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Carolyn shouldn't watch Scott like this. She was amarried woman and smply because aguy had agreat
body didn't mean she should St there checking him out while he was on the phone. The problem was that
he didn't just have agreat body. He was agreat guy, too.

Hisback wasto her, so he didn't know she was gawking - luckily. Her face was already hot with
embarrassment. She resolutely turned back to her computer screen. Maybe she could write afew more
lines of code before they left for their lunch time workout.

She heard the receiver clunk into place and he said, "'I've got to see Bob for aminute before we leave.”
His voice sounded strained, and she wondered what the phone call had been about. When he came back
from her bosss office, he didn't look right at her. " Sorry about that. Let's get out of here."

She followed him to the back door, suddenly more uneasy with him than sheld been sincethefirst few
days of hisassgnment here. Back then, he'd thought she was an obstacle to overcome rather than a
partner in getting the job done.

Asthey waked, she pulled out her car keys. He was staying in an gpartment complex only afew minutes
from Providential Press, and there was a small shopping center just another block away. The athletic club
where they worked out was the only place he went outside of walking distance, so he hadn't bothered
with arentd car.

"I'm parked pretty far back today," she said once they got outside, more for something to say than
because he needed to know.

Thirty secondslater, he said, "That was Marty on the phone." Marty was his boss, back in Chicago. "He
needs me there for anew project.”

Her keys hit the asphalt of the parking lot. She stood there, stupidly staring at them, until he scooped
them up and handed them to her. "Are you okay?' he asked.

She blinked away the moisture in her eyes and nodded. " Just clumsy.” Continuing on toward the car, she
took a deep breath and asked, "When do you leave?!

"The end of next week. | told him we should be done by then. If not, you can finish things up and call
with any questions.”

She nodded, not sureif her voice would betray her. Too bad she'd so thoroughly convinced him of her



competence!

They were both silent on the drive to the athletic club in an elegant and gracious section of Providence's
East Side and parted with the unspoken understanding that they'd meet in the lobby in an hour, as
always. Carolyn hurried to change into leotard and tights before her aerobics class started and dipped
into her usud spot in the front row just ontime.

Shetried to pay attention to her form and breathing, but her thoughts were so scattered that she was
lucky to know which exercise she was supposed to be doing. It was probably agood thing that Scott
was leaving soon. This- well, caling it an obsession wouldn't be ingppropriate - for him was crazy. Sure,
he was great-looking, fun to talk to and smart asdl get out, but so was her husband. Tony wasn't
interested in computers, but that didn't matter. What was more relevant was that he'd never made her
heart and stomach trip over themselvesin excitement the way Scott did.

Okay, s0 she had acrush on the guy. That was hardly of earth-shattering importance to anyone other
than her, and it didn't change redlity asingle bit. Shelived in Rhode Idand, Scott lived in Chicago and she
didn't matter to him the way he mattered to her. The sooner he disappeared from her life and let her sart
remembering how good her life with Tony wasthe better.

She could think that all she wanted, but she still spent the second half of the class glancing out the
classroom door waiting for him to walk by. Hefinally did, dripping wet from the pool, his dark brown
hair plastered to his head. He walked just dowly enough that she could imagine he was searching the
room for aglimpse of her. She heard the low murmur of the women around her and she wondered how
many were hoping that little half-grin was meant for them.

She raced through her shower and didn't bother to dry her long hair before heading to the lobby. He was
aready there, avertical line creasing hisforehead. "Good, you're here" On theway to the parking lot, he
added, "I need to talk to you. Can we go to that park?’

He meant a park overlooking most of Providence, where they'd stopped to eat sandwiches a couple of
times. "Sure. Do you want to get something to eat?' She hoped not. Her scomach wouldn't accept food
right now.

"I'm not hungry, but stop at the deli for yourself if you want."

The park wasn't far and Scott didn't say anything more until they were standing by thefence at thefar
end. Beyond them was a dliff and way below was downtown Providence, including Providentid Press.
"Carolyn, | probably should keep my mouth shut about this, but | can't. | can't leave without you knowing
thetruth." He gulped a breath and continued, "I want you to know | don't expect anything - | mean, |
know you're married, and I'd never..." He didn't seem to know how to continue.

Shewrapped her fingers around the top of the fence, aball of anticipation filling her insdes. "What
truth?'

He swallowed a couple of times, his Adam's apple bobbing. She smelled the clean soap scent on hisskin
asheturnedto face her. "'l love you, Carolyn.”

Shefdt like shewasflying, careening around with reckless abandon and making hersdlf dizzy. "Oh, Scott
- | loveyou, too!"

This was how it was supposed to fed! Sheld dways known love didn't fed right with Tony. It wastoo
cam, too everyday, not at al likethis crazy euphoria



Except he didn't seem to share her happiness. He looked - troubled? "What's wrong?'

"Y ou're married, that'swhat'swrong!" He spun away and stalked off afew feet. "Y ou can't mean that the
way | want you to." He threw himsdlf onto anearby bench.

She sat at the opposite end, careful to keep afew inches between their bodies. "I don't know how you
want meto mean it, but | love you so much I've been dying inside ever since you told me you were
leaving."

"So you'll missme- big dedl. I'll missyou, too - every minute of every day for therest of my life”
"Me, too," she said quietly, knowing it wastrue. "But what can | say to make you believe me?'

Shewasn't sure he was going to answer, but finally he turned to her and said, "Divorce your husband and
come to Chicago with me." Hisjaw tensed and he blew out a breath. "1 know that's asking alot, but |
take love very serioudy. I'm not in the market to be a bored woman's plaything. Either you love me
enough to walk away from everything you have here, or it's not enough.” He shook his head in disgust.
"I'm sorry - thisisridiculous. | should have kept my mouth shut.” Before she could respond, he stood and
started back toward the car.

She sat on the bench, only afew feet from acliff no higher than the one he was asking her to jump off.
She wondered how frightening it would be to take that final step, and how painful the fall would be. But
the answers didn't truly matter. She had no choice.

*k*

A week |ater, everything was different. Scott had spent dmost every moment of the intervening dayswith
Carolyn, and it was clearer than ever that what he felt for her wastrue love. And miracle of miracles, she
loved him, too!

He knelt here today, on the ground in the same park where he'd confessed hislove. Carolyn knélt facing
him, and they recited together the vows they'd written. Y ou are my friend, my lover, and my soul mate.
My lovefor you will never end. | pledge to you my heart, my soul, and my life, aslong as the strands of
thisknot intertwine." And then, they dipped the Cdltic knot rings onto each other'sright ring fingers.

The jeweler yesterday had told them that the Celtic knot pattern dated back a thousand years or more. It
was asymbol of eterna |ove because the knot had no beginning and no end, but instead turned in on
itself forever. These rings were made of thin strands of gold, braided together, with small open areasin
between the strands.

Carolyn had originally argued againg this ceremony and theserings. She fet that their love, initsdf, was
enough. And it was plenty - more than plenty - for most purposes.

But not when he had to leave on Sunday without her. She would join him in Chicago soon, but not yet.
Her husband had been away on businessfor the last several weeks, and sheingsted on breaking the
newsto himin person. As much as Scott hated the prospect of being apart from her for even asingle
day, he had to admire her for not taking the easy way out.

He was the happiest and luckiest man on earth. And when he and Carolyn exchanged these vows again
at their wedding, dl would be right with the world.

CHAPTER ONE

June, Four Years Later



Carolyn repositioned the chair dightly before sitting down. She didn't mind men wearing cologne, but this
guy didn't know how much wastoo much.

He gave her atoo-bright smile and said, "I hope everyone's making you feel welcome today at
Adams-Worthington." He put just enough extra emphasis on the Adams part to remind her that his last
name was Adams. He couldn't be Mr. Worthington's partner, could he?

"They are, thanks. Excuse me for asking, but are you the Adams the company is named for?"

He laughed, an unpleasant sound. "Definitely not. That was my brother George. He's the creative genius
responsible for the company's existence. He died several yearsago.”

Shefdt hersdf flush. "Oh. I'm sorry.” Not agood way to start off ajob interview.

He shrugged and glanced at her résumé, the only object on top of hisdesk. "1 hear you wowed Seth at
that conference thisweek."

"Mr. Worthington seemed interested in the paper | gave," she answered giffly. "He says
Adams-Worthington needs someone with my experience and skill-set."

"I suppose. Plus, we could use afemae engineer - we've never had one. Do you think you could teke
being the only woman?' Hislook was chdlenging enough that she imagined an environment full of nude
pin-ups and grossy explicit jokes.

That wasn't anything like the company she'd seen today. Everyone had been professonal and polite,
athough the jury was dtill out on this guy. There was something alittle cregpy about him. "I'm sure |
could."

Now, what was hisfirst name? Tony used to tell her how using a customer's name made him fed more
important, and she figured the principle gpplied in this case, too. "So, Bill, would you like meto outline
my qudificationsverbaly?’

He smiled lazily as his gaze strayed down her body. "I don't think that's necessary, Carolyn. | can see
that your qudifications are excelent.”

She fought the urgeto dide her chair even further from his. Sheld pretend he was smply demondtrating
the double entendres she might face in an otherwise-mae work group. To prove that she was unfazed,
she stayed silent waiting for him to ask aquestion.

Looking amused, he said, "Why don't you tell me why you want to work at A-W? That'swhat we al cal
it, by theway. Adams-Worthington takestoo long."

"To be honest, | hadn't considered changing jobs until I met Mr. Worthington the other day." Sheignored
his obvious disbelief and continued, "I've worked at Providentia Pressfor ten years now and it'sagreat
place. It'ssmdl enough that | haven't been pigeonholed into doing any onetype of thing, yet I've had
plenty of chance to grow into new respongbilities and learn new skills™

"Oh, sgnmeup,” he muttered. "It's clearly Heaven on earth. Y et you're going to give up your wings and
rgoin us mortals?'

Sheignored his sarcasm, determined to answer him even if he didn't care about the answer. "The thing
about possibly working here that appealsto meisthe chance to develop software that will be broadly
used. The code | write at Providentid isimportant, but it'sonly used interndly by areatively smal
number of people. Here, al your customers benefit from every small efficiency or extrafeature that gets



added.”

He nodded - grudgingly, it seemed. "That's a double-edged sword, you redlize. They see dl the bugs and
design butcheries, too. But | haveto admit | likeit when a customer buys our system, at least in part
because of my code."

Apparently, Bill wasn't acomplete jerk. She asked, "Have you worked here from the beginning?' The
company was only about six yearsold, so it was possible. He seemed to be in hislate twenties.

"Pretty much. When | graduated, TechDoc wasin thefirst stages of development. None of the other
engineers have been here that long. Which reminds me - who've you met so far?"

She thought through the day's interviews. "The only developer's been Jake. Thereé's someone dse |l was
supposed to see, but he was delayed at a customer site.”

Bill nodded. "That's got to be Scott. Histitle's Chief Designer, but it might aswell be God."
"Ishe demanding?’

