in what appeared to be resignation.


  "Hello, Mr. Elam."


  He briefly indicated a large man standing a step behind him. "This is Duncan."


  She started to greet Duncan, but Mr. Elam cut her off, sweeping his arm to the right. "Governor McDonald will be glad to know you've arrived," he said in a voice that indicated he and the governor were not of a like mind on the issue.


  She realized with a sinking heart that after the day's events, Elam had labeled her a liability to the governor at this critical point in his campaign... a distressing thought since she was so eager for Trey to achieve his dreams. Another term as governor, then on to the Senate, then who only knew? And although Trey hadn't proposed, he'd hinted often enough that if she were so inclined, she would be an asset to his political career. But now...


  Jasmine allowed herself to be steered through the milling crowd, nodding to familiar faces, fairly trotting to keep up with Mr. Elam's pace. His eyes darted in all directions and he kept one arm half-curled a few inches from her waist, as if he intended to keep everyone away from her—or keep her away from everyone.


  They moved past a ballroom where a jazz band played, and threaded their way through several smaller rooms, each of which boasted a different theme with corresponding decorations and food. Heads turned her way and she noticed lingering glances and knowing smirks. She lifted her chin a little higher and painted on a bright smile, but inside she trembled—not out of fear of what people might be saying about her and Ladden Sanderson, but because of the guilt niggling her stomach.


  No matter how much she wanted it not to be true, even here in the company of the city's most powerful professionals she felt an inexplicable connection to and an undeniable longing for the quiet man who ran the antiques store on Pacific Street.


  "There you are, my dear." Trey's deep voice broke into her thoughts, bringing her surroundings into focus. The governor looked regal in a dark suit, holding court in a room decorated with an Oriental flair, beneath elaborate paper dragons streaming across the ceiling. With clean-cut boyish looks and just the right amount of gray at his fair temples, he was a striking man. His dazzling smile appeared to be only for her as he turned away from a group of suited constituents. "You look beautiful, as always," he whispered before lowering a kiss to her cheek. Immediately, flashbulbs exploded around them.


  Jasmine blinked and glanced over her shoulder—directly into more flashes. A knot of photographers loitered near the governor, pouncing without delay when she arrived.


  "Ms. Crowne, is it true your car was towed yesterday for a parking violation?"


  "Yes," she admitted and lifted her shoulders in a slow shrug. "I thought the parking meter had time left on it—it didn't. My mistake, and I paid for it."


  "And is it true, Ms. Crowne, that a junk dealer named Ladden Sanderson drove you to your condo last night?"


  She felt Trey stiffen, but she knew he wouldn't say anything in front of the cameras. "Yes, I had just left from making a purchase at Mr. Sanderson's antiques store when I discovered my car had been towed."


  "Ms. Crowne, I have a witness who says you were seen with Mr. Sanderson last night at a bar called"—the man referred to his notes— "Tabby's."


  A slow flush climbed her neck. "I was told I could find a phone at Tabby's, which is a family restaurant. Mr. Sanderson's family owns the establishment, and he happened to be there when I asked for a telephone."


  "Do you frequent that bar, ma'am?"


  "No, it was the first time I'd ever been there."


  "And Mr. Sanderson just happened to be there?"


  "That's correct."


  "And he offered to drive you home?"


  "Yes."


  "And you accepted?"


  She bit her tongue, fighting to control her rising anger. "Yes."


  "Did he go in?"


  A murmur traveled the crowd and Trey made a move to speak, but she silenced him with a nudge. "That, sir, is absolutely none of your business," she said evenly. "But since you'll print some half-truth if I don't respond, no, Mr. Sanderson did not come in."


  "Governor McDonald, would you and Ms. Crowne care to comment about the billboards linking her romantically to Ladden Sanderson?"


  Trey squeezed her against him and gave the reporter a cajoling smile. "Although I can clearly see why Ms. Crowne would attract her share of admirers, the signs were just a practical joke. Lighten up, folks."


  "Ms. Crowne?"


  She smiled broadly into the sea of onlookers, her heart thumping in her chest. "I think the governor summed up the situation."


  "So you and Mr. Ladden are simply friends?"


  "Business acquaintances," she corrected, distracted briefly by someone walking outside the window across the room. The man's head and shoulders were obscured by whatever he was carrying, but for some reason, the way he moved reminded her of Ladden. She glanced back to the audience and leaned closer to Trey, chiding herself. On the arm of the governor, no less, and she was thinking about another man!


  "Governor McDonald, if you win the election, will the mansion remain a bachelor pad?"


  Jasmine felt her cheeks grow even warmer as Trey chuckled and addressed the man. "Stan, if I ever decide to get married, I'm sure you'll know about it before I will."


  The crowd laughed in appreciation. As always when they were in public, she stood in awe of Trey. He handled everyone so smoothly and with such confidence. And although he had assured her she would become more comfortable in the public eye as time passed, she had to admit that right now the idea of attending functions at the side of the most influential man in the state was far more appealing than actually doing it. In fact, her head was definitely starting to hurt, and wearing new high heels was proving to be a poor decision. She needed an aspirin and a Band-Aid.


  Thankfully, another reporter asked a question that diverted attention from her to the more sobering subject of the drop in the governor's popularity in recent polls. Joseph Elam stepped in to point out that a Los Angeles paper had conducted an extensive survey that proved lobbyists supported the opponent, but the public supported Governor McDonald. "If every registered voter in California goes to the polls and votes their conscience, Governor McDonald will win by a landslide," Elam insisted. "But stay home, and you'll watch the governor's office be handed over to special interest groups."


  "I think he wants my job," Trey whispered in her ear, causing her to smile.


  "I think I'll mingle," she whispered back, and he gently released her.


  "You look a little pale," he said, his brow wrinkling. "Are you feeling all right?"


  "It's been quite a day," she said with as much cheer as possible. "I just need some air."


  "I'll cover for you," he said with a wink. "But don't forget about me."


  "Don't worry," she said, escaping in the direction of the patio. Appropriately, the theme outside resembled a luau, with tropical plants and servers wearing brightly colored shirts. Jasmine smiled at the scene. The pretty caterer, in her snug outfit, had attracted the attention of two state representatives.


  Amid the wonderful-smelling food and the island music drifting on the balmy air, she tried to immerse herself in the festive mood. She spoke to a few acquaintances, deftly dodging their questions about the billboards. One tipsy woman commented on how ruggedly handsome the antiques dealer appeared in a clip on the news, and could Jasmine steer him her way since she was currently occupied with the governor?


  The painful blister developing on her heel suddenly seemed unbearable, and she was grateful for the honest excuse to make her getaway.


  A turbaned waiter from the Middle Eastern room walked by, his arms laden with a tray of exotic food. "Excuse me, sir," Jasmine said, touching his arm.


  "Yes?" the man asked, offering a gap-toothed smile.


  A memory chord chimed in the back of her mind, but she couldn't place the man. "Could you direct me to the nearest ladies' room?"


  He nodded. "Beyond those trees, you will find what you are looking for."


  "Thank you." She turned and walked slowly around the patio, favoring her throbbing foot, cursing her vanity. However, once she made her way down a sloping footpath, her spirits lifted at the visual treat that lay before her.


  A long, curving pool cast an aqua glow in the darkness, supplemented by floating candles. All poolside chairs had been removed, and the area appeared completely deserted, which seemed a shame. Away from the towering brightness of the hotel, the millions of stars twinkling above seemed close enough to pluck if she stood on tiptoe.


  "A magical night," she whispered, then sighed as she remembered Ladden's abandoned question. Jasmine, do you believe in magic?


  Did she? When she was a child, she had often gazed out of her tiny bedroom window and wished on every shooting star, wished to be whisked far, far away. Yet it hadn't been magic that had delivered her into a world of opportunity—it had been sheer determination, a legal name change, and privately renouncing her only relative: her angry father.


  She laughed, a soft, hollow sound. The move from Glenhayden didn't represent a great distance in miles, but comparing her life now to the one she'd left behind, she might as well be far, far away. Jasmine looked up to see a falling star shooting across the heavens, flashing, then petering out like a spent sparkler. She smiled. Perhaps magic had played a part in her life after all.


  Shaking her head to clear her musings, she limped toward the changing rooms at the far end of the pool area and tugged on the door marked Women. The latch refused to budge, despite her best efforts and a futile pounding of her fist. Frustrated, she glanced at the door marked Men. It opened easily. She stuck her head inside and listened for sounds of activity, but only silence greeted her. A first aid kit hanging on the wall inside the door clinched her decision. She would only be a moment...


  


  * * *


  


  Ladden wiped down the last chair and tossed the soiled cloth in a crate in the back of his delivery truck. Slowly he swung to the ground and reached back to ease the last stack of chairs to his shoulder. Leveraging the weight with his legs, he exhaled and wished he'd thought to bring a towel to protect his best white dress shirt. Oh, well, maybe his jacket would hide the worst of the smudges from the dozens of chairs he'd delivered to the patio. Not that the rest of his outfit mattered since Betsy had begged him to don a horrible Hawaiian print tie in keeping with the luau theme—although he had drawn the line at wearing a plastic lei.


  The long, narrow path between the service parking lot and the patio smacked of pisspoor planning on the part of some architect, he thought irritably as he shuffled his way toward the music and bright lights. Once he arrived, Betsy abandoned her post behind the chicken and fruit kabob station to help him situate the chairs around the perimeter of the crowded brick patio.


  "Thanks," she whispered, her face filled with anxiety. Her curly red hair sprang around her face, wet with perspiration and humidity. Seductively tucked into a long Hawaiian print skirt and matching halter top, Betsy looked like a slightly wilted flower.


  "Hey, relax," he said with a wink. "You're doing great—the food's a big hit."


  "Think so?" she asked, glancing around. "Frank called me at the last minute to fill in for him. If I do a good job maybe he'll call again."


  Ladden twisted to take in their brightly lit backdrop. "The entire hotel is hopping. Who's giving this party?"


  Betsy shrugged. "Somebody rich, I suppose. All I know is Frank's paying me cash." She swiped at his shoulder. "Oh, your shirt is a mess. I'm sorry."


  He waved off her concern. "Don't worry about it—but I think I'll duck into the men's room for a little repair. Is there anything else I can do?"


  "I might need you to find the ice man when you get back."


  "Sure thing." He craned his neck, looking for a rest room sign.


  "Ladden."


  He turned back, his eyebrows raised.


  "You're the best." Betsy's eyes shone with gratitude and affection.


  Ladden swallowed and shifted nervously. Why couldn't he simply fall for Betsy? After all, she was pretty and sweet. It was high time he got the silly notion of Jasmine Crowne out of his head. He gave her a fond smile. "Thanks, Betsy. I'll be right back."


  He stopped to retrieve his dark suit jacket from a shelf under one of the skirted tables. The pungent smell of warm chlorine led him across a concrete footpath, away from the crowd, to a large kidney-shaped pool dotted with floating candles.


  A dimly lit changing house sat at the opposite end, and he headed toward the men's side, already rolling up his sleeves. Whistling under his breath, he pushed open the heavy wood door and stepped into the large bathroom, the soles of his stiff shoes scraping on the terra-cotta-tiled floor.


  A gasp and a movement stopped him in his tracks and he nearly choked in surprise. "Jasmine?"


  Standing crookedly beside a padded bench in an area surrounded by lockers, she clutched one black high-heeled shoe to her chest. "Ladden?"


  He simply stared at her for several seconds, then his words tumbled out around hers: "What—"


  "—are you—"


  "—doing here?"


  The overhead lights caught the highlights in her upswept hair and bathed her skin with a sunkissed glow. Desire flooded his body and he fought to maintain control. She was stunning, even wearing a puzzled expression.


  "Didn't you imagine I would be attending a political rally for Governor McDonald?"


  Incredulous, he raked his hand through his hair. "I'm here helping a friend. I had no idea this party was for the governor." He glanced around the room. "But what are you doing here?"


  She held up a small adhesive bandage. "A blister. The ladies’ room is locked."


  Their compromising situation struck him full force and he began a slow retreat. "Oh, hell—the media will fry us if anyone sees us." He held up his hand. "I'll go out first. Wait ten minutes, and if you don't hear anything, the coast is clear."


  "Okay," she agreed, her eyes wide. "Goodbye."


  His heart slammed against his ribs so hard, the beat echoed deep in his ears. When he felt the door at his back, he turned and yanked the latch. When the door refused to budge, he put more muscle behind it. Only after he set aside his jacket, used both hands, and still the door wouldn't give did panic begin to mushroom in his chest.


  "What's wrong?" she asked, her voice squeaky.


  "The door's stuck."


  "Well, unstick it!"


  "I'm trying." He braced his foot against the frame and pulled on the rusty latch with all his might. After jiggling the knob side to side, he said, "I think it's locked. Didn't you say you couldn't get inside the women's rest room?"


  Her eyes closed briefly. "Yes."


  "Maybe the latches are faulty."


  "Oh, my God." She dropped her shoe and covered her mouth with her hands.


  "Okay, don't panic," he said, more for his benefit than for Jasmine's. "Maybe there's another way out." He walked into the locker area and studied the high windows around the perimeter of the room. After testing a small table for sturdiness, he climbed up and succeeded in cranking open a window—six inches.


  "I can't even get my hand out to wave a flag for help," he said.