"Only if you have your own mind, or can't write as many lines of code aday as he can - and none of us
mortals can." He snorted, shaking his head. "I keep asking Francine how she puts up with him, but |
guess she's used to the type after George."

"Francine? |s she his assstant or something?' Cometo think of it, shed met a Francine today - Francine
Adams her name was - but shed seemed to be in charge of personnd, rather than being someone's
assigtant.

He shook his head, obvioudy amused. "His fiancée, George's widow, and last but not least, Seth's
daughter. Y ou must have talked to her earlier. | thought someone would have clued you in."

"Oh. No." Thiscompany might be too weird to work for. Was everyone related to everyone el se?

"Wdll, now you know. To get back to our fearless|eader, what you need to do to get dong with himis
let him decide everything that matters - and most everything does, from variable names to how you
comment asubroutine.”" With a shrug that seemed more self- satisfied than anything else, he added, "I'm
not real good at doing that. Then again, I've got seniority over him, and | think Seth would questionit if
he tried to can me. He wouldn't have the same problem with you, even though you're coming in here with
Seth's stamp of approval up front.”

She didn't like the not-so-subtle threat, but settled for saying, "I don't anticipate any trouble getting along
with Scott." Another Scott had started out being impossible to please, too, and she'd changed his mind.

Bill smiled crookedly. "Carolyn Kelley versus Scott Richards. | wonder who'll come out on top?”

Scott Richards? It couldn't be!

**k*

As Scott pulled into the parking lot, he caught aglimpse of the woman waiting to turn into the street.
Something about her reminded him of Carolyn - just like athousand or more women he'd half-seen inthe
last four years. He was glad, now, that she'd stayed with Tony. So why wouldn't her memory leave him
aone?

He stopped by his office just long enough to drop off his briefcase and let Milly, his group's adminigrative
assigtant, know he was back. Then he headed to Seth's office in the opposite end of the building. Seth



needed to know that hed managed to satisfy the top brass at the customer site, plus he was supposed to
interview that woman Seth was so high on. Would she gill be around, so closeto quitting time on
Friday?

Seth's office door was open, so he guessed she wasn't in there. He stuck his head inside, and Seth
waved himin. "Glad you're back, Scott. | hear you performed miraclestoday.”

When hefirst started & A-W, acomment like that would have thrown him. Now he remembered that
one of the senior VP'swhere he/d been was a personal friend of Seth's. No doubt they'd been on the

phone sometime while Scott was on the plane. "1 wouldn't cal them miracles, just alittle ingenuity and

some of thefast talking I've learned from you. They're okay for now, and | promised them a couple of
new featuresin the next release that'll address their longer-term needs.”

"Mgjor new features?' Seth asked with a concerned frown. "Our schedule's already tight.”
He shook hishead. "Nah. It won't take me more than an evening to implement both.”

Seth laughed. "We do have other engineers, you know. People we pay to write code and nothing else.
I'd rather you'd take afew more nights and weekends off - maybe do something crazy like get married.”
The reminder wasfriendly, dmost jovid, but pointed undernegth.

"WEell give it some congderation,” he promised, knowing Seth had no ideathat Francine wasthe one
who kept putting it off. His only guess about the reason was her marriage to George. She wouldn't talk
about it, though, so he ended up ether pleading with her to change her mind or Ietting the matter ride.

Almost apologeticaly, Seth said, "It's not that Annabelle and | disapprove. Y oung people lived together
without marriage in our day, too. Werre smply concerned about Francine's long-term happiness - and
we haven't given up on more grandchildren, either.”

Scott bit the side of his mouth to keep from saying that Seth was hasding the wrong person. Couldn't he
see how much Scott loved being afather to Rachel? Didn't it make sense that he/d do anything so he and
Francine could have babies of their own? But there was no point being annoyed with Seth about the
gtuation. None of it was hisfault. Scott would smply have to discuss the issue again with Francine - and
it wouldn't hurt if hisfast talking skill didn't desert him, like it usudly did when they talked about
marriage.

He decided to change the subject. "How did that woman's interviews go today? | guess | missed her."
He wished he remembered her name. "That woman™ sounded rude or like her gender wasthe only
possible reason to hire her.

"You did, but just temporarily. | wasn't sure when you'd get in, so | sent Carolyn back to her hotel afew
minutes ago. | said we'd cdll to let her know when she can meet with you. Her interviews went redlly
wdll, and asfar as|I'm concerned, we should hire her - depending on your eva uation, of course. There
should be a copy of her résumé on your desk."

Had there been?"| didn't notice, but it's probably there. How soon is she flying out?' He didn't
remember whether Seth had said where she was from, but if she lived in Oregon, he wouldn't have been
S0 determined to have her interview thisweek.

"Tomorrow morning, | think. She hasto go back to the East Coast. | thought you might meet with her
over dinner.”

He suppressed asigh. There went the relaxing evening with Francine and Rachd held been looking



forward to. " Sure. Will you be home later or should | wait until Monday to let you know what | think?'
"I'll be home. If you're as enthusiastic about her as| am, I'd like to make her an offer tonight.”

"All right. I'll go call her now." But whet if he wasn't enthusiastic about her? Would Seth try to influence
hisdecison?

*k*

Carolyn wanted nothing more than to rip off this uncomfortable business suit, kick off her shoesand
throw hersdlf onto the bed to relax. A full day of interviews should be considered crud and inhuman
torture! And she wasn't even done yet.

So, the business suit stayed on and she sat cautioudly in achair in the Sitting room part of her suite, not
wanting to wrinkle her skirt any worse than it dready was. If this Scott guy was as demanding as Bill
implied, held probably hold the wrinkles against her.

But what if hewas that Scott Richards? The one she'd ruined her life for, the one who'd hung up on her
the last severd timesthey'd talked?

Wéll, in that case, there wouldn't be any question of her getting the job. And that meant she wouldn't
have to make the agonizing decision she'd been dreading ever since Mr. Worthington asked her to come
up here and interview. Providentia Press and Rhode Idand were hometo her and the idea of leaving
them was more than alittle daunting.

The phonerang, itsshrill summons giving her ajolt. "Hello?"
"Ms. Kelley? Thisis Scott Richards, from Adams-Worthington." She'd know that voice anywhere.

What should she say? He must not know who she was. But she couldn't think what to say and findly, she
had to respond. "Oh, hello.”

"| gpologize for not being in the office earlier. | was a acustomer site and things took longer than we
expected. Would you mind meeting me for dinner? Weld like to finish your interviews before you head
back home."

She should just blurt out her name - the name Scott knew her by. 1t would be over quickly then. But,
now that she/d heard hisvoice, she couldn't. She couldn't et this one opportunity to see him again pass
her by. But not for dinner. "We could meet in the bar, here a my hotd."

"All right. What times good for you? | could be there in ten minutes.”
"That'sfine," she said, her somach feding hollow with nerves. She must be crazy.

"There are some booths on the right when you first walk into the bar there. Let's meet at the first booth -
or by it, if it'saready occupied.”

They wouldn't have any trouble recognizing each other, but she couldn't tell him that. " Okay."
"Fine. I'm looking forward to meeting you. Good-bye for now."

She hung up the phone and went to the bathroom to freshen up. Now that it wastoo late, she wished
sheld gotten it over with on the phone. She knew how it felt to have Scott hang up on her. She didn't
know how it would fedl to have him walk ouit.



CHAPTER TWO

Scott hung up the phone, shaking his head. He wasimagining things. First he thought he saw Carolyn
Forein acar, and now he thought she was on the other end of the phone. This woman was named
Carolyn - or wasit Caroline - and she worked in technica publishing, but that was probably the end of
her smilaritiesto Carolyn Fiore. Carolyn Keley would most likely turn out to be forty-five and built like a
linebacker - not that he'd think less of her for it, of course. In fact, he hoped she was. He didn't need the
kind of distractions Carolyn Fiore had caused.

He gave Francine aquick cdl, letting her know he was back but would betied up for dinner. Rachel
inssted on saying hello and as aways, she had to be told that he wasin ahurry three times before she
findly said good-bye. He didn't redly mind, of course and, if he was a couple of minutes late meeting
Carolyn Kelley, that waslife. Asit turned out, the parking lot at the hotel wasfull, so hewas morelike
five minutes late by the time he waked into the bar.

And Carolyn was stting there in the first booth. Carolyn Fiore. His Carolyn - or rather, Tony's Carolyn.
That thought was enough to bresk through his paralysis and propel him to the table. "Carolyn Kelley, |
presume?

Shewinced at the anger in hisvoice. Too bad. "It's my maiden name. | took it back after the divorce.”

Divorce? Did she pull that same my-husband's-out-of-town-and-our-marriage-is- over-anyway trick
once too often? But that wasn't the point, so he said, "Wadll, | didn't change mine. What the heck do you
think you're doing, applying for ajob a A-W?'

"I didn't know you worked here," sheinsgsted, blushing bright red.

He caught himself checking whether the blush extended to thetips of her ears. Reminding himself that he
didn't care, he said, "Well, | do and now you've got Seth all worked up about how great you are. How
am | supposed to tell him he shouldn't hireyou?'

"I don't know." Shelooked down at thetable. "'I'm sorry, Scott. | wouldn't have come hereif I'd
known."

He sighed, hisanger spent, just likethat. "No, | redizethat.” It felt stupid towering over her likethis, and
he suddenly didn't want to turn around and walk out of the bar, so he dropped into the opposite side of
the booth.

Her hair was short now, anegt little cap hugging her skull rather than the lush fall that used to cascade
past her waist. Remembering how it was then gave him an dl-too-red image of her leaning over hisdesk,
her hair tickling his bare arm, the scent of her vanilla shampoo filling hisnodtrils. Did it till smdll the same?
Wasit ill soincredibly silky?

"I could tell Mr. Worthington that | decided to stay at Providential Press" she offered. "He knows|
wasn't sure | wanted to leave there.”

A waitress appeared where Scott had been standing afew moments ago. "What can | get you folks?'

"A pint of microbrew," he said quickly, then waited impatiently while she listed the locally-brewed beers
on tap. He named one at random. The flavor wasn't important. The acohol content was.

Sheturned to Carolyn, who said, "The same for me."



But when the waitress | eft, he discovered he didn't know what to say. Carolyn finally ventured, "So, |
guessyou're doing okay. Good job, engaged, dl that."

She knew about Francine. That felt weird. "Y eah, I'm fine. How about you?"

Her blush darkened from the earlier cherry color to more of abeet red. "I'm okay. Still at Providentia
Press. | livein Providence now, so | don't have much of acommute.”

"That's nice." He opened his mouth to ask about her divorce, but why bother? The past was behind
them, and when and why she and Tony split up was none of hisbusiness.

"Adams-Worthington seems like a nice company,” she said tentatively, but before he could say it was,
she shook her head and looked straight at him. Her eyesredly were that blue-green color he'd been sure
hed imagined! "Thisis pointless. Y ou don't want to waste time on small talk with me when you've just
gotten back from atrip.”