  "We can't attract attention, anyway." Her voice trembled. "You and I locked in a bathroom together—this would look very, very bad."


  He pulled out his phone. "I’ll call the friend I came here to help. She’ll come down to let us out." Then he sighed and held up his phone. "No signal. You?"


  She opened her purse and retrieved her phone, then her shoulders fell. "No. What are we going to do?"


  "Someone will find us."


  "But we can't be found!" Jasmine rocked back and forth on the bench. She'd discarded the other shoe and sat with her bare feet on the tiled floor. "Half of Sacramento already thinks we're having an affair thanks to those billboards!"


  "I know," he said miserably. "I'm sorry."


  "The last thing Trey needs right now is a full-fledged scandal."


  "I know," he repeated, walking over to her. "Believe me, I'm sorry."


  She glanced up at him. "I don't suppose that well-intended friend of yours had anything to do with this."


  Ladden pursed his lips—then shook his head. "Gene wouldn't go that far."


  "Gene?"


  He lowered himself to the bench, a good distance from where she sat. "This old homeless guy who says"—he laughed—"who says he lived in the copper lamp you bought and is going to grant me three wishes for releasing him from bondage."


  A strange smile curved her mouth. "You mean, this guy thinks he's magic?"


  "Something like that." He felt his ears growing hot.


  "How on earth did you meet this strange person?"


  "Remember the day of the earthquake tremor?"


  "Yes."


  "He must have been walking by my store when it happened because when things settled down, I found him sitting in front of the counter."


  "That's odd."


  "The next thing I know he's calling me Master and ranting about granting me three wishes."


  She laughed, a tinkling sound that stirred his blood. "He sounds like one for the books."


  "Definitely."


  "Well," she said in a teasing voice, "did you make your wishes?"


  Ladden debated for a moment whether to reveal the rest of the story, the bizarre coincidences, the weird goings-on with the carpet. Hell, for all she knew, he could have followed her here tonight and planned this entire episode.


  "Ladden," she said more softly, with a slight catch in her voice, "did you make your wishes?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  


  JASMINE STARED at the dark-haired man next to her, her throat dry. Of course, the very concept of wishes being granted was preposterous, but his hesitation spoke volumes.


  He exhaled noisily, puffing out his smooth cheeks, then met her gaze. "I, um... I did inadvertently say, um, a couple of things aloud that... happened."


  The hair stood up on her arms. "Wh-what things?"


  After an awkward laugh, he said, "Well, I was a little frustrated with the tremor damage yesterday, and my place is getting so crowded, I sort of wished aloud that my neighbor would retire and give me her storefront."


  "And?"


  "And this morning she announced she was going to retire and wanted to give me her storefront."


  The story sounded too fantastic. "Had she ever hinted at doing such a thing?"


  Ladden shook his head. "No. We've been friends for years, and I kind of helped her with the repairs and stuff after her husband died, but I never expected—or dreamed—something like this would happen. It was just a crazy statement, something off the top of my head."


  "Does she have children?"


  "No."


  "Then it's possible she meant to give you the space all along and simply hadn't mentioned it."


  "That's what I thought... at first."


  "And then?"


  He stood and turned his back to her, offering a nice view of his physique. His shoulders filled the dress shirt impressively, then gave way to a narrow waist and trim hips enclosed in dark slacks. She'd never seen him wear anything other than jeans, and the transformation was astonishing. With a few inches off his longish hair, he could blend in easily inside any corporate boardroom—although his exceptional shoulders might betray the fact that he didn't sit behind a desk all day.


  Ladden cleared his throat. "After I dropped you off last night, I sort of wished aloud that you could see how crazy I am about you."


  Her skin tingled with desire at his admission. "You said this when you were driving home?"


  "Yeah."


  Her mouth fell open slightly. "And the billboards..."


  He nodded slowly.


  She laughed nervously and rose to her feet. "But there's nothing magic about arranging for billboard space—I mean, if this crazy old man did it, he must have overheard you say something about"—a flush warmed her neck—"me."


  "I thought perhaps he had crawled in the back of the truck without me realizing it and overheard me, but it seems like a stretch."


  "Oh, and the alternative isn't a stretch?"


  "Yes… but there's more."


  "More?"


  He pulled his hand over his mouth. "Last night before you dropped in at Tabby's, the bartender gave me a note from someone who fit this fellow Gene's description."


  "That was the note your uncle was teasing you about?"


  He smirked. "Right."


  "What did it say?"


  "It said, A wise first wish, Master.' "


  She shrugged. "There's nothing magic about a handwritten note."


  He massaged the bridge of his nose. "How about a customized newspaper headline?"


  "What?"


  "This morning when I opened my paper, the entire front page read, 'A wise second wish, Master.' "


  A laugh of disbelief bubbled out of her throat. "Ladden, that's impossible. Did you keep the newspaper?"


  He dropped his gaze. "The wind scattered the paper and I couldn't find the front page."


  "What about the note?"


  "I found it this morning. You scribbled your tag number on the back."


  "I remember."


  He lifted his gaze. "But the other side was completely blank."


  Jasmine shook her head slowly. "This is starting to spook me. Ladden, if I didn't know better—"


  "You'd think I was insane," he finished for her. He lifted his hands. "Hell, maybe I am."


  Searching his face, she asked, "Did you call the sign company? Someone had to cover all that expense."


  Nodding, he said, "They received a stationery envelope with my store's letterhead full of new one-hundred-dollar bills."


  She swallowed hard. "Maybe he stole an envelope."


  "Maybe."


  "Maybe he's rich and eccentric."


  Ladden gave her a wry smile. "He said he printed his own money and showed me a stack of bills that looked too new to be real, so I doubt that he's rich, and I wonder how much trouble I'll be in if he paid for the billboards with counterfeit money."


  "You have to go to the police."


  He laughed and looked heavenward. "It'll be hard for me to run my business wearing a strait-jacket."


  "But you have his name."


  "Not really. He calls himself Genie, I call him Gene."


  "Do you know where he lives?"


  "He seems to simply show up—complete with turban."


  Jasmine felt as if her body's functions had come to a screeching halt. Her heart stopped, her throat tightened, and the muscles in her legs gave way. She sank to the bench. "A turban? A b-black turban?"


  Ladden didn't even have to answer—the expression on his face told her. He joined her on the bench, looking somewhat boneless himself. "Don't tell me you know him."


  Vague recollections flooded her mind and she rubbed her temples. "Not really, but the night my car was towed, a street vendor wearing a black turban directed me to your family's tavern to use the phone."


  "It could be a different man."


  "But the next morning when a cab arrived, I thought the man looked familiar."


  Ladden dropped his head in his hands. "I'd forgotten that Gene told me he was with you when you saw the billboards."


  "He's here."


  His head snapped up. "Gene's here?"


  "Now I'm sure it's the same man, but when I first saw him I assumed he was in costume."


  "Did he talk to you?"


  "Yes..." She felt the blood drain from her face. "I asked him for directions to the ladies' room and he sent me here." She staggered to her feet, backing away until the wall of metal lockers stopped her.


  Ladden's face was anguished. "Jasmine, I know this looks bad, but I swear to you I didn't have anything to do with this."


  And while her head screamed danger, something inside her knew by his pained expression that he was telling the truth—that he, too, was a victim of this lunatic matchmaker. She relaxed slightly and nodded, gulping for air. "Okay. I believe you. Do you think he locked us in?"


  He sighed, glancing back toward the door. "It's possible, but..."


  "But what?"


  "How did he know I'd be coming here?"


  "Did you tell anyone? Could he have eavesdropped?"


  "I told Betsy on the patio, but I walked down here within a few seconds of telling her."


  Betsy? The red-haired woman in the sexy outfit? Considering the floral tie he wore, it seemed likely that the female caterer was the friend he'd mentioned he was helping. Why did the thought of Ladden having a girlfriend rankle her?


  "The timing doesn't seem right," he said. "Unless he gave you directions immediately after he overheard me."


  Feeling sheepish, she shook her head. "I stopped to stargaze for a few minutes along the way. You would've arrived first." She smacked the locker behind her and the metallic clatter reverberated in the room. "There has to be a reasonable explanation."


  "There's more," he said.


  Jasmine laughed hysterically. "More?"


  He nodded, shifting from foot to foot, his face reddening.


  "What?"


  "The rug you want."


  "What about it?"


  "It, um... moves."


  Now she'd heard everything. "It moves?"


  Ladden's face flamed next to his white shirt. He loosened his tie and looked away. "Yeah."


  "You mean it lies on the floor and vibrates?"


  "Not exactly."


  "Then what, exactly?"


  "I hung it on the wall, it fell down."


  Her shoulders sagged. "Is that all?"


  "Then I put it on some trunks and it moved to a table, then to a doorway. I rolled it up and set it in a corner, and it moved to the showroom."


  Incredulous, she asked, "You actually saw this rug levitate and move around?"


  "No—I turned my back and the next thing I knew, the rug was somewhere other than where I left it."


  "Okay, now you're scaring me," she said, holding up a hand and attempting a laugh.


  "Gene said it was a magic carpet."


  "We're back to Gene again?"


  Pressing the heels of his hands into his temples, he said, "It sounds insane—I'm just telling you what I know."


  She ticked off the situation on her fingers. "So far we have an old copper lamp, a mysterious earthquake, a man who claims to be a genie who is shadowing both of us, two so-called wishes that have been 'granted,' a disappearing note, a missing newspaper headline, and a flying carpet."


  Ladden said nothing.


  She angled her head at him, her heart expanding. "Is this what you were leading up to this morning when you asked me if I believed in magic?"


  He looked away and didn't answer for so long, she stepped toward him.


  "Ladden?"


  "I wanted to tell someone," he ground out. "Forget it, Jasmine, if I had the money, I'd commit myself."


  Even as she tried to think of comforting words, Jasmine experienced a disturbing realization: She couldn't bear to see Ladden so unhappy. "Hey," she said, reaching around to touch his arm, "everyone feels crazy at one time or another." Muscle moved beneath her fingers and the soft cotton of his shirt as he turned toward her.


  "I'm sorry you were dragged into this," he said quietly, his brown eyes serious. A shadow of whiskers darkened his jaw at this late hour, and he looked unbelievably handsome with his black hair curling around the stark white collar of his shirt. She couldn't pull her gaze from his.


  "Looks like we'll be here for a while," she murmured, all too aware they were only an arm's length apart. A slow, sensual song was wafting from the intercom, echoing off the hard, flat surfaces in the small room.


  "How's your blister?" he asked with a soft smile.


  Jasmine blinked and dragged her gaze down to inspect her foot, wriggling it. "Fine, without shoes."


  "Fine enough to dance?"


  Surprised, she looked up, her breath catching in her throat.


  "I’m a little rusty," he said quickly, "but I'll do my best not to tread on your toes."


  She searched his eyes and saw warm affection shining in their depths. She told herself she shouldn't—she couldn't—accept a dance from a man she knew had a crush on her, a crush that had somehow led to several strange events, which together now posed a threat to Trey's reelection. Yet even as she mentally reviewed the list of reasons to say no, she stepped closer and shyly lifted her left arm to his shoulder, then waited for him to clasp her right hand.


  He smiled, then angled his body toward hers, gently taking her hand and sweeping her into a slow, sweet waltz. Yet even with the chaste distance between their bodies, Jasmine's skin burned where his hand curved around her waist and where his palm met hers. With perfect timing and a light touch, he led her around the close room in small circles.


  "Where did you learn to dance?"


  "In Aunt Silvie's kitchen," he said. "But I warn you—I can't talk and count at the same time."


  She laughed and leaned into him involuntarily. Without missing a beat, he took up the slack and reduced the distance between them.


  "You look very nice," she said, and meant it.


  "You," he said quietly, "are breathtaking. Unfortunately, I can't stare and count at the same time either."


  Relaxing further into him, she told herself she shouldn't be having such a good time, but she didn't want it to end. Without warning, the waiter's words, which she hadn't given much thought to at the time, came back to her. Beyond those trees, you will find what you are looking for.


  Jasmine looked into Ladden's eyes, which were too honest to hide his desire for her. Her breasts grew taut and her thighs warmed in response. Had she? Had she found what she was looking for? Or was theirs simply a strong physical attraction, elevated by their odd circumstances and sudden proximity. The song faded to an end. Their bodies stilled, but they did not release one another.


  Slowly, oh so slowly, Ladden lowered his head, his gaze riveted on her mouth. She had plenty of time to stop him with a movement or a protest, but Jasmine simply listened to her heart pound and wet her lips in preparation for his kiss.


  With his mouth a whisper away from hers, he stopped, as if giving her a last chance to resist him, but she could not. Instead, she flicked out the tip of her tongue to invite him inside. With a groan, he captured her mouth fully and crushed her against his chest as if he were afraid she would escape. She opened her mouth to his tongue and moaned as he explored inside. He tasted of salt and mint, a tantalizing combination. His hands kneaded her back slowly and she sensed a restraint in his caresses that made her tremble.


  Feeling tiny and pliable in the circle of his arms, Jasmine timidly snaked her hands around his neck. Her fingers skimmed over the knotty muscles beneath his shirt. He raised his head and lilted her off the floor as he dipped his head lower to rain kisses along the length of her neck. His hands strumming her back ignited so many fires, Jasmine thought she would surely be consumed.


  Ladden rasped her name against her neck and licked at the sensitive skin of her exposed collarbone. She rolled her shoulders and leaned her head back, arching in his arms, fully supported by him. Her skirt had shimmied up to expose her thighs. When his hand skimmed over her buttocks, she groaned.


  But he stiffened. Immediately, she sensed his withdrawal. He lifted his head, his chest heaving, and lowered her to the floor as if she were a priceless, breakable object. "I’m sorry," he whispered, his eyes large and apologetic, "This isn't how it should be, how I want it to be."


  Lowering her arms, she smoothed down the skirt of her dress, still reeling from the blow his body had delivered to her senses. "You're right, of course," she said shakily. "I don't know what came over me."


  He smiled wryly, not attempting to hide the hard ridge of his erection. "I would have if we hadn't stopped when we did."


  Grateful for his humor in such an awkward moment, she returned his smile.


  "Thank you for the dance," he said, inclining his head.


  Struggling to control her breathing, Jasmine checked her hair in the mirror and offered Ladden a tissue for the lipstick stains around his mouth, although she couldn't offer much help for the red smear on his collar. Like two high school kids making repairs before going home, they righted their clothing and hair. She drew on her lipstick with a shaky hand, trying to squash the panic that threatened to overwhelm her.


  "Jasmine," he said quietly, squinting as he re-tied the horrid floral tie. "Will you go out with me?"


  She caught his gaze in the mirror. "Out?"


  "You know, maybe dinner and a movie?"


  Inhaling deeply, she applied another layer of color to her lips, hoping to erase the lingering sensation of his mouth on hers. "Ladden, I think we have a more imminent problem."


  "Which is?"


  She put down her lipstick and stared at him in the mirror. "How are we going to get out of here?"


  Shrugging his big shoulders, he said, "I have no idea."


  Unable to resist, she ventured, "You could use your third wish."


  "My what?"


  "Your third wish," she teased. "Don't you have one left?"


  A mischievous light flared in his eyes, causing her pulse to kick up again. Moving behind her with animal grace, he lowered his mouth to her ear and whispered, "I would be ready for a straitjacket if I used my last wish to get away from you."


  A loud knock on the door sent her heart to her throat. Ladden jumped as well, then waved her farther into the rest room as he approached the door.


  "Ladden, are you in there?" Betsy's voice rang out.


  She saw his shoulders drop in relief. "Betsy," he called, "the door locked behind me—I can't get out."


  The woman's laughter reached Jasmine's ears, a bit brassy, but a welcome sound. "Are you alone in there?" she asked, her voice lilting. "Maybe I should come in."


  Ladden glanced back to Jasmine and gestured frantically for her to hide. She weighed her choices, then jumped in a shower stall and pulled the curtain closed.


  "Come on, Betsy, let me out," he yelled.


  Jasmine heard rattling and thumping, then Ladden proclaimed in a loud voice, "Whew! It sure is nice to be out of this place. I think I'll prop open the door with a rock so no one else will get locked in."


  "Why are you yelling?" the woman asked. "And what did you spill on your shirt?"


  Their voices faded and Jasmine counted to one hundred, then scrambled out of her hiding place. She slapped an adhesive bandage over the blister, shoved her feet in her shoes, then peeked outside. Thankfully, the coast seemed clear. Heaving a sigh of relief, she made her escape and retraced her steps alongside the pool, which was still deserted.


  Her mind spun, replaying the fantastic tales Ladden had told her and their lapse, which had very nearly led to disaster. Right now she was sure of one thing—she could not allow herself to get emotionally attached to Ladden. She hadn't clawed her way out of Glenhayden and up the social ladder of Sacramento to marry an antiques dealer with a too-vivid imagination.


  No, she decided, quickening her step, Ladden Sanderson didn't figure into her lifelong dreams. She had gone as far as the deep end of the pool when a powerful gust of wind swirled around her, ruffling the giant leaves of the tropical plants in the landscaping. Jasmine gathered the hem of her dress in one hand, and tried to hold her hair in place with the other. She stumbled sideways, then steadied herself mere inches from the edge. Her heart pumped adrenaline through her trembling body... she couldn't swim. Then a gust carrying the force of human hands knocked her off balance. Scrambling desperately for a foothold, Jasmine clawed the air in terror and screamed just before she plunged beneath the surface.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  


  LADDEN POSITIONED HIMSELF in a spot on the patio where he could watch for Jasmine's return as unobtrusively as possible. Betsy, having teased him mercilessly on the way back, was now perched next to the melting ice sculpture whose demise was undoubtedly being hastened by the scorching glances of the two men hanging on her every word.


  He had a beer halfway to his mouth when a scream from the direction of the pool pierced the air. His brain processed the sound in a split second... Jasmine! With his heart in his throat, Ladden pushed through the crowd and hurdled over low tables. He pounded down the path leading to the pool, frantic, turning in all directions.


  "Jasmine, where are you?" Then he saw a movement in the deep end of the shadowy pool. A flash of red confirmed his worst fear. He went from motionless to a dead run in the span of a heartbeat, tearing off his jacket just before he dove off the edge and sliced the surface. Jasmine's eyes were closed and she floated virtually motionless, her dark hair like tentacles around her pale face.


  Moving without rational thought, Ladden grabbed her waist and dragged her to the surface with two massive kicks. He threw back his head and gulped air, yelling for help as he hauled her limp body to the side. A gasping crowd had gathered and several people helped him lift her from the water. He heaved himself up over the edge of the pool and despite the fear that threatened to paralyze him, immediately began to administer CPR, talking to her between chest compressions and transferring the breath from his lungs into hers.


  "Jasmine. Wake up. Wake up and talk to me." He kept his emotion in check, barely. She needed him to be strong, to stay calm. "Come on, Jasmine, breathe." When he shoved his ear to her mouth to listen for signs of recovery, he heard a weak gurgle in her throat. He jerked up and squeezed her hand. "Breathe, Jasmine, breathe."


  Her chest heaved and she sputtered, spewing water. Weak with relief, he turned her on her side to help expel the liquid, vaguely aware of the crowd applauding.


  "Stand back," he yelled. "Give her room!"


  Within a few seconds, he heard a siren in the distance. "You're okay," he whispered, smoothing her dark hair back from her colorless face.


  "Ladden?" she gasped. "A freak wind... must have lost my balance."


  "Shhh, don't talk, just try to relax and concentrate on breathing." Flashes of light exploded on all sides. Enraged, Ladden bellowed at the crowd and pulled down Jasmine's dress to cover her thighs.


  "Let the governor through!" someone shouted, and he looked up in time to see McDonald burst through the crowd, his face a gray mask.


  "Jasmine!" he yelled, kneeling by her and grasping her hand.


  Ladden pulled back, rising on rubbery legs. Now that the danger had passed, it hit him how close he’d come to losing her.


  "What happened?" the governor asked.


  "We heard a scream," a lady said.


  "When we got here, she was floating in the deep end," someone else chimed in.


  "This guy dove in and saved her," a man finished, gesturing to Ladden.


  McDonald stood and extended his hand. "Mister, you're a hero. I'm Governor McDonald and I am deeply in your debt. What's your name?"


  After a few seconds' hesitation, Ladden said, "Sanderson."


  The other man's brow crinkled slightly. "Sanderson, did you say?"


  "That's right. Ladden Sanderson."


  "It's that Sanderson guy," someone yelled, and more flashes went off.


  The governor's lips formed a tight line and he gripped Ladden's hand a little harder. He leaned forward and lowered his voice until only Ladden could hear him. "If I find out you had anything to do with this, that you tried to hurt her—"


  "I heard a scream, and I came running," Ladden cut in, tightening his own grip. "I delivered chairs for a caterer. I had no idea you or Ms. Crowne would be here."


  "Right," McDonald snapped. "That must be one hell of a rug Jasmine is so determined to buy from you."


  "Trey," Jasmine said. Some color had returned to her face and she slowly pushed herself up to a sitting position. Ladden nearly butted heads with McDonald when they both knelt to help her. But when the governor gave him a nasty look, Ladden backed off. After all, she had asked for the other man.


  "Yes, darling," McDonald crooned.


  "Mr. Sanderson is a good man and a good friend," she said, glancing toward Ladden, her eyes moist. "I simply lost my balance on those ridiculous shoes and fell into the pool." She wet her lips carefully. "I owe Mr. Sanderson my life."


  McDonald glanced up, his eyes narrowed. "So, Mr. Sanderson, it was mere coincidence that you were in the right place at the right time?"


  Ladden ground his teeth. "I suppose so."


  "Then I must thank you," he said politely, but his eyes remained flat.


  The paramedics arrived on the scene, checked Jasmine's vital signs, and pronounced her nearly fully recovered. Security succeeded in clearing the crowd, leaving only a knot of people closely associated with the hotel or with the governor, and Ladden. McDonald wanted Jasmine to go to the hospital, but she insisted she only needed rest and a hot shower.


  "I'll drive you," Ladden said in unison with McDonald, which garnered him another glare from the governor.


  Standing now and wrapped in one of the hotel's robes, her eyes darted back and forth between them. "I'll get a room here at the hotel, and I'll be fine."


  "I'll walk with you," Ladden said in unison with McDonald. They traded glares again.


  "Trey, would you excuse me and Mr. Sanderson for a moment? I'll be right there."


  McDonald frowned, but nodded and moved out of earshot, although he stood behind Jasmine, within Ladden's line of vision.


  Ignoring the other man, Ladden studied her eyes and drank in the contours of her pale face, his hands itching to pull her close. "Are you sure you're okay?"


  She smiled and nodded, but her eyes welled. "Thank you, Ladden."


  He bit his tongue hard. "Jasmine, if you start crying, I swear I'm going to scoop you up and carry you out of here, governor or no governor."


  "I don't know what happened," she said. "I lost my balance, and I fell, and I can't swim—" She broke off in a choked voice.


  Ladden sighed. "You're determined to make me do something McDonald will regret, aren't you?"


  She shook her head and sniffed mightily.


  "Better give me a smile since lover boy is getting nervous," he said lightly.


  "I ruined your suit," she said miserably.


  "It’s not Armani."


  "Ladden, about this evening—"


  "We'll talk about it some other time. You need rest."


  She gave him a watery smile. "I'll call you tomorrow." Her chin went up. "Because I still want that rug."


  Ladden glanced at McDonald, who looked as if he was ready to charge. "For his bedroom, I think the price just went up. You'd better get going."


  He watched as she walked away with McDonald, his heart twisting when the other man wrapped a possessive arm around her waist. He'd lost her for the night... but at least he hadn't lost her for good.


  Turning to leave, he nearly walked into the massive Duncan, who offered him a tight smile. "Mr. Sanderson, the governor has asked me to follow you home and make sure you arrive safely. And we need to have another little talk about Ms. Crowne."


  


  * * *


  


  "Our top news story this morning," the anchorwoman said, "is the near drowning that occurred last evening at the Shoalt Hotel during a political rally for Governor McDonald. The victim was none other than the governor's girlfriend, Jasmine Crowne, who reportedly cannot swim and fell into a pool by accident. It is not known if alcohol was a factor, but the story took an ironic twist when it was discovered that the man who pulled her from the water and resuscitated her is Ladden Sanderson, the same gentleman who only yesterday was linked romantically to Ms. Crowne by a bizarre message on several billboards on the bypass." The woman's mouth quirked. "Political analysts say this is yet another blow to Governor McDonald's image, and does not bode well for the upcoming election."


  Cursing, Ladden turned off the television, then padded downstairs for his morning ritual of breakfast and paper on the porch. He hadn't slept well. He couldn't stop thinking about Jasmine... their dance, their kisses, the warmth of her body next to his... and the incredible terror he felt when he pulled her from the pool. God, how he'd wanted to be with her last night, just to watch over her.


  The only good news, he decided when he opened the paper, was he didn't have a customized headline. The bad news was the featured photograph showed him reviving Jasmine, which to the casual reader looked as if they were locked in an intimate embrace.


  Both Mrs. Matthews and Mrs. Hanover traipsed over to try and squeeze any tidbit of gossip they could out of him, but he managed to gloss over the details and dismiss the media's assertion that Governor McDonald's campaign had stumbled because of his "friendship" with Jasmine.


  He was glad to be reopening the store today, he decided as he pulled his truck into the alley. Customers would help keep his mind off Jasmine. The rug expert would be stopping by, he remembered, and he needed to start making plans for his new store space.


  It came as no surprise to him that the rug was once again spread over the table he'd been holding for Jasmine. He saluted as he walked by, closed the door connecting the storeroom and showroom, then picked up the phone and arranged for another antiques dealer to deliver the table to the governor's mansion. The last thing he needed was another run-in with McDonald, especially after Duncan's none-too-subtle threats last night.


  The morning passed quickly. Business was brisk, with new customers who were curious and old customers who stopped by for coffee and gossip. And he had a barrage of phone calls from family and friends who wanted just the gossip, hold the coffee. He had managed to put the other strange incidents of the last few days out of his mind until the bell rang and Marie Davies walked in with a smile and her magnifying glass to inspect the rug.


  Ladden stepped from behind the counter, feeling suddenly nervous about letting someone else examine the carpet. "Hello, Ms. Davies."


  "Hello, Ladden." She peered over her half-glasses. "You're quite the celebrity, I hear."


  "Don't believe everything you read."


  "I've worked with Ms. Crowne on several occasions—a lovely woman, I'm so glad she's all right."