Hedidn't need to respond, but hedid. "No. Thisisfine." Thiswasinsane! Four years, and al that pain,
and sitting across the table from her till felt - no. It definitely wasn't right, and he wasn't going to fall into
that same old trap.

A crease gppeared between her eyebrows. "Y ou don't need to be polite. Thisisajob interview, and we
both know you're not going to hireme." Shesighed. "'l knew | should have said who | was on the
phone.

"Why didn't you?Y ou must have recognized my voice - | thought | recognized yours, but | was surel
must be mistaken.”

The waitress ddlivered their beersthen, and Carolyn carefully repositioned hers on its coaster until the
waitresswas out of earshot. "'l meant to tell you," shetold the beer glass. "l just...Wdll, | wanted to see
you again." She looked up resolutely. "And now | have, so you can go see Francine or whatever you
were planning to do thisevening. I'm sorry | interfered.”

She started to dide out of the booth and Scott felt a stab of panic. "Wait asecond!” Shegavehim a
quizzica look, and his panic increased. What was he going to say?"What about the job?"

She settled back into the booth, her mouth atense line. "What about it? I'll call Mr. Worthington on
Monday and tell him | decided to stay at PP."

There it was, anice simple solution. Hed never need to admit that Carolyn could do the job with both
eyes closed, but that he couldn't hire her because she'd broken his heart. Instead of grabbing the solution,
he asked, "Could we work together, do you think?"

Her look said he was crazy and he guessed she wasright. "Could we? Sure. But why?!

"Because you're the best programmer I've ever worked with,” he answered honestly. "And | know | can
trust your design decisions, unlike anyone currently on my team - they're good, don't get me wrong, but
they jump the wrong way on space-time tradeoffs haf thetime.”

With abitter haf-amile, she said, "Whereas with me, you smply don't trust my word."

"If you wanted meto trust you, you should have said something hafway believable," he snapped before
redizing how irrelevant that old baggage was. He pushed it away and said calmly, "In any case, that
doesn't have anything to do with us working together.” He drank some beer, demondtrating hislack of
concern with the subject.



Her jaw tightened and he thought she might pursue the argument. Instead, she took asip of her own beer
and set the glass carefully on its coaster again. "Okay, so I'd be useful on your team. That doesn't mean
you can completely ignore the persona issues. From your reaction, 1'd say you're still angry with me.
Don't you think it would be distracting to see me every day?"

Digtracting? No question. It had been distracting four years ago in Rhode Idand, too. "It wouldn't be a
problem,” he assured both of them.

"What about Francine? Wouldn't it seem funny to her?"

He shrugged. "Why should she care about something that happened before | met her?' A sdlfishidea
occurred to him - alittle bit of jealousy about hisold lover coming to work a A-W just might spur
Francineinto findly marrying him.

She frowned at her beer and said dowly, "L ook, Scott. I'm not going to lieto you. Thisjob sounds grest
to me, and I'm at a point where | think it would do me good to get out of Rhode Idand. But I'm not an
idiot. I know usworking together again could be anightmare. If thisis some kind of ajoketo you, or if
you'retrying to prove apoint to yourself - or me, or Francine, or who knowswho - then I'm not
interested.”

He shook his head. "I'm completely serious about this." He could handle a nice smple straightforward
working relationship with thiswoman and that's al there would ever be.

Shelet her bresth out dowly and nodded. " Okay. What are you going to tell people about our past?'
"Nothing. Why should 7"
"Y ou're going to pretend like you just met me?' Her voice roseincreduloudly.

"Well, what should | say?' he demanded. "That if you hadn't dumped me, | wouldn't have come out
here?1f | say that, it'sthe samething as saying | wouldn't be with Francine and Rachd if 1'd had my
choice”

Color drained out of her face. "1 didn't know you and Francine had ababy."

He guessed it made sense for her to jump to that conclusion, but he was annoyed, anyway. "Rachd's not
mine - not the way you mean. But you didn't answer my question.”

"Question?" She shook her head asthough to clear it, then said, "Oh, right. What | think isthat you'd
need to tell Francine thefull story. But, with other people couldn't you just say that we worked together
a PP? That way, it'sokay if something comes up about the project we did or whatever, but the personal
suff iskept quiet.”

"l guess that makes sense.” He'd have to caution Francine not to tell Bill everything. For some reason,
sheactualy liked her former brother-in-law - and Bill would find away to use the truth against Scott.

* k%

Carolyn barely had time to change into her jeans and T-shirt and order ataco salad from room service
before the phone rang. It was Mr. Worthington, offering her the job.

Shetold hersdlf she shouldn't be surprised. After dl, the end of her conversation with Scott had been
based on the assumption that she would soon be an A-W employee. But she was surprised - and knew
she'd be even more so when she had a chanceto really digest the sdlary and bonus information he rattled
off.



While her mouth was still gaping open in shock, he said, "Now, Carolyn, | redize that you'll need some
time to make your decision. That's fine and you shouldn't fedl pressured to give us an answer right away.
We smply wanted to let you know that we're very much hoping that you'll join us at
Adams-Worthington."

He paused and she managed to say, "Thank you." Should she promise her decision by a certain day?

"Well expressaforma offer letter to you on Monday, but please don't hesitate to call with any questions.
Scott and | will both be in the office most of next week."

But thered question was whether she was crazy to attempt the feat of working platonicaly with the man
who gtill made her insgdestremble. And that was something even Scott couldn't answer for her.

* k%

Scott didn't have any trouble introducing the subject of Carolyn that night. Francine was eager to hear all
about their interview, aswell aswhat held told her father when he called him right after getting home.

He started by saying that Carolyn had excellent qualifications and that he'd concurred with Seth's
tentative decison to hire her. When he said that, Francine caught her breath momentarily and asked,
"Shelsawfully pretty, isnt she?

Those stupid insecurities of hers! Why couldn't Francine believe that she was pretty, too? He strained for
the calm answer he dways gave her a timeslikethis. "'l suppose, but certainly not any more so than
you."

"But shessotal!"

He smiled, reminding her, "She might hate being tall, you know. Or envy your shape.” They'd been
through variations of this conversation more times than he could remember, but thistime he felt more than
atinge of didoydty. Hed better get on with telling her the full story. "Interestingly, it turnsout | already
knew her. She had adifferent last name back then, but we worked together on the last project | did for
ITI."

She frowned. "I thought she'd only worked for that placein Rhode Idand.”

"Providentid Press," he supplied. "Yeah. | did a couple month project on-site there.” He urged himself to
continue, to blurt out the whole story.

Her eyesrounded in alarm. "Y ou did? So she'sa- friend?”

The hegitation before the word "friend" did it. He could see how scared she was over hisreationship with
this other woman. And he knew that if hetold her the rest of it, shed be even more frightened. She
wouldn't be able to understand that Carolyn was his past and that she and Rachel were his present and
hisfuture. Shed need every last detail of hisrelationship with Carolyn, and one by one the detailswould
increase her fear. The only way he could make her fedl better would beto lie - to downplay the
importance of what hed felt for Carolyn, to make it sound like an affair that happened because they both
had aweek to kill. He couldn't do that.

So, he stuck to the truth, but shaded it so she would think what he now knew she needed to think. "I
wouldn't call her afriend. We were, back then, but we haven't had any contact in more than four years
and | don't anticipate any now, except for work. We hired her smply because she's the best person for
thejob." Luckily, that was completely true.

Francine let her bresth out and smiled tentatively at him. "Oh. Okay. | wondered if you two might have



dated or something.”

Or something, definitely. " She was married back then - that'swhy | didn't recognize her name.” Timeto
change the subject. He reached for her hand and squeezed it. "Francine, honey, it wouldn't matter,
anyway. Yourethewoman | love"

Her smile became more naturd, but till shy. "I missed you thisweek.”

Hedid closer on the sofaand dipped hisarm around her waist. "I missed you, too, honey. | don't like
leaving you and Rache home done."

"Wewere okay," shesaid, shuggling closer into him.

"I know. | ill don't likeit." Heleaned over and kissed her forehead. "I was thinking again about us
getting married.” He paused, but she didn't reply. He hadn't redlly expected her to. "1 know I've said this
before, but | wish you'd tell me why you keep putting it off. Maybe | could help you fed more
comfortable with theidea.”

Hefdt thetension in her body, and apart of him wished he hadn't even said this much. It seemed crud to
put her through such distress. "'l want to," she said softly. "But you're so busy with work and Mother
would want usto have a big wedding and that takes alot of planning, and..." She was making excuses,
and hewasfairly sure sheredized it, too.

"We could dlope.” The cynical part of his mind wondered what excuse shed manufacture to get around
that.

"You'd do that?' she asked, amazement in her voice,

"Of course! Theimportant thing isus being married, not what kind of wedding we have." Picking up on
what he chose to view as enthusiasm, he continued, "A month or so back, | sat next to aguy on aplane
who'd recently gotten married. They went somewherein Nevada - | don't remember where right now -
and got married outdoorsin aredly pretty spot, and spent their honeymoon in aluxury suite at one of the
resort hotels. We could do something like that or something more traditiond - whatever youd like."

"It might be fun to go to one of those resorts. They have gambling, don't they?

"Y eah. I've dways wondered what a casino would belike." He hadn't been terribly curious or he would
have gone to one before this, but if Francine would liketo try her hand at gambling, hed be more than
happy to indulge her. "A lot of the resorts have big-name entertainers, too."

"Could Rachd go with us? She/d want to be part of our wedding."
"Of course," he said, willing to agree to whatever she wanted. "Y our parents, too, if you'd like."

That was the wrong thing to say apparently. "But we really ought to get married here. Mother would be
so disgppointed.”

Annabelle would be thrilled to have her daughter finally marry Scott, but Scott knew better than to admit
he and Seth had discussed the subject just today. "I'm not so sure of that. Why don't you ask her?' He
immediately realized that suggestion was doomed to never beimplemented. "Or better yet, I'll ask her. |
could mention that we're thinking of going to aresort for afew days and that we might get married there.
See what she saysin response.” When Francine didn't respond, he gave her ahug and said, "Would that
be okay, honey?'



He knew the answer by how long it took her to reply. "Could | think about it for alittle while firg?"

He minimized hissigh asmuch ashe could. "Of course. | don't want to rush you into anything.” Although,
after three years of being engaged and living together, he doubted an outside observer would consider
thisrushing her.

"Thank you, Scott,” she said with ahumblenessthat hurt him to hear. "It'snot that | don't want to marry
you, | hope you know that."

But hewas no closer to knowing what it was and that was difficult to accept.

*k*

Hourslater, Scott's eyesjerked fully open in the darkness of the bedroom. Carolyn had been wearing
her Cdtic knot ring tonight in the bar. Why?

Could it bethat she dtill loved him?

CHAPTER THREE

Bill drove by the office before going to see Francine and Rachel. It was worth going out of hisway to
avoid running into Scott pretending to be the perfect family man. If the jerk was so damn sincere abot it,
he'd have married Francine long ago. Hed have bought a house for them to livein, too - instead of
camping out in the one George had paid for dl thistime.