  "So am I. In fact, Ms. Crowne is the designer who wants to buy the rug."


  "For an account of hers?"


  "Something like that."


  "From your description of the carpet over the phone, I must admit, I'm very intrigued. Do you have any documentation?"


  "No, but there was a small oil lamp in the same lot and it had these markings on it. I don’t know if it might help to date the rug." He handed her the symbols he’d written down.


  She squinted at the markings. "There’s no date or numbering here. The only word I can make out is 'magic.'"


  Magic? He tucked his tongue into his cheek and reached for the paper. "My mistake—the lamp must be a toy. Give me a moment to retrieve the carpet. I, um, have trouble keeping up with it." He backed away with a smile and opened the door to the storeroom tentatively, his heart sinking when he saw the rug had once again scampered away. But this time he couldn't find it. He peered behind and under every piece of furniture, and after twenty minutes, he was ready to concede defeat.


  "Is there a problem?" Ms. Davies poked her head through the doorway.


  He shrugged sheepishly. "I can't find the carpet. I've been moving things around so much lately, I must have misplaced it."


  "By chance, is that the rug?" Ms. Davies asked, her head tilted back.


  Ladden followed her gaze and nearly swallowed his tongue. Indeed the rug was hugging the ceiling, a good thirty feet above their heads—and he had absolutely no idea how to retrieve it.


  "Um, n-no, that's not it," he lied. He tucked the note on which he'd scribbled the foreign markings from the lamp back into his pocket. "I must have packed the carpet and simply forgotten. I don't want to take up any more of your time."


  But she still stared at the ceiling. "How on earth did you get that carpet up there?"


  "I-I didn't," he stammered. "I mean, it was already there."


  "When you bought the place?"


  He cleared his throat. "Uh-huh."


  Her thin eyebrows rose. "You really should find a way to get it down. From here it looks Indian, and the markings are some of the most ancient I've seen." She nodded emphatically. "You could have a museum-quality piece up there."


  "Thanks, Ms. Davies," he said, ushering her back into the showroom. "I apologize for the inconvenience."


  "Call me when you find the rug," she said, "and when you get your hands on the carpet on the ceiling."


  "Will do," he said, waving cheerfully, wondering what he'd tell Jasmine now about the rug she wanted for her boyfriend's boudoir. He scrubbed a hand over his face. "Where's a genie when you need one?"


  "Greetings, Master," a familiar voice said behind him.


  Ladden froze and turned slowly to see Gene, new pajamas, same turban. "Hey, Gene. You could give a person the creeps the way you pop in and out of places."


  "Did you need something, Master?"


  Ladden lowered his voice to a menacing level. "As a matter of fact, buddy, I have a bone to pick with you. Leave Jasmine alone. We compared notes last night after you lured us to the men's room and locked us in. You're a weirdo, and if I see you around here or around Jasmine again, I'm going to call the police and have you hauled off to a looney bin, got it?"


  The man's thick gray eyebrows knitted. "You were not happy to be alone with your princess?"


  Ladden felt like shaking the man. "Not when it's so underhanded! What if she thinks I put you up to it? I'm lucky she's even speaking to me."


  "Sometimes extreme measures are required." Gene grinned widely. "You saved her life, did you not?"


  Frowning at the man's gleeful expression, Ladden answered warily. "Yes, but barely."


  Gene scoffed. "I made sure you had plenty of time."


  Ladden went completely still. "What are you saying?"


  Another gap-toothed grin. "I arranged for Ms. Crowne to fall into the pool so you could save her life!"


  "You what?"


  "I knew she couldn't swim—"


  Ladden cut off his words with a hand around his windpipe. "You pushed her in?" A red haze descended over his eyes and his stomach boiled. "She could have died because of you!"


  "Master," the man sputtered in a strangled voice, "I knew... you would... save her... I cannot... take a life."


  But Ladden only tightened his grip around the man's scrawny throat.


  "Ladden, boy, what are you doing?" Ernie boomed behind him, then lunged between the men to break Ladden's death grip. Gene stumbled backward, coughing and gasping for air.


  His uncle shook him by the shoulders. "Good thing I stopped by—you might have killed that man!"


  Ladden was seething. "I might still."


  "Pipe down," Ernie chided. "You have customers."


  Gene straightened, his face sad and crumpled. "But Master, I only wanted you and your princess—"


  "Shut up!" Ladden snapped. "Enough with the Master and the princess garbage! I'm calling the police." He charged to the phone, but when he put the handset to his mouth and turned around, the old man was gone.


  "Where did he go?" Ernie asked, turning in a full circle, craning his neck.


  With a loud sigh, Ladden replaced the phone. "The man's a lunatic—he has a way of disappearing." He ran his hand through his hair, his nerves frayed.


  "What did he do?"


  "He's been harassing Jasmine, and as good as admitted he pushed her in the swimming pool last night."


  "The paper said she fell."


  "The paper also insinuated she might have been drunk."


  "Was she?"


  "No!" Ladden slumped against an old desk. "What a damn mess."


  "Yeah... well, Ladden, I came to deliver bad news," Ernie said soberly.


  Ladden straightened. "What?"


  "The health department inspector just closed down Tabby's."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  


  "SO TELL ME ABOUT this Sanderson guy," Trey said casually.


  Jasmine glanced up in surprise. Intent on the brunch menu, Trey appeared scrupulously uninterested, but she wasn't fooled. Her body temperature spiked. "What do you mean?"


  "I mean," he said, closing the menu and setting it aside, "is there or isn't there something going on between the two of you?"


  She didn't need this—not after lying awake all night, confused and restless, reliving Ladden's kiss a hundred times, wallowing in the feelings he'd evoked. "Trey, don't tell me you're starting to believe the newspapers."


  "No. I know the closest thing to the truth in the papers is the comics." He leaned forward. "But why didn't you tell me he drove you home the other night?"


  Just yesterday, she'd seen a segment on television about how to tell if someone is evading the truth. She concentrated on not doing any of those things. "Why didn't I tell you?" Oops—repeating the question was one of the signs. "Trey, election day is less than two weeks away. Why would I bother you with an insignificant detail about who dropped me off at my condo after my car was towed?" She manufactured a laugh—another telltale sign, then swallowed hard—yet another sign. "If I wanted to be clandestine about it, would I have ridden in a big old delivery truck with the name of his business written on the side?"


  "Okay, okay, so I'm imagining things," he relented with a smile. "I guess I'm nervous about the wrap-up tour."


  "You'll be great," she said with sincerity, touching his hand. "What time do you leave?"


  "In about two hours. I'll have Elam fax you a copy of my itinerary."


  Relieved they were on a more neutral topic, she nodded. Elam was probably just glad to get Trey out of her reach. A waiter took their orders, then they buttered miniature croissants.


  "You gave me quite a scare last night," he said. "Are you sure you're feeling well?"


  "Fine," she assured him. "And I'm signing up for swimming lessons next week. I'm sorry, Trey, I know the last couple of days have been somewhat of an embarrassment for you."


  He shrugged. "I can't fault the guy's taste."


  "You're being very gracious."


  "I'm being very jealous."


  Guilt stabbed her and she smiled to cover it. "There's no need."


  "You're right." Trey shook his head, then raised his glass of juice. "As if you would be interested in a construction worker."


  At his condescending tone, a small part of her rallied in Ladden's defense. Twisting the napkin in her lap, she chose her words carefully. "He's a hardworking businessman, Trey."


  "He runs a junk store."


  "Antiques," she corrected quietly. "Ladden's Castle is a good resource for me. It's important to offer one-of-a-kind items to my clients."


  "Like the mysterious rug you told me about?" he teased. "When am I going to see this magnificent carpet?" Lifting her hand, he kissed her fingers and murmured, "That hardwood floor isn't the only thing cold in my bedroom lately."


  A warm flush bloomed in her cheeks. "I'll try to have the rug delivered by the time you return."


  "A risky purchase, though, considering I might only be in the mansion another couple of months."


  "You're going to win this election."


  He grinned. "I take it I have your vote?"


  "Absolutely." In fact, the only thing she was certain of these days was that Trey McDonald was the best man to lead the state. It hurt to think she might have cost him votes.


  His expression suddenly turned serious. "Stick with me, Jasmine, and we'll go to the top. I need you. The public loves the idea of us being together. That's why this thing with Sanderson has gotten so much press."


  She understood perfectly, because she also loved the idea of being with Trey. They made a great couple: youthful, successful, photogenic. They looked as if they belonged together. What she felt had to be akin to what Jacqueline Bouvier felt when she met the young Jack Kennedy. A life with Trey McDonald would be filled with glamour, travel, money, and power.


  And love? Love took years, she told herself. He was a good man with a kind disposition—successful unions had been built on much less.


  He snapped his fingers. "I don't know why I didn't think of it before. Go with me!"


  She blinked in surprise. "On the campaign tour?"


  "Sure—what better proof that all is well between us?"


  "Well," she said, hesitating. "I hadn't planned on being away from my office for so long, but..."


  "Great! Let's hurry so you can go home and pack. I'll send a car for you."


  "But what on earth will I do?"


  "Just smile and court the press," he said, then paused significantly. "I hope this will be the first of many road trips."


  Jasmine smiled tremulously. "Right."


  


  * * *


  


  "Be careful what you wish for," she said to her reflection as she packed, "it might just come true."


  Leaving with Trey was for the best, although she couldn't quite put her finger on why spending the next several days with him and his entourage left her feeling so displaced. Scant hours ago she'd been contemplating spending a lifetime with him.


  She finished packing in record time. After lugging her bags to the front hall, she performed a quick walk-through to check appliances and thermostats, then settled in an armchair in her living room to wait for the car Trey was sending. Her gaze kept roving to the copper lamp, one of the few bits of color in the otherwise stark room, made more vivid by a single red-winged butterfly that seemed determined to roost on the spout. With her limited knowledge of insects, she presumed the luster of the polished metal provided the attraction. Finally, unable to resist the pull herself, she rose and walked over to pick up the lamp.


  The butterfly seemed content to remain, as long as she handled the piece carefully. Once again, she studied the Arabic symbols, surprised when more of the symbols clicked in her memory. Squinting at the etchings, she tried to translate the words. "Something, something, dwell, no, house... or home. Something, something, home. Maj... majesty. Majesty home?" Jasmine frowned. "Majesty's home? Not majesty... magic? Magician!" she squealed, causing the insect to take flight. "Magician's home!" Then she frowned again. "Magician's home?"


  Ladden's words came back to her in a rush. This homeless guy says he lived in the copper lamp you bought and is going to grant me three wishes for releasing him from bondage.


  The air suddenly felt cold. She shuddered, hurriedly returning the lamp to the mantel. A magic lamp? Rubbing her bare arms briskly, she laughed. More likely the words of a clever souvenir salesman, she decided, then shrugged into her suit jacket and checked her watch. The driver was late. At this rate, she'd be sprinting through the terminal, if she made it at all.


  Purposely turning her back on the copper lamp, Jasmine refused to let the nagging thoughts of Ladden Sanderson materialize. All his talk about genies and wishes and migratory rugs had seemed enchanting last night, but today it sounded just plain... well...


  "Enchanting," she ruefully admitted, then massaged her temples with a groan.


  Her phone rang, startling her. She connected the call, again checking her watch. "Hello?"


  "Ms. Crowne?" asked a man's voice.


  "Yes."


  "My name is Jorrie—I'm supposed to deliver you to the airport." His tone was agitated.


  "Is everything all right?"


  "My limo stopped on the bypass."


  She would miss the flight, but she could catch up with Trey later this evening or tomorrow. "I hope it isn't a serious repair," she offered, feeling sorry for the man who was probably worried about what the governor would say.


  "I've been around cars all my life," Jorrie said, his voice shaking, "but this is the strangest thing I ever did see."


  "What's wrong?" she asked, a finger of premonition tickling her spine.


  "Butterflies... hundreds of 'em—maybe thousands—all over the engine, coming out from under the hood like colored smoke."


  In her stunned silence, the driver apologized over and over. Jasmine mumbled something about putting in a good word for him with Governor McDonald, then hung up slowly. Had a strange butterfly pestilence descended on the city? In a daze, she called Trey's cell phone to explain, but to her surprise, Joseph Elam answered.


  "Joseph, this is Jasmine Crowne."


  "Yes?" His voice sounded pinched.


  "May I speak to the governor?"


  "He's indisposed," he said without elaboration.


  "The car broke down on its way to pick me up. Tell Trey I'll have to catch a later flight."


  After several seconds' pause, Elam asked, "Do you really think that would be wise, Ms. Crowne?"


  "Excuse me?"


  He sighed dramatically. "When the governor told me he had invited you along, I had my doubts about your presence on the tour."


  A seed of anger took root in her stomach. "Could you be more specific?"


  "The governor's political career hinges on the events of the next few days. He needs to be focused on the campaign, with no distractions."


  "I want what's best for Governor McDonald, too," she reminded him.


  "Then may I suggest that you stay in Sacramento, and stay out of trouble."


  She pressed her lips together, then asked, "Anything else?"


  "Actually, yes. You can give reporters a personal tour of the refurbished mansion, including the governor's personal quarters. I'll make the necessary phone calls to the media." He paused, as if in thought, but she prepared herself for a final dig. "Showing what you do for a living might help the public swallow the story about your business relationship with that Sanderson fellow,"


  "It's not a story," she said through clenched teeth.


  "For the governor's sake," he said, his voice grim, "I hope not."


  Realizing that Elam was simply doing his job—watching out for the governor's best interests—she retreated gracefully. "Make those phone calls. I'll tie up the loose ends at the mansion and schedule the tours for tomorrow afternoon. Please inform the governor of your—I mean, our change of plans."


  "Very good," he said. "Ms. Crowne, I hope you understand how important this election is to all of our futures."


  Jasmine was silent a moment, then said, "I do, Mr. Elam. Believe me, I have dreams, too."


  "Then you'd better perform magic for those cameras tomorrow."


  


  * * *


  


  "Jasmine," Ladden said happily, squeezing the phone. "How are you feeling today?"


  "I'm fine," she said, although she didn't sound fine. "Ladden, I want to apologize for my behavior at the party last night. I have no excuse for leading you on like that and Trey doesn't deserve the way I treated him."


  His heart fell. It wasn't the conversation he'd hoped for, but he had begun to understand the delicate position in which they'd put themselves. He'd spent most of the afternoon trying to get through to McDonald and tell him to call the dogs off his family's tavern. His call had finally been passed to a fellow named Elam. A mistake had been made, the man informed Ladden. The tavern would be reopened within the hour. But, he added, did Mr. Sanderson understand that he was to keep his relationship with Jasmine Crowne on a professional level? Yes, Ladden had conceded—purely professional.


  "You're right, Jasmine," he said, his stomach churning. "Things were much simpler before we... before." He cleared his throat. "So from now on, it's strictly business."


  "Good," she said, her voice flooded with relief. "Now then, do you have a price on the rug? I'm prepared to buy, and I need it first thing in the morning."


  His life had been nothing but turmoil ever since he found that stupid rug. If Jasmine wanted to give the misbehaving carpet to Trey McDonald, she was welcome to it. He pursed his lips and made a split-second decision. "I'll make you a deal."


  "What kind of deal?"


  "If you can help me figure out a way to get it down, I'll sell it for what I paid for it."


  "You're kidding," she gasped, then stopped. "Did you say 'get it down'?"


  "You heard me."


  "Where is it?"


  "The last time I checked, it was on the ceiling."


  Her laughter rolled over the phone line. "You're joking, of course."


  Knowing she'd have to see it to believe it, he relented. "Of course I'm joking. But I want you to inspect it very carefully before you decide. When can you come by?"


  At her silence, he knew she worried about being seen at his place.


  "You could wear a disguise," he said, only half-joking.


  She laughed. "I think I'll simply bring my assistant, April."


  He hoped the woman wasn't faint-hearted. "Sounds safe. When?"


  "It's four-thirty now, how about six?"


  "Broad daylight, blinds up, doors unlocked—I'll see you then," he said, his heart already thumping in anticipation.


  Since he'd had such a profitable day, he decided to close early and get a haircut. Afterward, he walked down to Tabby's, relieved to see they were back in full swing. His Cousin Joey and Uncle Ernie sat at the bar. He joined them and signaled Malone for a beer.


  "The drink's on me, cuz," Joey said. "I can't thank you enough."


  "Huh?"


  "Ah, don't play dumb. After the health inspector closed us down, I was so mad, I didn't know what to do. Then a few minutes later, I got a call from the governor's office."


  The beer tasted especially bitter as it slid down Ladden's closed throat. "What kind of call?"


  "Some guy who said he'd checked into the inspection as a personal favor for you. Said the inspector had made several errors and it would be taken care of, pronto." He lifted his hand in a little wave. "And it was."


  Ernie grunted. "Sounds like the governor's mighty appreciative of what you did for Ms. Crowne."


  "Something like that," Ladden agreed.


  "Maybe McDonald could help with your insurance claim."


  "I have a feeling we've collected our last favor from Trey McDonald," Ladden said dryly. "I need to call Saul and see where the adjuster stands."


  Ernie shook his head. "It don't look good, son, considering you nearly strangled your only witness today."


  Just the thought of Gene made his head hurt.


  "You must have a date," his aunt Silvie said as she walked up.


  Ladden frowned. "What makes you say that?"


  She pointed to his ears. "Haircut."


  "Ahh," Ernie said, nodding. "Those are fine looking ears, aren't they, Joey?"


  "Gorgeous," Joey agreed. "Going to see Jasmine for a little private mouth-to-mouth?" The men laughed uproariously.


  "Very funny. You two should go on the road."


  "You'd make beautiful kids, you and Jasmine," Silvie told him.


  "Wait a minute," Ladden said, holding up his hands. "For the record, Jasmine Crowne and I were never dating and never will. Period."


  They were quiet for a few seconds, exchanging glances. "What happened?" Silvie asked.


  "She's dating the governor. Isn't that self-explanatory?"


  "But I already told my friends to start thinking about wedding gifts. Wouldn't you like a cappuccino maker?"


  He sighed. "Aren't you getting a little ahead of yourself, Aunt Sil?"


  She wagged a finger at him. "I saw the way you two looked at each other."


  "We're just friends."


  "Whatever you say," she sang. "But it looked like magic to me."


  Ladden downed the beer, then set the empty bottle on the bar. "Thanks for the brew, Joey."


  "Ah, don't leave," Ernie said when Ladden stood.


  "He's got friends in high places now," Joey reminded Ernie with a jab.


  Silvie gave him a knowing smile. "Say hello to Jasmine for me."


  Ladden shook his head and made his getaway. The beer had gone to his head quickly on an empty stomach, and the events of the last few days still didn't make sense. In less than a week he and Jasmine had gone from acquaintances to nearly intimate, then back to acquaintances. Only now it was worse—now they would be awkward acquaintances.


  Every time he replayed their encounter at the party, he changed the ending. In his favorite version, they made passionate love in the changing room and twice again on the way home, then Jasmine chose true love in Glenhayden over fame and fortune as the state's first lady, and they lived happily ever after.


  In the second version, they didn't have sex, but Jasmine came to him later to admit she loved him instead of the governor. Then they made love on the spot, and lived happily ever after.


  In the third version, they made passionate love twice in the changing room and once by the pool, and although Jasmine admitted she loved him, she simply couldn't pass up the life of a statesman's wife.


  He frowned. Only in real life did they not have sex and not live happily ever after.


  At the store he showered quickly in the cramped bathroom, then changed to clean jeans and a red T-shirt. On the way to unlock the front door, he checked the storeroom ceiling and found the rug still hovering there. Scratching his head, he once again tried to come up with some reasonable explanation. Was it possible that something in the ceiling pipework had attracted the static-charged carpet? Or that a friend or relative had schemed to hang the carpet as a practical joke? Perhaps with the tallest stepladder he owned, plus a hook on the end of the longest pole he could find, he might be able to pull it down.


  Or maybe the ladies would have a better idea, he thought as he approached the front door. Hell, he'd shoot a harpoon up there if he had to. He simply wanted the thing out of his store and out of his life.


  When he looked out the door, Jasmine was climbing out of her car, much like the day she'd come in after the earthquake. Had it been only three days ago? It felt like a lifetime. God, he wanted to get to know her better, to find out if she was as wonderful as he suspected. Lithe and leggy in a loose pantsuit and her hair pulled in a high ponytail with a wide silver clasp, she looked like the princess Gene had dubbed her.


  Ladden’s mouth flattened. He hadn't meant to hurt the old man, just scare him a little. Indeed, Gene hadn't been back to the store. He'd have to ask Jasmine if she'd seen him hanging around.


  She stopped on the sidewalk, glanced at her watch, then scanned parked cars on both sides of the street. Looking for her assistant, he presumed. How ridiculous that they had to resort to a witness just to transact business after hours. He grabbed a broom, opened the door, and stepped out on the sidewalk, hoping to have a word with her before their chaperone arrived.


  Wheeling toward the door, she shielded her eyes from the slanting rays of the late sun. The wind had picked up suddenly, an almost certainty they would see a storm before morning. The light fabric of her pantsuit whipped around her, molding to her slight curves. "Hi."


  He kept both hands around the broom handle and fought the urge to drag her into his arms for a very hot—and very public—kiss. "Hi, yourself."


  "April isn't here yet," she explained, her voice unnaturally high.


  After a few seconds of awkward silence, he said, "You look better than the last time I saw you."


  At last she smiled. "So do you."


  They stood staring at each other, and Ladden wondered if she would avoid him after today—after she'd obtained the only thing of his that she'd ever really wanted, he realized with sad clarity. Forget his heart, his soul, his body... the rug, a gift for her boyfriend's bedroom, was what she desired most.


  The sun went behind a dark cloud and a stiff gust of wind blasted over them, staggering Jasmine. "Let's go inside," he shouted over the whistling noise. After glancing up and down the street again, she nodded and followed him into the store.


  The bell clanged noisily when he pulled the door closed behind them. "Whew! Must be a storm blowing in from the coast."


  Smoothing a hand over her hair, she nodded. "That wind feels weirdly familiar—like that blast that threw me off balance last night."


  Ladden discarded his broom but crossed his arms to keep his hands occupied and off Jasmine. "Are you sure you weren't pushed?"


  Her dark brow crinkled. "I'm certain."


  "You were completely alone?"


  "Absolutely. Why?"


  He shook his head. "Gene came in the store today and said something about arranging for you to fall into the pool. I was afraid he had pushed you."


  "No." She tilted her head, her green eyes dancing. "He's filling your head with more fairy tales."


  "Um, actually, Jasmine, I think you should take a look at the rug before your assistant arrives."


  "I don't know—"


  "I'll stay right here," he added quickly.


  "Well, the storm will probably delay her for a few minutes," she conceded.


  At that moment, it darkened noticeably outside, as if the sun had simply dropped from the sky. Streetlights flickered, then glowed, and a driving rain began falling in great, slashing sheets.


  "Where did this come from?" Ladden asked, peering out the windows. "I can't even see your car from here."


  When a dull peal sounded, Jasmine extracted a phone from her purse and slid up the antenna. "Hello?... April, where are you?" Concern cluttered her face. "I'm just glad you're okay.... Don't worry, I won't drive in this mess.... I'll see you tomorrow." She punched a button, then returned the phone to her bag.


  Ladden had pulled a dusty radio from beneath the counter. With one eye on Jasmine, he searched for a weather report. "Is your assistant all right?"


  "She hydroplaned off a shoulder, but she's fine, just a little shaken up."


  "Good... good that she's fine, I mean."


  Her smile was tremulous, and she didn't make eye contact. "I guess I'll just wait out the storm here, if you don't mind."


  He guessed she was weighing the consequences of being discovered in his company, so he offered her a tidbit of comfort. "Even nosy reporters won't be out in this soup." When he heard the strains of an official-sounding report coming over the tinny built-in speaker, he turned up the volume.


  "...dangerously high winds and torrential rain, visibility near zero. Residents are advised to take cover away from windows. The rain is expected to continue until dawn. The following roads are closed due to flash flooding: Bayview, Avon, Candlelight Court, Stanton..."


  "Did he say Candlelight Court?" she asked.


  "Maybe not for long," he soothed, sensing her rising panic. He could practically see the barrier she'd erected around herself.


  "Right." She inhaled deeply, then smiled. "You wanted me to see the rug?"


  "Let me grab a flashlight, just in case the electricity goes."


  With the wind rattling the windows, he led the way back to the storeroom, wondering how she would react to the carpet, if she would even believe he'd had nothing to do with putting it up there.


  "I don't quite know how to explain this," he said before opening the door, "so I'll just let you make up your own mind."


  Pushing open the door, he allowed her to enter, then he followed. One step inside the room, he froze, his eyes bulging.


  "Greetings, Master."


  Grinning wide, Gene bowed, then swept his arm toward a small table that had been lavishly set for two, complete with glowing candles.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  


  JASMINE SEETHED. Twinkling crystal and romantic candlelight in a storage room made for a beautifully clandestine dinner. Ladden had set her up!


  She wheeled, standing on tiptoe to voice her outrage. "This was all a ruse!"


  He inched backward, his hands raised. "Jasmine, I swear, I knew nothing about this."


  But she advanced, poking her finger into his chest for emphasis. "I... don't... believe... you!"


  Gesturing to the old man, he said, "Tell her."


  "It is true what my Master says," the old man proclaimed, inclining his turbaned head.


  Incredulous, she looked back to Ladden. "And I'm supposed to believe him? A man who claims to live in a copper lamp and grant wishes?" She laughed in amazement. "You know what I think? I think you're both nuts, and I'm getting out of here."


  She turned to go, but the door leading to the showroom slammed shut inches from her face, and when she tried the knob, it wouldn't budge. Frantically, she tried to remember if she had anything in her purse to use as a weapon. A cell phone, two lipsticks, and a fountain pen. Slowly, she turned until her shoulderblades scraped against the door. "I'm warning you two—I have a b-black belt in karate." An outrageous lie, but what did she have to lose?


  "Jasmine, wait," Ladden said. "No one's going to hurt you." He walked purposely toward the old man. "You, on the other hand..."


  The man's eyes widened until the coal black centers were framed in white. "Master, I arranged for you and your princess to be alone. The wind, the rain—it is all for you."


  Ladden stopped and glanced back to her. "I think he's schizophrenic. The man's lost touch with reality and I've been letting him make me crazy."