Rachel looked somewhat like her mother, but alot more like the Adams side of the family. That
white-blonde hair, those ice-blue eyes - and "the face of an angel,” to use a phrase Bill gtill hated from his
childhood. Both he and George had been described that way until their early teens. Being labeled like
that was probably less of a burden to agirl. For Rachel's sake, he hoped so.

Hetried to get over to see her once aweek, most often on Saturday since Scott usualy worked that day.
Hedidn't make abig ded out of it, but Rache only had one uncle - him - and never saw any other
relaives on her father's sde of the family. He thought it was important for Francine to be reminded of
George regularly, too. She might have replaced Georgein her life, but Scott would never be Rachel's real
father.

Besdes, Francine sometimes got juicy tidbits from Scott that Bill would never hear any other way. "Did
Scott say anything about interviewing that Carolyn woman?' he asked soon after he arrived.

"He met her a her hotdl after he got back," she said in the dy way that he knew meant she had more
information, but was planning to make him work for it.

"Isthat s0?' That newswas mildly interesting in itself, although Bill had dready figured that Seth was hot
on the woman. Whether it was her technica skills or her personaly, he hadn't decided. " Arethey going
to offer her ajob?"’

She shook her head minutely. "Daddy adready did. Scott called him when he got home and Daddy was
going to cdl her last night.”

"I don't suppose you know her answer?' She must. That must be the reason for her near-smirk.

"No, but | know something else.” She paused and he fleetingly considered wrapping his hands around her
neck - in afriendly fashion, of course - to speed up her ddlivery. " Scott knew her before," she said, her
bravado suddenly wesring thin.



Francine's attitude made sense dl a once. "Y ou mean she's an old flame?' Francine didn't have much
self-confidence at the best of times, but that flash of naked fear held just seen wasn't caused by
something trivid.

She shook her head unconvincingly. "They worked together on a project when hewas at ITl, and she
was married back then.”

"That doesn't prove anything.”

"No, I know. But Scott saysthey didn't date.”

He searched her face, then asked, "Do you believe him?'
She nodded hdf-heartedly. "Hetellsme the truth.”

He knew what that meant. She wanted to believe Scott, but couldn't quite make hersdf do it. Bill thought
Scott was probably innocent, primarily because he couldn't imagine the guy unbending from hismora
sdf-satisfaction long enough to indulge his carnd needs.

Stll, it wouldn't hurt to keep his eyes open. If he could knock Scott off that high horse of his, maybe Seth
would have to admit that Bill deserved the Chief Designer job - and always had.

* k%

Carolyn called Tony when she got back to her gpartment in Providence. "How come you're home on a
Saturday night?' she asked.

Helaughed in ddlight, like he dways did when she called, not at al bothered by her question. "I didn't
know you were home, babe."

"l just got in alittlewhile ago." Shetook adeep breath. ™Y ou'll never believe what happened this week -
| got anew job."

"Youdid? Tdl meabout it."

Shetold him about meeting Mr. Worthington at the conference, him inviting her to interview with A-W,
thejob and her impressions of Oregon. Tony wasthrilled for her. "The move will do you good," he said,
not needing to mention that her life had been in aholding pattern for the past four years.

She wasincredibly lucky to have Tony as her friend. Most divorced people she knew hated their former
partners - and who would blame Tony if he felt that way about her? But he didn't, and she honestly
believed that her happiness and well being were higher priority to him than his own were,

There was one last thing to tell him about her new job - that sheld be working with Scott. He wasthe
only person other than Scott who knew what had happened back then, and he knew far better than Scott
had what it had cost her to lose him. Y et she knew he wouldn't second-guess her. He wouldn't say she
was being foolish and asking for trouble. He would support her decision.

But somehow, she couldn't find the words she needed to say. So she stayed silent about the most
important aspect of her new job, knowing that he would understand that, too.

**k*

Scott sat at the head of the table, the same as held done every week for the last four years. It wasa
different conference room than they'd used back then and there were more people around the table, but
thiswas hismeeting, asdways.



It felt unreal, though, like they were dl actors and this was amovie set. The normal procedures of
checking on the status of each person'swork and making announcements seemed awkward and
meaninglesstoday.

He knew why. Carolyn was sitting there, at the far end of one of the sides of the oblong table. Thiswas
her first project meeting and haf the guysin the room were waiting for her to say something stupid to
prove that she didn't deserve thejob. The other haf - well, he wasfairly sure they were smply watching
her because she was an attractive woman.

She wasn't pretty, he decided, despite what Francine thought. Francine was pretty. Her features were
ddicate and her smooth porcelain-like skin didn't need makeup. Carolyn's face was actualy dmost
ordinary, athough he guessed her turned-up nose and freckles took her out of the ordinary relm. The
thing that was specia about Carolyn's|ooks was the person who peeked out from inside - the intelligent,
interested, oh-so-alive person. She didn't let the casual observer know what was going on in that mind of
hers, but it was clear that something always was.

Bill took advantage of amomentary pause in the meeting to say to Carolyn, "So, | hear you worked with
Scott before. Y ou must be pretty good or he wouldn't have hired you."

Color flooded her cheeks, and Scott saw the triumph in Bill's eyes. He answered for her, "Sheis. The
project we did involved modifying code | knew but that sheld never seen before. By the time we finished,
shewas an expertinit. | expect her to learn TechDoc's innards quickly and thoroughly.”

Bill'ssmilewasdy. "That'll be nice. Maybethen | won't get stuck with dl the difficult changes.”

Scott knew he was being baited and forced himsdlf to ignoreit. He glanced at several other team
members and saw their rolling eyes and shaking heads. They dl knew Bill was posturing.

Bill turned his attention to Carolyn again. "I'm curious about what our fearless |eader was like back then.
Quitethe lady-killer, | imagine?'

A couple of the guyslaughed, but most seemed to redlize that thiswas another ingtalment in Bill's
sabotage-Scott campaign and they stayed silent. Scott opened his mouth to tell Bill to lay off, but shut it
without speaking. Carolyn would haveto learn to answer for hersdf. It wasthe only way to ded with
Bill.

"l didn't seeany sign of that," she said in acrisp voice that dripped disdain. "Not that | would have
considered it any of my business, if hewas. Hewas a Providential Pressto do ajob and hedid it. That's
what we cared about."

Despite himsalf, hewondered if that was true. Hed dways thought Carolyn had integrity and told the
truth religioudy. But maybe sheld been lying back then. Maybe she wanted to have an affair with him and
just pretended to love him. Maybe that was why she could St here so coolly today, when he could barely
remember hisname.

But if that wastrue, then why was she still wearing the Cdltic knot ring he'd bought for her? She wouldn't
have kept it dl thistimeif it didn't mean as much to her as hisdid to him. He started breathing again,
relieved despite himsdlf that the whole thing hadn't been an act.

Except then he noticed that she wasn't wearing the ring today. Had it been hisimagination that she'd had
itoninthebar?

* k%



Carolyn closed the suite door behind her and sagged into achair. She was exhausted - mentally,
physicdly and emotiondly. Working with Scott wasn't going to be easy.

She opened her eyes and found herself face-to-face with Princess, her Abysinnian cat. "Hello, sweetie.
Did you missme?' Princesss answer was apparently yes, since she began purring and rubbing faces with
Carolyn. "I missed you, too."

They moved on to petting and Princess yowled severd times, expressing her displeasure at being left
aloneinadgtrange place al day. "I'm sorry, Princess. | had to go to work - and | have to go out tonight,
too. | need to find us someplaceto live." Princess didn't seem very impressed by that argument, but then
sherarely approved of anything that took her owner awvay from her.

But shewouldn't go just yet. Sheld change clothes and relax for awhile firgt. Phillip, whose office was
next to hers, had told her that Ashford Woods was a nice place and close to work. He lived there and so
did severd other people from A-W. He didn't know if they accepted pets, but she'd check therefirst. If
not, she had the thick apartment guide she'd picked up in the lobby yesterday.

Phillip seemed very nice. He was young - probably only acouple of years out of college, but he seemed
quite serious about work and friendly in acasua way. In fact, she liked everyone shed met at A-W so0
far, with the exception of Bill Adams. Hewasjust too pleased with himself.

She even liked Francine, dthough part of her would be happier if Scott was engaged to a shrew who
clearly didn't deserve him. Instead, Francine wasfriendly in ashy way, and the questions she'd asked
today made it apparent that she was extremely curious about Carolyn.

Carolyn supposed that made sense. Francine would wonder what Scott had seen in Carolyn, and no
matter how completely Scott had tried to explain the situation, she would have questions about what had
happened to end things between them. Carolyn hersdlf till had questions about that part.

The part she didn't have questions about was that it was over. She was areminder of atime gone by to
Scott - areminder he didn't much like.

To her, he was areminder that for one short week, love had lived up to its reputation.

*k*

Carolyn looked around her new apartment after the moving van left on Saturday. How could it be that
thislittle bit of furniture and these few piles of boxeswere dl she had to show for her thirty-two years of
life? Princess, too, of course, but ill...

Sheld had more once, she reminded hersdf brutally. Sheld had aloving husband and awonderful condo.
By now, they would have traded the condo for a housein the country and added a baby or two. Her life
would center on home and family, and despite her fears, she probably would have learned to enjoy that.

Meeting Scott had been like opening Pandora's box. It wasn't his fault that her marriage to Tony had
aways had more to do with friendship than with romantic love. And it wasn't hisfault that, after she
discovered the redlity of what shed been missing, she couldn't face alifetime with theimitation. Maybe it
hadn't been her fault either, but she'd chosen the life she now led. Sheld better make the most of it.

S0, shewalked around the nearly-empty gpartment, making lists of the things she/d need to make this her
home. She thought of putting Scott's name on the list asajoke, but refused to indulge herslf.

Scott was engaged to Francine, and she would not alow herself to pretend otherwise.

* k%



Scott took adight detour on the way home Saturday. Hed overheard Carolyn telling Phillip that shewas
going to move into an apartment a Ashford Woods today, and he thought he'd see if she needed any
help.

She was doing well at work, of course. Hed assigned Phillip to be her mentor, athough he suspected
that Phillip would learn more from his association with Carolyn than vice versa. Phillip was agood
programmer, but A-W was hisfirgt job out of college and he was il pretty inexperienced.

After theinitid awkwardness on Monday, Scott had found that having Carolyn around wasn't as
digtracting as held thought it might be. She stayed in her office at the other end of the hall and didn't
manufacture reasons to ask him questions. She didn't even join the bull-sessions around the coffee
meachine near hisoffice.

He pulled into the complex parking lot, but as he searched for a parking place, he began to have second
thoughts. Should he really be here? Carolyn hadn't asked for any help moving, asfar as he knew - and if
it turned out that somebody from work was there, they might think it was strange for him to just show up
out of the blue.