  "How can I convince you?" the man asked, splaying his hands and talking hurriedly in broken English. "You rub the magic lamp and release me from shackles of many centuries. I call you Master, say I will grant you three wishes." He shrugged, looking bewildered. "I grant the two wishes you made, yet you still don't believe in magic."


  Smiling fondly in her direction, he continued. "I know my master loves the fair princess Jasmine, and although I cannot make her love him back, I can help."


  Her cheeks warmed, and Ladden shifted nervously.


  Gene pointed a bony finger at her. "I arrange blister on heel and for women's dressing room door to lock, so she will use men's."


  A strange tingling started in Jasmine's fingers.


  Then he pointed toward Ladden. "When you arrive, I arrange for door to lock behind you." The man sighed. "Still it was not enough, so I arrange wind to blow princess into water and for screams to reach your ears." He sighed louder. "Still no lovey-lovey." Scowling, he said. "Then Master choke me! Today I work hard—break down very long car of driver to—how you say, postpone?— trip with other man. Then I steer car of woman who works with you, arrange storm, and fix pretty table." For emphasis, he gestured to the romantic table setting.


  Jasmine started to tremble. How could one crazy little man plan all this?


  Grabbing his turban with both hands, he wagged his head. "Still no lovey-lovey and still no believe in magic. Americans have hard heads and hard hearts."


  Jasmine inched forward until she stood slightly behind Ladden, shielded—from what, she wasn't sure—by his wide shoulders. "H-how do you know all these things?"


  The man looked at her as if she were dense. "I am a genie."


  "When you say 'arrange,'" Ladden said, "what do you mean?"


  "Arrange?" The man's face wrinkled into a frown. "Make happen." He waved his arms, as if this movement would explain everything.


  Jasmine cleared her throat. "You expect us to believe that you have magic powers?"


  "It is not so strange," he said simply. "Centuries ago, there were many genies doing good things all over the world. But some began to do bad deeds, and their powers were taken away."


  "Taken away by whom?" Ladden asked.


  "The Genie Of Divine," he said matter-of-factly, lowering his voice in reverence as he glanced heavenward. Then he straightened and once again indicated the beautifully set table. "So you will eat and lovey-lovey?"


  Ladden glanced over his shoulder and whispered, "What do you think?"


  Slightly numb, she whispered back, "I'm a little fuzzy on the lovey-lovey part, but from the sound of that storm, we're going to be here for a while, and I'm hungry."


  "We'll probably find peanut butter and jelly sandwiches under those silver trays," he murmured.


  "Fine by me—I'll have a chance to inspect the rug." She nodded toward the carpet that lay stretched in the space cleared for the table—on the floor. "Just get rid of the old man."


  Ladden's gaze bounced back and forth between the rug and the ceiling several times.


  "What's wrong?" she whispered.


  "Never mind," he said. "I'll get rid of him."


  But when they turned back to Gene, he was gone.


  "He's a kook," Ladden said, pivoting all around. "But he's a slippery kook."


  "He certainly went to a lot of trouble," she said, surveying the table.


  A beige lace tablecloth had been draped over a small Queen Anne table, its corners gathered and tied with large, pale yellow bows. More lace tablecloths tied with similar bows had turned mismatched chairs into special creations. A complex table service for two had been created from many different antique china patterns and silverware, with domed silver lids covering the top plate. The crystal wineglasses and water glasses sparkled, reflecting the flames dancing atop the elaborate silver candelabra. A huge green vase held white and purple striped lilies, and a bottle of white wine chilled in a pewter bucket.


  "Are all these things from your store?"


  "Besides the flowers and the wine, yeah, although you'd never recognize them," he said, peeking under a tablecloth.


  Jasmine lifted one of the domed lids. "Oh, my. This is not peanut butter and jelly."


  Ladden craned his neck, his eyes widening. "Rack of lamb?"


  "One of my favorites," she breathed.


  "Mine, too," he said, lifting the other lid to find the same.


  "And mushrooms!" she squealed.


  He grinned at her, igniting desire low in her stomach. "We agree on two foods, it seems. Let's eat."


  Ladden pulled out her chair, which made her a little nervous. When she'd planned her evening, sharing a romantic dinner with Ladden Sanderson had not been on the list. With his hair so neatly shorn, he looked boyishly handsome, a direct contradiction to his well-developed physique. The single most vivid impression she'd carried away from their encounter at the party was that she'd never felt so protected, so wanted, so cared for as she did standing in the circle of Ladden's arms.


  "Wine?" he asked, uncorking the bottle.


  She nodded and watched, mesmerized, as he filled her glass with the pale liquid. The dancing candlelight distorted the collection of furniture lining the walls, projecting immense images on the ceiling. The effect was slightly spooky and very intimate. "If someone walked in," she said softly, "this would be hard to explain."


  Filling his own wineglass, he said, "I've given up trying to explain things lately." He raised his glass toward hers. "To magic."


  But Jasmine stubbornly refused to believe the fantastic things the little old man had described, despite his uncanny accuracy. Cautiously, she touched her glass to his. "Coincidence maybe."


  After a deep sip of wine, he said, "Gene's right—you're a tough nut to crack."


  Jasmine drew the sweet, cool liquid into her mouth and swallowed. "No, I just stopped believing in fairy tales a long time ago."


  At her serious words, he met her gaze. Her body responded instantly to the desire in his eyes, remembering all too well the feel of his lips on hers. But above the nearly palpable physical attraction, she felt an odd connection with Ladden, an unconditional attachment so strong, it felt... ancient.


  "Jasmine," he said quietly, "a few days ago, I would have agreed with you. But after this week—" He broke off, shaking his head. "For just a few hours, let's allow ourselves to believe that anything is possible."


  Except it was dangerous to pretend—to be lulled into a soft, make-believe world where the harsh outline of reality was blurred. She knew that was true because here in the warm cocoon of their private dinner, living and loving the rest of her life with Ladden Sanderson not only seemed plausible, it seemed desirable.


  "Okay," she whispered. "For just a few hours."


  And as if they had indeed been thrust into a dimension where perceptions and expectations were abandoned, she allowed herself to be vulnerable to what Ladden had to offer. The sexual energy bounding between them unleashed itself in the room, enveloping them so completely, they might have been moving in slow motion. Suddenly, the simple act of eating seemed fraught with innuendo—every smooth slice and urgent bite of the delectable lamb, every savored swirl of the heady wine, every musky mouthful of the black mushrooms.


  When Ladden deserted his half-eaten meal with a clatter of abandoned utensils and reached for her, Jasmine was hungry for him. Their mouths came together almost violently, their tongues battling, their lips devouring. He moaned her name, somehow expressing his need for her in mere guttural syllables. She wound her arms around his neck and pressed her breasts into the hard wall of his chest. He cupped her buttocks and effortlessly lifted her against his hard arousal, wrenching a gasp from her throat. Her limbs weakened and she allowed herself to be swept away on a wave of desire so strong she felt powerless to resist. Despite the warning bells chiming in her head, something else told her if she stopped now, her life would be somewhat less than it might have been.


  As if he'd read her mind, Ladden lifted his head and touched her cheek with a trembling finger. His dark eyes glowed with passion. "Jasmine," he whispered, "if you want me to stop, please tell me now."


  "No, don't stop," she murmured. "Please don't stop."


  The room spun for a moment, then she felt the wool of the carpet at her back. Ladden lowered himself beside her, his breathing ragged and shallow. She pulled his mouth to hers, and their hands roamed over each other's bodies. Anxious to explore his expansive chest, Jasmine lifted the hem of his thin cotton shirt and helped him drag it over his head. Enthralled, she ran both hands over the alternately rounded and planed muscles of his chest and arms, tracing the outline of flat nipples indented in firm skin, squeezing his biceps. A triangle of black hair on his chest trailed down his flat stomach to disappear into his waistband.


  "Beautiful," she whispered.


  He slid his hands under her loose blouse, caressing her stomach with his thumbs, then shimmying up her waist and fingering the sensitive skin of her rib cage. His broad, seeking fingers felt coarse and strong. The desire for him to touch every inch of her swelled and she tore at her clothing, their hurried movements magnified in shadows on the walls. When only her filmy white panties remained, she clambered up and astride him, savoring the texture of denim between her thighs and the look in his eyes as she arched above him, lifting her bare breasts in the air. He reached up to unclasp her hair and as she rocked forward, grinding against him, her hair fell forward in a dark curtain, sweeping his chest. He groaned his approval and cupped her breasts, thumbing her dusky nipples until she cried out for him.


  She slipped her fingers to his fly and unfastened the jeans, longing to see all of his magnificent body. He shifted and together they removed the rest of his clothes. His straining shaft glistened with his urgency, and she knew she was warm and wet.


  "Jasmine, I want you," he rasped, rolling her beneath him and smoothing her hair away from her face. "I've always wanted you."


  Quivering with her need for him, she stared into his passion-glazed eyes and said, "Ladden, at this moment, I'm yours."


  They came together in another kiss, a promise of how wonderful their lovemaking would be. He slipped his hand inside her panties and she opened to his probing fingers. Latching on to a nipple, he drew the puckered skin into his warm mouth and nipped at the beaded tip while he made love to her with his hand. She writhed beneath him, thrusting to match the rhythm of his skillful fingers. When her moans began to escalate and she felt a burgeoning climax, he transferred his kisses to her neck and earlobe.


  "Jasmine," he whispered. "Open your eyes, I want you to see my love for you."


  Overwhelmed by the emotions flooding her, she struggled, but managed to open her eyes. His dark brow was furrowed with his concentration on pleasing her and he studied her face, poised to respond to the slightest movement. His eyes widened with hers as the first wave of climax descended.


  "Oh, Ladden," she moaned, pulsing around his fingers, clawing at his shoulders as the orgasm mounted, crested, then slowly seeped away. "Ladden... oh, Ladden."


  He nuzzled her jaw until she stilled, then slowly withdrew his hand. "Jasmine, I have to have you now."


  "Now," she agreed, looping her arms around his neck.


  His erection surged against her thigh in anticipation. Her desire for him was so great, she trembled. Slowly he settled between her legs, raining kisses over her face and breasts, then entered her in one slow thrust.


  The storm outside renewed its force, crashing and booming around them, the wind barreling past the windows like a locomotive. Jasmine cried out with pleasure as their bodies melded, and Ladden choked out her name. He slipped his hands beneath her hips to angle their bodies perfectly for each long, powerful stroke. Within seconds, she felt another climax building, this one deeper, like a vibration at her very core.


  His eyes were open, his mouth alternately stretched in ecstasy and clenched with restraint. At the top of each thrust, she tightened around him and he moaned. Synchronized, they moved together, faster and faster until she yielded to another orgasm. His shuddering release came before hers had subsided. "Jasmine... Jasmine... Jasmine."


  As they recovered together, unmoving, she clung to him and listened to the ferocious storm outside, her eyes already tearing in preparation for the inevitable storm inside.


  "What's this?" he asked, lifting his head. He wiped at the corner of her eye with his finger, then he smiled. "I can't say I've ever moved a woman to tears before."


  She inhaled deeply. "Ladden—"


  "Shhh," he whispered. "Not yet. Let me hold you for a while."


  He eased their bodies apart, then retrieved a quilt. Frightened by the extent of their wrongdoing, she slipped on her underwear while he rummaged for his boxers. But when he came back to the rug and reached for her hand, she went to him readily and they curled together. As if he could read her troubled thoughts, he caressed her arm slowly and continuously, and occasionally whispered, "It'll be all right."


  


  * * *


  


  Jasmine wasn't sure how long she'd slept, because when she opened her eyes, she was surrounded by blackness so thick, she couldn't even see her hand in front of her face. And it had turned cold—a window must have blown open because a breeze whipped over their bodies. Beneath the quilt, she snuggled closer to Ladden's heat, then sat straight up when she recognized the sound of an engine whine, growing louder and louder. Had an appliance been struck by lightning during the storm?


  He was sleeping soundly, evidenced by his soft snores. Concerned, she swung her feet over the edge of the carpet, terrified and disoriented when her feet sank into freezing nothingness instead of the floor she expected. She jerked back, lying completely still as close to Ladden as she could without being on top of him. Her mind spun, and she forced herself to concentrate. Where was she? Had he carried her to another location inside the store?


  The carpet seemed to be vibrating... almost as if they were moving. But that was ridiculous. Then, incredibly, she identified the distant lights overhead as... stars, and realized the open window was actually the outside air blowing around them. How romantic—Ladden had carried her to the roof while she slept. She smiled into the darkness and reached over to give his shoulder a shake.


  "Hmmm?" he mumbled sleepily, pulling her closer. "What's wrong?"


  "Why didn't you tell me we were outside?" she murmured into his ear. "I might have walked off a ledge or something."


  "You're dreaming," he whispered. "Go back to sleep—or we could make love again."


  She poked him again. "I'm not dreaming, and I need to go to the bathroom. How do I get back inside?"


  He shifted, wrapping his arm around her waist. "I don't mind that you talk in your sleep—it's a trade-off I can live with." He reached up to cup her breast.


  "Ladden, I'm serious," she hissed. "Where's the light and where's the bathroom?"


  He sighed and relinquished her breast. Her eyes had adjusted somewhat and she saw him push himself up to a seated position and stretch his arms in a wide yawn. Then he froze. "What the hell? Where are we?"


  "Outside," she repeated patiently. "Don't you remember carrying me to the roof?"


  "Jasmine, I don't have access to the roof. What is that noise?"