Besides, Rachel probably had something cooked up for them to do this afternoon, and he should see if
Francine had thought more about them getting married.

Francine and Rachel were hislife. Not Carolyn.

CHAPTER FOUR

Carolyn blinked hard to make the screen come back into focus. Just a couple more minutes and shed
have thisworking. This was her first programming assgnment at A- W, and it had been a challenge.

Phillip had told her that Scott never coddled new hires, but even he had been surprised at how complex
thisroutine turned out to be. She/d smiled and said she was used to Scott expecting alot from her, then
told him the story of when Scott first started hisgtint at PP.

Her boss had told him that she wastheir best programmer, but hed aso mentioned that Carolyn wasin
charge of maintenance and upgradesto all their old COBOL systems. Scott had assumed that meant she
didn't have the skillsto truly understand his project, and held gone about hiswork on his own.

But Carolyn knew she would be maintaining the software Scott wrote, so she asked questions, studied
code, and asked more questions. Gradually, the code began to make sense, and findly, she dared to
write a subroutine she knew Scott would soon need. Sheleft it on hisdesk chair on the way to her lunch
time workout one day, too nervous to be there when he found it.

When she came back, alist of subroutineswas waiting for her. Scott never explicitly said her code had
been satisfactory, but after that he treated her like a colleague instead of a burden.

Phillip asked athousand questions after that, and she realized he'd soon be spreading everything she said
far and wide. She was careful to stick to strictly work-related answers, knowing it would be dangerous
to imply that she and Scott had ever been more than co- workers.

She crossed her fingers now and ran her test again. It worked! Okay, how about the trickier cases? They
worked, too!

She jumped up and ran hafway into the hall before she remembered that it was Six- thirty in the evening.
Phillip had gone home long ago. Sheéd have to wait until morning to tell him about this.



But Scott might still be here. Sheld noticed that he stayed late most nights. He walked by her office
sometimes, probably on the way to or from the rest room.

She could go by his office now. If hewas gl there and not too busy, she could tell him sheld finished her
first assgnment. Maybe he'd even liketo seeit in action.

Y eah, right. Like the project team didn't finish ahundred or more routines ayear. That was just an
excuse to talk to Scott and she knew it.

* k%

Scott pushed back from his desk and stretched. If he headed home now, he could spend alittle time with
Rachel before bedtime. She was agreat kid and he'd been working too many hours recently. If he hadn't
been responsible for getting her up, fed, and to the baby- stter's each morning, he would have hardly
seen her in days.

Hedidn't bother calling home, since Francine and Rachel would have eaten along time ago. Francine had
probably saved him some leftovers, and if not, he could dways make himsdlf asandwich.

On the way out, he decided to stop by Carolyn's office and suggest that she leave, too. HEd noticed that
sheworked late aimost every day and he should let her know that wasn't expected. Besides, he should
check that she was enjoying the job and had all the information and supplies she needed.

He wasn't doing it because of who she used to be, but of whom she was now - someone who worked
for him. In fact, he should have talked to her before thisand would have, if she'd been anyone dse.

But when he got there, Carolyn's office was dark and empty. Good - she'd already gone home. He
hurried out to his car, eager to do the same thing.

And if he drove by her gpartment complex on the way home, it was just happenstance, because he liked
to vary hisroute from time to time. He wasn't wishing he'd see her car or anything.

**k*

The next day, Bill strolled into Carolyn's office and dropped into her visitor's chair. " So, how are you
liking A-W?'

She spun around to face him so quickly that she must have gotten dizzy. "Bill!" She had to be faking the
shock.

"That'sme," he said with one of the lazy smilesthat melted women's hearts. "'1've been watching you, and
you work entirely too hard. That'swhy I'm here - to take you to lunch and give you awell-earned chance
torelax."” Andto spill afew beans about her relationship with Scott, but he wouldn't mention that part.

He caught aflash of some amazing turquoise color when her eyeswidened. "It's noon dready? | meant
to..." Her voicetrailed off as she checked her watch.

"No, it's not noon, but restaurants around here tend to get crowded, so | thought we'd go afew minutes
early." Because he expected an objection, he added, "Well be back before one, | promise - although no
onewould careif weweren't."

She shook her head immediately. "I don't eat lunch.”

He sighed. "Come on, Carolyn. I've stopped by a couple of times at lunch time before this, and you're
never here. If you don't eat, you must be running off every day for anooner.”



To say she blushed would be an extreme understatement. Her whole face and neck turned the color of
sunburn and he had to wonder whether the parts of her he couldn't see were asimilar shade. She didn't
apped al that much to him physicaly, but hey - held be glad to give her atry. Sometimes the oneswho
weren't such great lookers made up for it with enthusiasm.

"l have an exercise class a noon," she said snottily.

Like she needed more exercise! She wastoo damn skinny aready. Thiswasn't about his desires, though.
He needed to find out the truth about her and Scott. He shrugged casudly. "So, skip it thisonce. I'll even
take you to asdad place, if that'll make you happy. | was thinking more like redlly greset fresh seafood,
but I'm flexible."

She shook her head again. "No, thanks. My system wouldn't know what to do with food at this hour.”
And then she sat there, obvioudy waiting for him to leave. No polite "maybe some other time," not even
an"I'msorry."

Wil, hewasn't going to be rushed. Thiswouldn't be as comfortable a place to talk as arestaurant, and
he certainly wouldn't get as much out of her, but hed do what he could. "So, | hear Scott underestimated
you when hefirst met you. | can't say I'm surprised - he thinks he's pretty hot stuff."

She sighed and glanced at her watch again. "L ook, Bill, I'veredly got to go." She reached down and
grabbed her purse, then stood. "My class starts right at noon and | have to changefirst." And shewalked
right past him and out her door.

Damn her! He hated bitches like her - and the worst part was that he couldn't even entertain himself with
fantasies of her in aleotard and tights. She probably had about as much shape as aten-year-old boy.

**k*

A couple of weeks |ater, Scott read the last of the CHAPTER out loud and closed the book, ignoring
Rachd'sritud begging for just another few pages. "Sorry, swestie. It'sdready late." She groaned, but her
eyelids were heavy and he knew sheld be adeep before he got back to the living room.

Francine clicked off the TV when he sat down next to her. "Y ou were in with Rachel quiteawhile.”

"The CHAPTER waslonger than usud, but I'm sorry. | didn't redlize you were waiting for me." Hed
been in the mood for some mindless entertainment, but gpparently that wasn't in the cards.

"Oh, not redlly," she said in theway he knew meant sheld been waiting. "'l wasjust thinking that we
haven't talked much recently.”

From her tone of voice, he knew she didn't want to discuss getting married. "No, | guesswe havent. I've
been working later the last few weeks and | gpologize for that. There just never ssemsto be enough time
in the day to get everything taken care of and after people leave, | like to spend an hour or so
programming.” It was more than an hour or so most nights, he had to admit and unfortunately, he wasn't
getting dl that much accomplished during that time. He dipped hisarm around Francineswaist and said,
"I hope you don't think | wouldn't rather be home."

"Oh, no," she said, but her protest wasweak. "And | understand about your hours - redly, | do. | just
miss having you around, and | wasthinking earlier that | don't even know how your project is going these
days."

"Pretty good,” he answered, relaxing dightly. "Our schedul€stight, but then it dwaysis."
She nodded. "Daddy says you put too much pressure on yourself. The customers would be happy with



fewer features each release.”

He laughed. "Not happy, | assure you. They might accept it, but only because no one else can meet as
many of their needs aswe can.”

"S0, how's Carolyn doing? Are you glad you hired her?'

He held hisbody very il for afew seconds, then let his bregth out carefully. " She'sdoing fine. She
picked thingsupinnotime, as| expected.”

She was zipping through coding assignments like they were nothing these days. And that was one of the
reasons he wasn't accomplishing as much as he expected of himsdf - he spent far too much time admiring
her code. Reading the subroutines his team produced was one of his responsibilities and one he took
serioudy. He wanted to be the first person to know if someone was dacking off on documentation or not
abiding by the project's coding standards or especidly if someone needed some remedia help in data
sructures or the art of writing software.

Carolyn's code was el egant and correct, as aways. So all he really needed to do was give it aquick
spot-check oncein awhilefor the sake of consistency. Instead, reading her latest routine was the reward
he gave himsdlf for finishing some odious task, like the weekly project schedule or the latest set of budget
numbers. And when heread it, held sit there and smply stare at it, admiring the way it looked on the
screen as much asits content. Time disappeared and soon he was enjoying the way her mind worked,
just as held done four years ago.

"So, what do you think?' Francine asked, turning to look at him quizzicdly.
"I'm sorry,” he gpologized again, with aguilty start thistime. "What did you ask me?"
"l sad | thought we should invite Carolyn to dinner. Don't you think that would be nice?”

"No!" He stopped and forced himself to sound calm. "I mean it would be nice, but we don't entertain
people from work as arule. Unless we want to start having more people over, it seemskind of rudeto
jugtinvite her." He thought that was a safe argument. Francine got incredibly nervous whenever they
entertained.

"Oh, but since you two are old friends, it would be okay. And she seemsredly nice. I'd liketo get to
know her better."

Just what he needed. "She is nice, | guess, but | wouldn't really say we were friends before.” That was
periloudy closeto alieand hedidnt lie. "Besdes, from what | hear, she's not big on socidizing with
people from work." At least not when the socidizing involved going out on dates with histeam members.
Hed heard of her refusing dates with Phillip, Rollie and Bill.

Francinesighed. "All right, if you dontwant to ..."

Normaly, her saying it that way would have him changing hismind in nothing flat. Tonight, he smply
changed the subject. "Have you thought any more about us going awvay somewherefor afew days?'

"Y ou mean the casino resort thing?"*

The getting married thing, but he wouldn't say that. "Well, yes, dthough we could go anywhere you'd
like" Anywherewith aminister or justice of the peace or someone Smilar.

"l wasn't sureif you'd redlly have timeto go,” she said, hesitantly. "What with dl the hours you've been



working, and everything."

He clenched awad of the sofa cushion in hishand until he could speak calmly. " Sweetheart, | know |
work alot of hours. | enjoy my job and | liketo do well at it. But you and Rachel are much more
important, and if the three of us could go away somewherefor afew days, | wouldn't misswork at all.”
Could that possibly be the reason for her hesitation about getting married dl thistime? If so, held solve
that right now. "In fact, if you'd like to take atrip somewhere and get married, | promise I'll take two
weeks off from work - whenever you say."

"You'd really do that?' She sounded so completely amazed that he dmost thought it was put-on. But then
he remembered. Francine didn't believe she was worth loving.

He kissed her forehead right dong her hairline. "Yes, gladly.” He kissed her again, then asked the critical
question, "When would you like to leave?!

She caught her breath and said softly, "Oh, Scott. Y ou make me want to say right thisminute.”