  "It sounds like an engine or something."


  Whatever it was, it was approaching fast. The noise grew louder and louder. Terrified, Jasmine pressed her face into Ladden's chest. "What is it?" she cried as the roar became deafening and a massive object passed overhead, sending freezing blasts of air over them.


  She could hear and feel his heart pounding in his chest. Slowly, the sound dissipated and at last she raised her head. "What was that?" she repeated. "And where are we?"


  "Well," he said, his voice shaking slightly, "I'm not positive, but I think it was an airplane... and I think we're, um, flying."


  "Flying?"


  "Look over there," he said, pointing.


  Jasmine turned her head slowly and swallowed hard when she recognized the runway lights of the airport, far, far beneath them. "How is this possible?" she breathed.


  "Again, I’m not positive, b-but it appears we are unsuspecting hitchhikers on a magic carpet ride."


  "But that's insane!"


  "Jasmine," he said, pointing again. "Isn't that the Arco Arena?"


  "I'm not going to look," she shouted, hiding her face.


  "Hey! There's the Air Force Base."


  "This... is... not... happening."


  "I'll bet we can see all the way to Lake Tahoe!"


  "Ladden!" she yelled, on the verge of hysteria. "Listen to yourself."


  "I can't explain it, Jasmine," he said in her ear, then he dropped a kiss on her neck. "But I do know a lot of weird things started happening when I bought this rug."


  "Don't forget the lamp."


  "And the lamp. Look! There's my store!"


  Moving in millimeters, she turned her head to peek just as they banked. Her stomach pitched.


  "Whoa," Ladden said, tightening his grip on her. "Now look."


  She lifted her head and was rendered speechless.


  They were wrapped in a quilt in their underwear, flying on the carpet high above Sacramento. The long fringe on the ends of the rug buffeted in the wind, and her hair blew around her head. It was a moonless sky, but millions of stars twinkled above them. The air around them had a bluish cast and smelled fresh. Beneath them, white and neon lights glowed, outlining the grid of the city. Now that the airplane had passed overhead, all was quiet, as if they were watching a silent panoramic movie. The scene was glorious, amazing, and utterly unbelievable.


  Stupefied, she huddled next to Ladden and said, "Maybe there's something to this genie stuff, after all."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  


  THEY LANDED WITH A THUD.


  Jasmine's eyes popped open and she sat straight up, clutching the quilt to her chest and gasping for breath. Diffused light from the alley filtered in the high windows above the rear entrance. The wind and rain still howled outside. Next to her, Ladden sprawled on the carpet, snoring softly. Remorse hit her so hard, she felt dizzy with nausea. Tears filled her eyes and spilled freely down her cheeks. She pushed her hair out of her face, her hand meeting a rat's nest of tangles. Gingerly, she pulled herself to her feet, her chest heaving with sobs, her hand over her mouth to muffle the hiccupping sounds.


  She checked the time, her knees weak with relief to discover it was only nine-thirty in the evening. The gloominess of the storeroom and the general darkness of the storm had warped her perception of time... not to mention that incredibly vivid dream. Probably triggered by the mushrooms, she decided. Jasmine shook her head to clear her crazy thoughts and make room for the problem at hand—how to get out of the store undetected.


  But the enormity of the situation crushed her. What had she done? Sold her future—and possibly Trey's—for a few moments of pleasure with Ladden? Her hands shook uncontrollably as she pulled her blouse over her head. In the few seconds it took to find her slacks, she approached hysteria. At last she found the garment, entwined somehow with his jeans. She eased into them gingerly, already stiff and sore from their ardent lovemaking.


  Jasmine snatched a linen napkin from the table to wipe her eyes, but the very sight of their abandoned meal renewed her torrent of tears. Only one candle still burned, but it was fizzling out in its own wax, so she blew it out. The other half-burned candles must have extinguished themselves. Yet another careless mistake: they could have torched the entire block.


  As quietly and quickly as possible, she repaired her hair and makeup with the limited contents of her purse. God only knew who might be lurking outside in their car with a camera at this very moment, waiting for her to emerge. She slung her purse to her shoulder and glanced back at Ladden, who still hadn't moved. She had a terrible feeling the worst was yet to come.


  She took a deep breath and passed through the door to the fully lit showroom. If not for the rain, she would have been perfectly spotlighted for anyone watching from outside, but she could barely see her car across the street. Quickly, she unlocked the front door, then stepped outside and made a run for it.


  


  * * *


  


  A telephone rang in the distance, but by the time Ladden roused, it stopped. He sat up and surveyed the room, knowing Jasmine was gone. At least the rain had stopped. He sighed, passing a hand over his face. Her leaving without waking him was not a good sign.


  But as he pushed himself to his feet, he couldn't resist a little self-satisfied smile. What an incredible evening—first dinner, then their lovemaking, then the carpet ride. He laughed. Of course, he could never repeat the story, but how appropriate that he had experienced the amazing incident with Jasmine. Glancing down at the rug, he said, "I was beginning to think you had no redeeming qualities."


  The phone rang again and he reached for the extension on his bookshelf.


  "Hello?"


  "Hi... it's Jasmine."


  His heart vaulted at the sound of her voice. "Where are you?"


  "On my way home." She sounded curt, distant.


  "Why didn't you wake me?"


  In the instant of her hesitation, he knew he had lost her. "I thought it would be best to simply leave."


  Hurt pierced his heart. He closed his eyes. "Can we discuss this?"


  "My behavior was reprehensible," she said quickly, her tone cool. "I only hope all of us can get through this unscathed."


  As always, she was worried about McDonald. "I'll do my part," he promised.


  "Thank you."


  "I thought your road was closed by the flooding."


  "I just heard on the radio that it's reopened." She cleared her throat politely. "Ladden, under the circumstances, I think it would be best if we don't see each other again—not even on a professional basis."


  Another blow. "I see. And do I have any say in the matter?"


  "No." Her voice was quiet.


  "Well, then," he said with false cheer, "it's been good sleeping with you—have a nice life."


  "Ladden, what happened was a mistake—"


  "No," he cut in angrily. "The only thing wrong about it is that we're skulking around like teenagers."


  "It was a one-night stand," she said flatly. "It meant nothing."


  Her words cut him deeply, but he couldn't let them pass. "Tell yourself whatever is necessary to rationalize what happened between us, but I was there, and you can't tell me that it meant nothing." He took a deep, calming breath. "Look, I know all this magic stuff has got you spooked, but don't you see? How else could the two of us have gotten together?"


  "Magic? I don't know what you're talking about."


  Incredulity washed over him. "How can you say that after this evening—after the carpet ride?"


  Silence stretched over the line. When she spoke, her voice shook. "Like I said, I don't know what you're talking about, but I really have to go. Goodbye, Ladden." And she hung up.


  He stared at the phone, then slammed it down. His frustration and anger overflowed. He strode across the room to the table where they'd eaten dinner and cleared the surface with one sweep of his arm. The horrific crash of glass and metal on the wood floor was only slightly therapeutic.


  "Greetings, Master."


  Ladden spun around to find Gene inspecting the mess. "Oh, it's you." He glanced at the floor sheepishly. "I, um, got a little upset."


  Gene sighed. "No lovey-lovey?"


  Shifting nervously, Ladden wondered how much the genie had observed from whatever plane he lived on when he wasn't... visible. "Yes, there was lovey—yes."


  "Then why this?" the man asked, gesturing to the heap of broken glass and flowers.


  "It didn't make any difference. In fact, being together only made things worse. Jasmine doesn't want to see me anymore at all."


  "Ah." The old man shook his head. "American women are stubborn, like a camel." Then he brightened. "No worries. You will find your princess someday."


  Ladden pulled on his jeans, then nodded. "You're right. I can't make her love me. I need to get on with my life."


  "Yes, and you still have a final wish." With a broad grin, he threw his arms wide. "What will it be?"


  He laughed—he'd forgotten about the third wish. "Gee, I don't know—what do most people wish for?"


  "Money... power." His eyes lit up. "I can make you governor, then you will have your Jasmine!"


  Ladden frowned. "I don't want Jasmine to be with me because I have all the fancy trappings of some office. I'll leave that job to McDonald."


  "Then how about gold?"


  A definite possibility, Ladden thought wryly. But having the extra storefront would already provide him with the means to make a very comfortable living. "I can't decide. Do I have to use it right away?"


  Gene shrugged. "No, but I must remain close until then."


  "Let me think about it. I'm going home to get some sleep." When he turned around, Gene and the mess Ladden had made were gone. Whistling under his breath, he marveled at his own ability to adjust so quickly to having a genie around.


  But on the drive home, Ladden set aside thoughts of genies and wishes and reflected only on the intimacies he and Jasmine had shared. The contours of her lithe body rose in his mind, amazing him all over again. Now that he'd had a glimpse of her sensual side, getting her out of his mind would be even more difficult.


  And Jasmine hadn't heard the last of him yet. He was no genie, but he still had one trick up his sleeve.


  


  * * *


  


  "Ms. Crowne, a delivery van just arrived."


  Jasmine glanced up at the secretary, her hands stilling on an onyx horse-head sculpture. "With the rug?"


  "Yes."


  She smiled in relief. A simple black woven rug from a carpet warehouse was better than no rug at all. Jasmine stepped back to check the sculpture arrangement on Trey's dressing table. Satisfied, she joined the woman, checking her watch. "Good—this is even earlier than I was promised."


  "I told him to drive around to the west hall entrance. That way he won't have to carry it so far to the governor's room."


  "Thank you, Ms. Rogers. I'll take it from here."


  Jasmine smoothed a hand over her hair and checked her suit. She wanted to look her best when the cameras arrived, to show an outward appearance of calm, even if she were falling apart inside. Thankfully, she hadn't been followed home last night, and the news crews were too distracted by the freak storm to notice her car had been parked near Ladden's store for over three hours. If she were very, very lucky, maybe she and Ladden would be the only people who had to live with the knowledge of what they'd done.


  When she walked into the west hall, she stopped abruptly. Her heart jumped to her throat at the sight of Ladden standing just inside the wide delivery door. He wore his usual jeans and T-shirt with a white ball cap that read Atlanta Braves. Every intimate act they'd shared last night flashed through her mind.


  As she walked closer on rubbery legs, he removed his hat. "Hello," he said politely. No innuendo, no spite. Just hello.


  "What are you doing here?"


  His brow furrowed in puzzlement. "I brought your rug."


  Alarm shot through her. She couldn't put that, that... thing in Trey's room and have it traveling the halls of the governor's mansion. "I changed my mind."


  "But you said you had to have it. You said it would be perfect for McDonald's room."


  "I told you," she said, trying to keep her voice calm, "I changed my mind."


  "From last night to this morning?" he asked, one eyebrow raised. "What happened to change your mind?"


  Everything. "I decided it wasn't right for the room after all."


  He shrugged, "Too bad. You asked for a rug, you've got a rug." Then he pulled out a pair of work gloves and turned toward the exit.


  "But I don't want it!" she said, trotting after him.


  He turned back. "Why not? It’s just a rug after all…it’s not as if it has some kind of magical power."


  She bit her tongue. With her luck, the rug would wait until the TV cameras were rolling, and then get up and do a jig.


  When she walked out on the stoop, Ladden emerged from the truck with the rug resting on his big shoulder. "Which way is the governor's room?"


  She didn't answer.


  His mouth curved into a wry smile. "Don't tell me you've forgotten."


  Pursing her lips, she sighed in resignation. Maybe she could get rid of it later. "Follow me."


  Jasmine walked stiffly back to Trey's room, knowing Ladden perused her figure from only a few steps back. When she led him into the room, her skin tingled with the awkwardness of the situation.


  Ladden lowered the rug gently to the polished wood floor. "Nice. My entire showroom would fit inside here."


  She nodded, not knowing what to say.


  He unrolled the carpet carefully and combed the fringe, touching the rug almost lovingly. "There. Your first instinct was right—the colors are great for this room." He turned a smile her way. "And how appropriate that this rug be in this room, don't you think?"


  So she could remember their lapse every time she stepped into Trey's bedroom. Feeling lightheaded, Jasmine reached for a chair to steady herself. "Ladden—"


  "Jasmine, I love you."


  Her chest felt ready to explode. Hot tears burned her eyelids, but she blinked them away and took a deep breath. "Ladden, I’m not the right woman for you. We're very different people with very different goals in life."


  He removed his hat, folding it in his hands. "I thought everyone wanted to grow old with someone they love."


  "But I want... excitement and travel and fame." She measured her words, trying to be as honest with him as possible. She owed him that much. "Ladden, not very many people know that... that I came from absolutely nothing." She swallowed and lifted her chin. "Being with Trey is the opportunity of a lifetime for me."


  He didn't say anything for a while, just stared at her with sad, dark eyes. "So you're going to marry this man?"


  She nodded curtly. "If he asks, then, yes, I'll marry him."


  "And will he ask?"


  "I think so, if he wins the election." She dropped her gaze.


  "Well," he said slowly. "I guess there's only one thing I can do to make sure you're happy."


  She glanced up, confused.


  "I wish that Governor McDonald be reelected," he said loudly, directing his voice to the room at large, as if speaking to an unearthly ear.


  Two seconds passed before the enormity of what he'd just done washed over her: he'd used his third wish. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out.