Then why didn't she, he asked himsdlf. Forcing achuckle, he said, " That's maybe alittle quick, but I'll bet
we could manage to leave Friday night. And we'd either invite your folks or not, depending on what
youd like"

She didn't respond right away, and after a minute, he realized she was struggling not to cry. He was
pushing marriage too hard again. He forgot sometimes how fragile she was insgde and how completely
unableto talk about the things that overwhelmed her. He had to | et her be the one to decide she was

ready to marry him.
He sighed and gave her asgqueeze. "It's okay, sweetheart. We don't have to get married right away."

Shelet her breath out in ahuge gust of reief. "I'm sorry, Scott. Y ou're so good to me, and I'm such a
messl”

"l loveyou, Francine. That'swhy | want to marry you, and it'saso why | don't want to push you into
anything you don't fed comfortable with. Well have plenty of timeto get married later.”

But how was he ever going to persuade her that it was safe to marry him?

CHAPTER FIVE

By thetime Rachd decided to watch TV instead of talk to her uncle, Bill wasready for the change. He
knew she was smart and maybe even brilliant, but he had ahell of atime understanding what she was
saying half thetime. He guessed that dl little kidswere like that.

He wandered into the kitchen where Francine was busy cooking. He hadn't seen the least little clue that
anything was fishy between Scott and Carolyn, but figured held see what Francine thought. " So, now that
Carolyn's been around amonth or so, have you decided whether Scott's hiding anything about her?

A measuring cup fell onto the counter and then the floor. He leaned down and picked it up, glad that it
was empty or he might have had to help her clean up the mess. Shetook it absently and stood there
holding it. "There's something,” she said weakly, like she hadn't taken agood breeth in ages. "Maybeit's
not her, but it started then.”

Normdly, he hated dl the endless analysi's women did about relationships, but when it came to Scott, Bill
needed some sort of an edge to get him out of the way. If George had known he was going to die, he



would have wanted - even expected - that Bill would get hisjob. Instead, Seth had brought Scott in out
of nowhere, plunked him down in adream job and then let him get his mittsinto Francine. Bill wouldn't
want her for himself - he wouldn't want any one woman - but she shouldn't have fallen right into Scott's
armslikethat. Didn't George mean anything to her? Plus, it griped him theway Rachel caled Scott
"Daddy" dl thetime- George was her redl Daddy.

"What started then?' he coaxed. When she didn't answer right away, he added, "Maybe | can help, but
not unlessyou tell me what the problem is”

She sighed and her shoulders dumped. He pulled akitchen chair over near her and she sat. "He's
working so many hours and even when he'shome, it'skind of like heisn't.”

Wi, that was nice and specific. HeEd have to probe some more. "He dwaysworksalot - sixty hours or
so aweek, I'd guess.”

She shook her head. "It's more than that now. At least eight o'clock most nights, and eight or ten hours
both Saturday and Sunday." With aanother sgh and a shrug, she added, "It's not so much the hours,
though. It'swhen he'shome. He's dways off in some dream world, and | can ask him something and he
doesn't even know | said anything.”

Bill could sympathize with Scott. HEd never lived with awoman - wouldn't want to confine himsdlf like
that - but he knew how even the best of them could go on and on about crap that didn't matter. But
saying that wouldn't endear himself to Francine, and he wouldn't end up knowing any more than when
held started out. "If he'sworking that many hours, maybe he's just wiped out. That happens to the best of
us, you know."

She blew her breath out in disgust. "Y ou're just like him, making excuses dl thetime. If hesso da- darn
tired, then why doesn't he deep at night?"

Had Francine started to say "damn’"? The Stuation must be more serious than held thought. "He's not
sleeping?’

"Well, some, obvioudy, but not afull night." Her cheeks got blotchy with color and she looked around
the room in embarrassment.

If he didn't miss his bet, there was more wrong in the bedroom than lack of deep. But Francine had
always seemed embarrassed at the most casua of referencesto sex, so he wasn't sure how or what to
ask. Wdll, hemight aswel be blunt. "' Guys sometimes have trouble performing when they'retired or
stressed out.” Not him, but other guys did. "And that freaks them out and makes the problem worse."
From the wide-eyed way shelooked at him, he knew he wasright. "Is that what's happening?’

She gave alittle nod and asked in ascared voice, "It isn't because he doesn't love me anymore?’

He shook his head, athough he supposed it could be because of that or any of athousand other reasons
- indluding that he was getting it on with Carolyn so often that he didn't have anything left for Francine.
Maybe Bill had better do alittle more checking on the two of them. " Scott's the kind of guy who'd tell
youtha," he sad definitely.

She nodded eagerly. "Y ou're right. He would. And maybe there's something about work that's worrying
him. That could be why he'sworking so many more hours, and he wouldn't want to burden me with that."
A frown appeared, creasing her forehead. "And I've been making it worse. | keep - | mean we usudly..."
Her voicetrailed off in termina embarrassment.



He dredged around in his memory for something held read about the sexua habits of long-married
couples. "You have, like, aregular night or something?' Theideamade his skin crawl. To reduce making
loveto the equivaent of taking out the garbage!

"Every night, pretty much,” she said, her voice dmaost awhisper.

Geez! Thejerk was getting more than Bill? Talk about unfair! Well, but it was Francine every damn time
- unless he was doing Carolyn, too. And while Bill wouldn't throw either of them out of bed, he needed

plenty of variety.

"But now," she added, staring at the fingernails of one hand, "I haveto kind of push for even acouple of
timesaweek...But if it'slike you said, what should | do? Should | just forget about it?"

For a second, he thought about how much held hate it if some woman discussed his sexua performance
with another guy likethis. It would never happen, of course, o he dismissed the concern. "It depends,”
hesaid airily. "If you just let the issue drop, the problem’ll probably go away on its own before long, and
helll fed less pressure to do something just because you expect it." That was sensible advice, but he
didn't actually care about helping Scott and Francine solve their problems.

He did, however, want Francineto think he was being helpful. That way, sheld keep confiding in him,
and hed eventudly find out something that was truly useful to him. " Another ideaisfor you to change
your gpproach. Surprise him into wanting sex.” Heflipped through sexy scenariosin his head, looking for
onetame enough that Francine might actualy manageit. "For instance, what do you normaly wear to
bed?'

"A nightgown."
"Long or short? Hannel or something silky?' He could guess.

"Long and either flannd or cotton. Are you saying | should wear ashort one? Mother gave meone - "
She started to her feet, and he was sure she was going to show it to him.

Hetouched her arm. "I'm sureit'slovely, but that's not what | mean. I'm talking about something sexy -
the kind of thing aguy can't help but need to touch." Or rip off, he added to himsdlf. "Therés astore at
Washington Square that sellsthe kind I'm talking about.” He liked shopping there. The sdes clerkswere
s0 helpful - and when he findly admitted he didn't have agirlfriend to wear the super-sexy item they'd just
picked out, it wasn't difficult to talk them into adate. In fact, he was seeing one of the clerks tonight.
Tanyawas built like afantasy and sheloved to model the storeswaresfor him.

Her eyes got huge. "1've never been there. | - um - " She swallowed and the red blotches on her cheeks
got redder.

Well, he wasn't going to take her there! "Y ou could wear nothing instead. I'll bet Scott would love to see
you walking around the room naked.” He'd have to, assuming the guy wasn't acomplete eunuch. He
might think Francine had gone off her rocker, but he'd be turned on enough that he didn't care.

"I couldn't do that!"

What was she doing asking for hishelp, if shewas going to rgiect dl hisideas? He Sghed. Hed giveit
one more shot. "Okay. How about this? Y ou go to bed like usual. After he's sound adeep, you crawl
under the covers and suck hiscock. Do it red gentle at first, so he doesn't wake up for awhile." That
was the absol ute best way to wake up. He got hard just thinking about it. HEd haveto tell Tanyahe
wanted her to do that when she dept over tonight. She had the hottest sweetest suction-mouth hed



encountered in along time. Suddenly, tonight was awfully far off. Maybe she was home right now...
"You think hed like that?' she asked hesitantly. "I don't think | do it right.”

He actudly considered volunteering to help perfect her technique - for about half a second. If she wasn't
the boss's daughter and the fiancée of the guy he wanted to get rid of, hed do it. But something like that
could easily get turned around againgt him and that wouldn't be good. "Hell likeit,” he said flatly, then
added, "L ook, Francine. I've got to run. But giveit atry - sometimes al that's needed is alittle something
different, to spice thingsup.”

On hisway to Tanyas, Bill wondered if Scott's sex life actualy needed spicing up. Hed have to check
out the ideathat Scott was spending afew of those extra hours Francine thought he was working at
Carolyn's gpartment. Conveniently, Carolyn's apartment was just across the green from Bill's.

**k*

Carolyn was still pissed when she got home. "Do you know what he did just now?" she asked Princess. "
Nothing. Can you bdievethat?"

Princessinclined her head quizzicaly and dowly blinked her greenish gold eyes - aclear request that her
human explain hersdlf. "I mean Scott,” she said. Princess waited for more. "We were the only ones at
work this afternoon, and | didn't go out of my way to run into him or anything."

Shehurried on, "I don't mean | raninto him literally! But | went to make a copy of this page of abook |
borrowed from Phillip's office and he was using the machine. So | waited for maybe aminute until he
finished and | was thinking the whole time about what to say when he turned around, because he didn't
seem to know | wasthere. | figured 1'd say something nice about Oregon - even though | haven't redlly
seen anything other than Beaverton - but when hefinished, he just walked right out the door. It waslike
he didn't know who | was and was glad not to!"

Princess still seemed to be waiting for an explanation. "Don't you see how rude that was? | mean, just
because he's engaged doesn't mean we can't have asimple conversation. And | understand he worries
about ustaking at work when other people are around - even though 1'd think they'd wonder even more
if we never talk. But we were alone today! He could have asked how | wasdoing - " A sob burst out of
her gut and she sank to the floor next to Princess.

"We shouldn't be here!l™ she cried, wrapping her arms around hersalf and rocking. "He said he wanted to
hireme, and | thought..." What had she thought? That they were going to have awild clandestine affair
behind Francine's back? Hardly.

Four years ago, Scott had hated the fact that she was married. Hed made her swear to divorce Tony
and marry him, even before they kissed thefirgt time. He would have behaved similarly thistime, if held
wanted them to have ard ationship. He wouldn't have hired her - held have broken up with Francine, left
his job and started over with Carolyn.

If he'd wanted them to be together. But he didn't. And Carolyn did.
Princess touched Carolyn's cheek with her paw, and Carolyn gladly let that provide alittle comfort.

Because now sheredized that sheld taken thisjob hoping that seeing her again would make Scott
remember how much heloved her. Instead, seeing him again every day made the pain of him not wanting
her even worse.

* k%



Scott hated nighttime. During the day, he had work and in the morning and early evening, Rachel. He was
adonewith Francine at night.

Heloved Francine it wasn't that. She was awonderful and sweet woman and he was thrilled he'd found
her. Hedidn't even mind her lack of self-confidence normally.

It was just impossible to dedl with her needsright now. Hewas so tired - exhausted, redlly - al thetime
and shewas arock dragging him down. If she could just back off and let him deal with thisat hisown
pace, he'd befine.

Hemight aswell ask rain to fall up. He was her stability, and when he was shaky, so was she. And when
she was shaky, she needed the surface things so much more than normal - the conversations about
nothing, where he showed how he valued her and her opinions - the easy agreement to any activity she
suggested - and especidly, the sex every night.

He wasn't the most highly-sexed guy around. He'd happily gone years of his adult life without a sex
partner, and while he enjoyed making love to Francine, it wasn't the be-all and end-dl of their
relationship.

Hed learned early on, though, that Francine felt rgected if they didn't have sex every night. During her
period, she didn't usudly mind if they just did some heavy petting, but other nights, she wanted the whole
dedl.

Not for her physical satisfaction, either. Sherarely had an orgasm, no matter the stimulation, and she
seemed to prefer not having one. Sometimes hefdt like a performing monkey, going through aroutine
he'd rather avoid for a pleasure that wasn't worth the effort.

Recently, he'd been finding it more and more impossible to summon the necessary energy, and held taken
to turning his back and telling her flatly that he wastoo tired. That wasn't nice of him, he knew, but having
ared conversation about the issue was beyond him. He couldn't keep putting it off, though.

*k*

Scott's dream was wonderful - he felt so light and happy and full of life. Oh, and the most delightful
urgency was building ingde. Hiswhole body was drawing itself into a coil of need that kept tightening into
something he could only barely remember feding ever before.

He wanted - oh, God, he needed so much more of thig! If it could only last forever, just likethis, only
better - more...

Someplace degp inside his head, he redized what was happening. She had him in her mouth, and he was
so incredibly close to coming. He needed to stop her, to make the swirling wonder stop while he made
her ready to hit the moon with him.

But he couldn't. It had been so damned long since anything felt a particle as good asthis.
Later. He'd take care of her later. After -
Oh, God. After that.

He couldn't move for the longest time. And just before he found atiny parcel of energy for loving her
back, hefdt her tearswetting histhigh.

Helay slently, not twitching amuscle, trying to understand. In aminute or two, she carefully rolled over
and lay her head on the pillow.



He did up behind her in bed, his hand moving to her flannel-covered breast. She twisted away, asthough
hishand carried ajolt of eectricity. "No. Leave meaone." He pulled his hand back, but after afew
seconds, she jerked closer to the edge of the bed. "I said leave me done.”

Sheld never said no before. Sheld never wanted him to leave her aone before, either. Why now? How
had he hurt her? He'd meant to hold back, to show her how much he loved her first - but she didn't
blame him for that, did she? Other times, she'd wanted him to come that way - and if she hadn't thistime,
she shouldn't have aroused him so thoroughly while he dept.

He didn't want to have to ask, but he had to know. "What's the matter, honey? I'd like to make it
better."

"My nameis Francine, and what 1'd likeisfor you to leave me done." She moved even farther away.

He gave up and retreated to his side of the bed. Maybe they could talk about it tomorrow.

CHAPTER SIX

Carolyn fdt sick when she walked into the living room and saw the remains of last night's pity party.
Sheld beenridiculoudy self-indulgent - adding real melted butter to her microwave popcorn and then
drowning her thirst with three bottles of beer. What was next? A container of ice cream washed down
with margaritas?

It hadn't done a bit of good either. She was dtill the invisible woman, pining over Scott like an awkward
teen with a crush on the star quarterback. And she might aswell admit that, no matter how well shedid
her job, he wasn't going to suddenly decide he couldn't live without her.

That meant sheld better find away to live without him and working long hourswasn't along-term
solution. In Providence after her divorce, shedd gotten involved with charitable groups. The one shedd
liked best was dedicated to hel ping senior citizens stay active and in their own homes aslong as possible.
Sheldd spent time with her "regulars’ every week, taking them places they couldn't go by themselves,
doing errands for them and even helping them with their bill-paying. Several had become dear friends
and, now that shed moved, she exchanged letters with two of them. There must beasimilar group inthe
Portland area, and she decided on the spot that sheld search them out and get involved this next week.

What else had she doneto fill her empty life back then? Exercise, of course, but she was aready doing
that. She went to the athletic club every day at lunch time - and if the truth be told, she sometimes went
again in the evening just for something to do.

The other big thing sheld done was find afew friends. None were close friends, not like the college
roommate she'd been bet friends with until her divorce, but sheld enjoyed having someoneto go to the
movies or out to dinner with.

She guessed she could consider Phillip afriend. He still wanted to date her, though, so therewasa
tension between them that wasn't entirely comfortable. Why he wanted to go out with her was amystery.
Shewas eight years older, and to aguy in his early twenties, age was usudly abig ded. They didn't share
alot of interests, either. He was crazy about jazz-style music and avist to his gpartment often ended with
her earsringing from the effects of his stereo. And if she could ignore al that, hewas dlergic to Princess
30 ardationship with him was out of the question.

In the interests of honesty, she had to admit she wouldn't rule out arelationship with Scott based on any
of those sameissues. Bottom line, Phillip was agreat guy, but he didn't ring any bellsfor her. Might there
be someone - other than Scott - who did? She didn't think so, but then again, she hadn't expected Scott



to affect her theway he did, ether.

No, the best bet wasto stay single and unattached. Her experience with relationships had involved alot
more pain than happiness and she wasn't in the market for any more pain.

And aong those lines, she would learn to develop athicker skin. There was no point letting Scott hurt her
continualy smply by living hischosen life.

* k%

If possible, Scott dept worse that night than he had been the last severd weeks. He lay awake for hours,
at first knowing that Francine was awake and miserable on her side of the bed, and later wishing she
hadn't fallen adeep so he could try to get her to explain the problem.

He'd been sure he wouldn't deep at all, but he did. It had been starting to get light the last he
remembered, and now suddenly, it was mid-morning. And Francine was aready up.

He hurried out of bed and into the kitchen, not bothering to shower or dress. She and Rachel were egting
- or more precisely, Rachd was eating and Francine was Sitting at the table with her.

"Good morning,” he said, athough what was good about it he couldn't guess.

Rachd greeted him happily. "Guess what, Daddy? Mommy made me waffles! | bet shelll make somefor
you, too."

Not likely going by the chill hefelt from Francines direction. He looked closer and saw that the waffles
were the frozen kind made in the toaster. Francine must fed aswiped out as he did, because normally
sheingsted on making breskfast from scratch. "'I'm not redlly hungry thismorning, Sweetheart. | think I'll
just have acup of coffee.”

But the pot was empty, and when he fumbled the basket open to make some more, he noticed that there
were hardly any groundsin thefilter. Francine had only made enough for herself.

Once he got the new pot started - afull pot - he asked, "Do you think your parents are busy today?' He
had his back to her, not brave enough to face her anger. She didn't answer, so he continued, "If not,
Rachel could maybe spend part of the day with them. There are some things we need to get taken care
of." He hoped shed trandate that to mean they needed to talk.

He'd known the minute he woke up this morning that he needed to level with Francine. He had to tell her
about Carolyn - the full story, from the minute she greeted him in the lobby of Providentid Pressto the
way sheinvaded histhoughts continually. It would be horribly difficult to explainit dl to her inaway she
could undergtand, but she was his only hope. If she would become hisdly in this quest to forget Carolyn,
he knew he could doiit. If not - well, this Stuation wasimpossible.

"Are you through with your waffle, Rachd?' Francine asked in afake-sweet way that made his ssomach
twist into knots. Rachd must have nodded, because Francine went on, " Then you can go waich TV.."
TV?Rachd wasn't dlowed to watch much TV, and they never let her choose her what to watch al by
hersdf.

He heard the living room TV come on, loud enough to drown out any possible conversation, and he
turned to face Francine. Before he decided what to say, she said, "1'm going out. Y ou can watch her for
once."

For once? What about every weekday morning? And where was Francine going on a Sunday morning?
Shewasn't dressed for church.



"You'll be back, won't you?" Irrationally, he wasn't sure, dthough rationaly he knew she wouldn't walk
out without taking Rachel. And why would she walk out anyway? This house belonged to her, not him.
She couldn't possibly be that angry because he cametoo quickly inthe middle of the night. "I'll get a
baby-gtter and well talk things out.”

"Don' bother, you lying, cheating, piece of scum. And | will be back, I promise you!" She stomped out
of the kitchen and he heard her car roar to life and race away from the house.

Lying and chesting? What the hell was she talking about?

**k*

Bill had figured out another reason never to live with awoman. If she was anywhere near as sexy and
inventive as Tanya, they wouldn't survive their first week together. For once, he was amost sorry he
couldn't post a"No Trepassing” sign to keep her dl to himsdlf - at least until held had hisfill of her.

He had gtrict rules about deepovers. They were only ever for one night at atime and they ended by
nine-thirty in the morning at the latest. Otherwise, the woman would just stay and stay, and held be
forced to feed her and entertain her - and eventudly, to let her stay over a second night.

But nine-thirty had come and gone in the middle of lovemaking that had surged between unrestrained and
tender for aseemingly endlesstime. Tanyawas gone now - to the store to pick up some pastries for
breakfast - and he was serioudy considering whether the single-night rule would be broken if he sent her
home just long enough to get clothes for work tomorrow. Of course, it was hisown damn rule, so he
guessed that he could decide what it meant and whether it applied to the current Situation.

When the doorbell rang, he answered the door in the nude, standing out of sight of anyone outside, but
sure to be seen immediately when Tanya stepped insde. They wouldn't make it out of the entryway
before she was flat on her back on thefloor.

Only it wasn't Tanya at the door. It was Francine, looking like she'd thrown on thefirst clothes she'd seen
thismorning and staring at him like she'd never seen anaked man before. Hell, maybe she hadn't. George
had certainly been aprude, and for al he knew, Scott might be, too. He guessed he ought to apologize.

Before hedid, sheburst out, "I was right, and now you've got to help me!"

Shewas right?"What were you right about?" It couldn't be Scott and Carolyn, athough he couldn't think
of anything elsethat she could bereferring to.

"He's- " She broke off, sobbing. "I - | did like you said, but..." She was crying too much to continue.

He dghed and said, "Comein and sit down. I'll put on arobe." He wasn't falsely modest about his body,
but he felt strange about his sster-in-law eyeing his erection - or right this second, hislack of one.

As he took the robe off the hanger and dipped it on, he wondered what she'd been talking about. It
sounded like shed tried waking Scott up with oral sex, but something had gone wrong. Wasthere
something physically wrong with the guy? The thought made him cringe. Not being ableto get it up - not
even ajerk like Scott deserved that.

He went back into the living room and sat next to her on the sofa. "What happened, Francine? Why are
yOU SO upset?

Her eyes puddied with tears. "He was supposed to like it and want to make love - right?"*

"Likeit" and "want to make love" seemed rather mild descriptions, but he nodded. "He didn't like it?"



Her face contorted angrily and the tears dried. "Oh, heliked it just fine. Heliked it so fine that he called
out her name!”