  Ladden jammed his hat back on his head. "Good-bye, Jasmine."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  


  JASMINE LAY IN HER BED and watched as a bright blue butterfly walked the length of a still blade of her ceiling fan. Would she ever get them all out of her place?


  For two weeks, her life had resembled a whirlwind. The tours she'd given of the governor's mansion had made her friends in the media circles. Gradually, the rumors about her and Ladden had died while Trey McDonald had made the most amazing comeback in the state's political history. He'd won by a landslide, a surprise to everyone around him except her, she noted. The staff had celebrated for days.


  Today was the first day she had no pressing appointments, no appearances with Trey, no congratulatory parties to attend. She dreaded it.


  Because when her mind slowed for even a second or two, Ladden Sanderson was there, loving her. With the entire unscheduled, unfrenzied, free-thinking day ahead of her, it would drag interminably.


  After the election, she'd sent the magic carpet back to him along with a thank you note. No one else knew what he'd done for Trey—what he'd done for her. She hadn't heard back from him and didn't expect to.


  Finally, she swung her feet to the floor and made herself get up. After a shower, she shuffled into the living room to have a cup of coffee and watch a local morning news program. Everyone, it seemed, was preparing for Thanksgiving dinner. She watched with mild interest as a local chef demonstrated how to clean the turkey and what to do with the giblets. An image of Ladden's family came to her mind, and she smiled. They probably had huge gatherings during the holidays.


  Thanksgivings had stopped in her house when her mother had died. As well as Christmases, birthdays, and any other reason to celebrate, as far as her father was concerned. He had never abused her physically, but he had tried to crush her spirit with his constant browbeating and ironclad rules.


  Her heart swelled suddenly and she wondered if he'd changed in the fifteen or so years since she'd seen him. He still lived in the same little shack in Glenhayden. She drove by a couple of times a year just to make sure the name was still on the mailbox. Her most recent drive-by had been yesterday, and to her surprise, the house had been painted and the yard tidied. Her first sinking thought had been that he'd passed away and someone else was living there, but he'd been sitting in a lawn chair on the tiny porch, wiping his forehead.


  He'd looked older and weaker, she thought, her heart hammering as she'd navigated her sportscar around the clunkers parked on the side of the street in the run-down neighborhood. She had almost stopped, but at the last minute she'd been much too frightened—her childhood had been an ugly, unhappy part of her life, and she didn't want it to taint her new life and her new image.


  Her father wouldn't have a clue how to get in touch with her even if he wanted to—which had been the primary reason for changing her last name as soon as she became an adult. And even if he had purchased a TV or picked up a newspaper, he would never recognize her as the skinny little mouse she'd been under his thumb.


  Still, the vision of him sitting alone in that lawn chair haunted her.


  As she sipped her second cup of coffee, the program aired a feature segment on Trey and how the analysts were now saying that nothing would stop the man from reaching the White House. Her name was mentioned several times, and her face shown in conjunction with his. They played an excerpt from his acceptance speech and she was visible in the background, off to the right.


  Halfway to her mouth, her hand stilled, sloshing a few drops of coffee. Everyone around her beamed, happy for the governor, thrilled for the party's victory. But the expression on her face... Did she always look that miserable?


  Mesmerized, she watched herself wince as Trey mentioned her name in a long list of thank you’s. And in that moment, she realized that Jasmine Crowne was a fraud. A fraud for traipsing around on the arm of a man she didn't love. A fraud for even considering marrying a man just to ride on his coattails into a life of celebrity. A fraud for pretending that family and goodness and true love didn't matter to her.


  Something Trey had said previously came back to her. The public loves the idea of us being together. A far cry from saying he loved her.


  In fairness to Trey, she knew he was very fond of her, but he was looking for a marketing package for his future, and she fit the bill. He would be disappointed if she broke off their relationship, but he wouldn't be devastated. Neither one of them cared enough for that.


  While she still had the nerve, she picked up the phone and dialed Trey's cell phone number. He answered on the second ring.


  "Hi, there. This is a nice surprise."


  "Trey, do you love me?"


  He laughed, obviously taken back. "Well, of course I do," he said in his best campaign voice. "What kind of question is that?"


  "I don't think you do, Trey, and that's all right because I don't love you, either."


  He sighed. "I’ve neglected you. Let’s meet for lunch."


  "Trey, I'm sorry that I haven't been truthful to you, but to be honest, I haven't been truthful to myself. I'm not cut out for a life in politics, and although I'm very fond of you, fondness isn't good enough for me, and I hope it isn't good enough for you."


  "I... I don't know what to say—is it another man?"


  "Yes."


  "Is it Sanderson?"


  "Yes."


  He made a rueful noise. "So there is something going on between you two?"


  "Actually, no."


  "I'm confused."


  "I told Ladden I wasn't interested. He's a gentleman, so he accepted my decision."


  "I'm still confused."


  "But I am interested. I just didn't realize it until now."


  He sighed again. "Well, at least the election is over. The press is going to have a field day with this one."


  "Trey, I haven't talked to Ladden. Nothing at all may come of this, but I wanted to clear the air before I told him how I feel, and to give you fair warning."


  "Okay... thanks. I mean it, Jasmine, thank you. I have the strangest feeling I wouldn't have won the election if it hadn't been for you."


  She smiled into the phone. "Goodbye, Trey."


  When she disconnected the call, she felt as if an anchor had rolled off her chest. Taking a deep breath, she dialed directory assistance for Glenhayden. She copied down the number, then punched it in, her hands shaking.


  The phone rang once... twice... three times. She started to hang up when a man's voice came over the line.


  "Hello?"


  She wet her lips and swallowed, summoning courage.


  "Hello?" he repeated.


  "D-Daddy? This is Jasmine."


  


  


  * * *


  


  


  Ladden adjusted the Help Wanted sign in the window. At least, he had decided on election day, he had the new storefront to keep his mind and body occupied. More space meant more furniture and antiques to gather, more refinishing, more repairs—he definitely needed to hire someone to help him, at least with the retail side.


  And Saul had been so excited about the idea of doubled premiums, he had thrown his weight around to settle the insurance claim. Ladden stepped back to take a look around his new, expanded location. Things were going well, he had to admit, as far as business was concerned. But he hadn't made much progress in getting over Jasmine.


  Later he would join his family at Tabby’s for a Thanksgiving feast. He’d hoped he would have Jasmine at his side this year for the annual gathering, but it was not to be. No doubt, Jasmine was still swept up in the excitement of McDonald’s win, perhaps already planning her wedding, which was sure to be a widely televised event. At least his boisterous family would be there to help fill the cracks in his broken heart with mountains of food and boundless laughter.


  The bell on the door clanged and Ladden looked up to see an elderly gentleman in a suit walking toward him. "Hello, can I help you?"


  The man inclined his head. "Greetings, Ladden."


  Ladden's eyes widened. "Gene?"


  The old man smiled, revealing his gapped teeth. "It is I."


  "Where's the turban? And what's with using the door?"


  "I'm trying to become more human. I think I might stay here in Sacramento, United States of America."


  Ladden leaned on his counter. "What's her name?"


  Gene grinned. "You're a smart one, you. Angelique—she is most beautiful artist."


  "Does she know you're a genie?"


  "No. That is why I get apartment, wear suit, and try to find job."


  Ladden pursed his lips. "A job, did you say?"


  "Do you know someone who needs worker?"


  "Can you sell things?"


  Gene shrugged. "I can usually get humans to do what I want them to do."


  "I can’t pay a lot of money at first."


  The man scoffed. "I not need money—I need job. Will work for free."


  "You're hired," Ladden said, walking over to snatch the sign from the window.


  "But I cannot work today. I am having Thankful dinner with Angelique."


  Ladden smiled. "Then come back tomorrow morning. Oh, and Gene, I have the perfect housewarming gift for your apartment." He disappeared and came back carrying the rolled carpet.


  "My old friend!" Gene exclaimed.


  "Take him… please."


  "You do not want magic carpet?"


  Ladden smiled wryly. "I think he needs to be with someone who understands his need to move around."


  "Thank you! I will fly carpet home to my apartment!"


  Wincing, Ladden said, "Just try to be discreet, okay, Gene?"


  The man nodded. "I'm sorry you haven't found princess."


  Ladden waved off his concern, his heart twisting.


  "I go now. Be back tomorrow." And he was gone, along with the carpet.


  Looking around, Ladden shook his head. "So much for using the door."


  The bell clanged again and he turned around, then stopped breathing. "Jasmine?"


  "Hi," she said quietly.


  She looked young and slim in loose jeans and a long-sleeved white blouse. Her thick plait hung over her shoulder. She was stunning, and he was so glad to see her, he couldn't speak.


  "I, um, came to return this," she said with a nervous laugh.


  For the first time, he noticed she was carrying the small copper lamp.


  His heart dove, but he conjured up a polite smile. "No problem. Is something wrong with it?"


  "Yes—it's defective." She set it on the counter, then walked toward him. She stopped within arm's reach, then stepped closer and slowly raised her arms around his neck. Dazed, he allowed her to pull his head down for a heart-stopping kiss.


  When she released him, his mind was spinning. "D-Defective?"


  "Yes," she murmured. "I've been rubbing it... and rubbing it... and rubbing it... and my wish still hasn't come true."


  His body reeled with love and desire as he pulled her close. "Is that so?"


  Her lower lip came out in a pout and she nodded.


  He inhaled her floral scent and nuzzled her ear. "Maybe I can help. What did you wish for?"


  She pulled away to look into his eyes, and he felt humbled by the devotion so evident in her face. "For you to propose, my love."


  His chest expanded with happiness. Beaming, he picked her up and whirled her around, whooping with joy. They were both laughing and dizzy when he finally set her down.


  "Well," she prompted, "what do you say?"


  Ladden yanked off his hat and sank to one knee. Then he lifted her hand to his mouth and said, "Madam, your wish is my command."


  


  The End


  A note from the author


  


  


  Thank you so very much for taking the time to read my boxed set of romances, MAD ABOUT YOU. I hope you enjoyed the variety of the romantic mystery in LICENSE TO THRILL, the heartwarming romance in ALMOST A FAMILY, and the romantic comedy in THREE WISHES! I loved writing all these romantic characters and their happy endings.


  If the collection of stories in MAD ABOUT YOU kept you entertained and you feel inclined to leave an Amazon review, I would appreciate it very much.


  And are you signed up to receive notices of my future book releases? If not, please click here to enter your email address. I promise not to flood you with emails and I will never share or sell your address. And you can unsubscribe at any time.


  Also, although I can’t count the times these books have been edited and proofed, I am human, so if you do spot a typo, please email me at stephanie@stephaniebond.com to let me know! Thanks again for your time and interest, and for telling your friends about my books. If you’d like to know more about some of my other books, please scroll ahead to the next section.


  


  Happy reading!

  Stephanie Bond


  Other works by Stephanie Bond


  


  If you enjoyed LICENSE TO THRILL and are looking for other mysteries by Stephanie Bond, you might like IN DEEP VOODOO, a laugh-out-loud romantic mystery about a woman who stabs a voodoo doll of her ex at a divorce party and winds up...well, IN DEEP VOODOO!
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  "A satisfying tale of sex, love and voodoo. I highly recommend this book as your guilty pleasure on the nightstand." --FreshFiction.com


  "An engaging story and clever mystery, In Deep Voodoo is not to be missed." --Romance Reviews Today



  Click here to download a sample or to order IN DEEP VOODOO from Amazon!


  


  


  *****


  


  


  


  And for a humorous romantic mystery that delves into the difficulties of family and friendships, you might like WHOLE LOTTA TROUBLE, a whodunit that gives you some insight into the back-biting world of publishing!
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  "Stephanie Bond seems to get so much enjoyment out of writing her stories that the joy spills over to the reader. If you like a dash of mystery, outlandish situations, great characters, and enjoy laughing, then this is the book for you." --AOL Romance Fiction Forum


  

  "The story is well-written and paced, with unforgettable characters, snappy dialogue, and plenty of plot twists and turns." --AOL Romance Fiction Forum


  


  Click here to download a sample or to order WHOLE LOTTA TROUBLE from Amazon!


  


  *****


  


  And if you enjoyed the comedy of THREE WISHES, try STOP THE WEDDING! In STOP THE WEDDING! a man and woman are determined to stop their parents’ wedding, and fall in love with each other!
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  #2 Kindle Bestseller! Over 150,000 copies sold!


  


  


  Click here to download a sample or to order STOP THE WEDDING! from Amazon!


  


  


  


  


  About the Author
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  Stephanie Bond was five years deep into a corporate career in computer programming and pursuing an MBA at night when an instructor remarked she had a flair for writing and suggested she submit material to academic journals. But Stephanie was more interested in writing fiction—more specifically, romance and mystery novels. After writing in her spare time for two years, she sold her first manuscript, a romantic comedy, to Harlequin Books. After selling ten additional projects to two publishers, she left her corporate job to write fiction full-time. To-date, Stephanie has more than sixty published novels to her name, including the popular BODY MOVERS humorous mystery series. Look for the TWO GUYS DETECTIVE AGENCY series beginning in 2013. For more information on all of her books, visit www.stephaniebond.com .
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  Without limiting the rights under copyright(s) reserved above and below, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior permission of the copyright owner.


  


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


  


  The scanning, uploading, and distributing of this book via the internet or via any other means without the permission of the copyright owner is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials that might damage your electronic devices. Your support of the author's rights is appreciated.
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