Her name?"He said Carolyn's name?"

A tight nod. "I did it just like you said - red gentle so he didn't wake up for along time. And by thetime|
could tell he was awake, it wastoo late to makelove, but | didn't mind." She rushed on, "I thought if it
worked once, he wouldn't worry so much about trying another time - and anyway, maybe he'd deep
better."

For asecond, Bill felt alittle stab of envy. Assuming he ever had performance problems, none of the
women he went to bed with would react generoudly like that. And Scott didn't have the brainsto
appreciate what he had! "Are you sure he said her name?"

"It was more likeagroan,” she spat. "'Oh, Carolyn' - right when | was choking on dl that gross stuff.”

"Oh, geez," he muttered, his mind reding as though he'd been the one to do such an unthinkable thing.
"Maybe hewasjust dreaming..." Hetrailed off, knowing that the ideaa guy might fantasize about another
woman was dmost as abhorrent to most women as him actualy doing something about the fantasy.

"Youthink thisisadream?' she demanded, shoving something at him. When he didn't react right away,
she continued, "Wdll, go ahead - openiit!"

It was an envelope with " Scott” written on the front in writing that looked alot like Carolyn's. The
envelope wasn't sealed, so he reached inside and pulled out a mostly-white greeting card. The front
contained asmplistic drawing of abeach a sunset, with one set of footprintsvisible. It read, "l won't
missyou." Inside, the words "because you're so much apart of me" appeared, and below that, a
handwritten message. | tried to believe that was true until tonight. Now | know that every second we're
gpart will ssemlike hours, and | won't ever be mysdlf again until were reunited. Lovewithyouisal |
hoped it would be - and so much more. Therest of our liveswill betruly spectacular. | can't wait!" There
was no sgnature.

The envelope still bulged, so he reached into it again and found aring. The gold band was made of
numerous thin strands of gold, seemingly woven together into acomplex pattern. It looked large enough
to fit Scott.

One more item remained in the envelope. A picture - no, two photosin astrip, with acrooked cut at the
top of one of them indicating there had origindly been more. In the pictures, Scott and Carolyn grinned at
the camera, their heads pressed close together. Carolyn's hair was long, and they were younger than they
were now. Y ears younger and incredibly happy.

Bill looked up a Francine. "Where did you get this?' His voice scratched unevenly.

"Hisdresser," she said diffly, asthough afraid of disapproval. "It'sbeen there dl aong. | just didn't look
a it until today."

In hishand, Bill held pure dynamite. One look &t the card and pictures, and Seth would kick Scott's ass
out of A-W. Evenif hewasn't fooling around on Francine, hiring hisformer lover was the definition of
ingppropriate, and Seth was nothing if not a protective father.

*k*

Scott stared into his sock drawer, trying to stay calm. Maybe Carolyn's card wasin another drawer - or
maybe it caught on something and fell behind the drawer. Y eah, that was probably it. Hed pull the



drawer out al theway and it would be there.

Except it had been in the bottom of the drawer and he'd seen it there no more than aweek ago. He
hadn't touched it. He never touched it. But it had been there.

Francine must have it! She must have taken it out of the drawer sometime - last night? No, because she
wouldn't have been loving like that after sheld seen the card. Another woman might try to lull him that
way before going in for thekill, but not Francine. She was too honest and straightforward.

So, this morning? Probably while he was deeping. That would explain her cold anger - and the crack
about him being alying, chegting piece of scum.

Except he wasn't. Well, technicaly, hed lied when Francine asked if they'd dated. Spending virtualy
every moment together for nine-plus days was way more than dating, in fact. But he hadn't cheated. He'd
been free when he was with Carolyn, and he'd been ever so careful to keep his behavior above reproach
snce she cameto A-W. If Francine only knew how many times held fought the temptation to smply
wak down to Carolyn's office and have a smple conversation.

He shook hishead in disgust. Teling her that wouldn't make her fed any better. He needed to explain
how hetruly felt - how what hed had with Carolyn didn't compare with what he had with Francine and
Rachel.

That was weak. HEd better get some more compelling arguments lined up - and damn soon - if he
expected to patch things up with her. If only hisbrain would work...

The shrill ring of the phone gave him agart. Wasit Francine? He should have called Lindato seeif she
could watch Rachel today. "Hdllo?"

"Y ou've got to get over here!" The voice was distorted with urgency, but it sounded like Bill. "Francine's
having one of those - dlergy things- "

"Cdl 911! heyelled into the phone and took off at adead run. Maybe he could get there quicker than
the paramedics. He knew how to give Francine the shot that would save her life.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Scott hit the brakes at the end of the drive. Rachdl! He couldn't leave her home alone - but he couldn't
take her with him either. He saw movement in the front yard next door, and jumped out to check.

"Mrs. Lewid" hecdled.
The older woman looked up. " Good morning, Scott.” She continued sweeping. "It'salovely - "

"Excuse me," heinterrupted. "Could you possibly watch Rachel for afew minutes?| just found out that
Francinéstakenill and | haveto get over there.”

She put the broom down and started toward him. " Of course. Is Rachel in the house?!
He nodded. "Watching TV, | think."

"Well, then, go on about your business.”

"Thanks. I'll get a baby-ditter over hereas soon as| can.”

Shewaved her hand in dismissd. "Don't worry about it. Rachdl and | will bejust fine. Give my best to



Francine"

He got back in the car and tore off down the street.

**k*
Bill took another look a Francine. Where the hell was Scott? Their house wasn't that far away.

Thisalergic reaction was scary as shit. He guessed the pastries that Tanya had gotten must have had
peanutsin them, athough he hadn't noticed them. Francine had reacted like thisto one of the dishes at
the company potluck last year. Scott and Seth had been right there, though, so Bill hadn't had to do
anything. He'd seen them rushing around and bending over Francine and after aminute or two, she'd
been okay.

She wasn't okay now, that was for sure. She had these funny blotches on her face and arms, and sheld
been scratching at them up until aminute ago. Her breathing was getting worse dl thetime, and he didn't
think sheredly knew what was going on. Tanyawas on the phone with 911, but he had the awful feding
they weren't going to get hereintime.

Scott burst through the door right then and rushed to where Francine was lying on the couch. "Francine
honey, come on, wake up,” he urged, and pulled her into a ditting position. ™Y ou shouldn't have let her lay
down," he bitched. " She's having trouble breathing. Wher€'s her kit?"

"Kit?' Sheld said something about her kit, back when thisfirst came on, but he didn't know what she was
talking about.

"Her purse! Where the hell's her purse?’

"I don't know," he said, then forced himself to think back to when shefirgt arrived. "She didn't bring a
purse.

"Shit!" He was poking a Francine, like he thought shewas adeep. "You at least called 9117" he
demanded, asthough it was Bill's fault Francine didn't have her purse.

Before he answered, paramedics gppeared in the gpartment and took over. Bill moved out of their way,
and soon they were gone, taking Francine with them. Scott started to follow, but turned back to say,
"We'regoing to St. Vincent's. Call Seth and Annabelle and have them meet usthere. If they're not home,
try to catch them at church.”

Bill watched him go, disgusted by the devoted-fiancé act. The guy might seem concerned about Francine
now, but he sure as hell hadn't been very damn concerned last night.

**k*

Scott drove dowly into the garage, wishing he could put this moment off alittle - or alot - longer. But he
couldn't, so helifted himsdlf out of the car and quietly opened the door into the house.

Mrs. Lewiswasin theliving room by hersdlf. She frowned when she saw him. "It isn't good news, isit?'
He shook his head. "Where's Rachel?"

"In her room," she said in a hushed voice. " She was upset about her mother being sick and wanted to
play nursewith her dolls." After ashort hesitation, she asked, "What happened?

"She's- " He swallowed and corrected himsdlf. "' Francine was dlergic to peanuts, and she ate part of a
pastry that had somein thefilling. She usudly carried a shot for when that happened, but for some reason



shedidn't haveit today, and 911 didn't get there fast enough.”

Mrs. Lewis pressed her lipstogether. " She died?' He nodded and she shook her head. "That's awful.
Would you like meto stay with Rachd for awhilelonger?”

"No, thanks. | - | haveto tdl her, and then we're going down to her grandparents in Lake Oswego."”

She nodded and stood. "That's what you need at atimelike this- family. But if theré'sanything | can do
to help - anytime - just let me know."

"Thanks. I will," he promised, athough he couldn't imagine what anyone could do to help.
As she passed, she gave him ahug. "I'm so sorry.”

He thanked her again and stood motionlessin the middle of the room, summoning the strength he'd need
for Rachel. He wouldn't be like his parents had been when Emily died. He would be there to explain, to
reassure - and most of dl, to love.

* k%

Carolyn felt much morein control of her life by Sunday evening. Sheld done alittle research in the phone
book and found some volunteer agenciesto call on Monday. She'd aso caled one of the women in her
exercise class and arranged to meet for dinner on Tuesday.

So, when she answered her doorbdll just after dark and discovered Scott standing at her door, her first
thought was to shut the door in hisface. She didn't need him messing up her life one second longer.

Except something was definitely very wrong with him. His eyes were hollow and his expression empty,
and under that, she sensed desperation eating him dive. "What's the matter, Scott?"

"Francine's dead.”

"Redly?' The question wasridiculous, since she had no thought that he waslying. "That's awful - come
onin." Hedidn't moveright away, so shetook hisarm and led him insdeto achair.

His movements were vague, as though his brain wasn't redly in charge of hisbody. He sat in her recliner
and looked at her with haunted eyes. "Annabelle said to go home and get some deep, but | can't. | can't
goingde. | tried - honest | did," he said, his voice suddenly urgent.

"That's okay," she soothed, hoping that he wasn't expecting to spend the night here. "Do you fed up to
telling me what happened?!

"What happened?' Helooked mystified for a couple of seconds, then hisface cleared. "Oh, you mean
with Francine. It was her peanut alergy - she's dways supposed to have her kit with her, but she didn't
takeit..." Hewinced. "She was so mad thismorning, | guess sheforgot. | wish | knew what | did
wrong."

A crud voicein Carolyn's head suggested that he probably didn't even know what hed done to hurt her,
ether past or present. Her nicer side made her say, " She might have forgotten for an entirely different
reason.”

He sighed heavily. "I suppose. | guessit doesn't matter that much anyway. The point is she's dead, and
Rachel doesn't completely understand it yet." He frowned and sat up straighter. "I should be down there.
She's going to wake up and need her Mommy, and - "



Sheinterrupted, wanting to keep his agitation from increasing. "Where is she? With the Worthingtons?"
He nodded and she continued, "They're her grandparents. I'm sure they can do what's necessary.”

"But I'm her daddy - " He looked suddenly stricken. "Oh, God. I'm going to |ose her!™

With an effort, she followed histrain of thought. ""Because you and Francine weren't married, you mean?
Doen't it make sensefor her to live with blood relatives?”

"Only if you're a heartlessfool!" he snapped.
She fought the urge to snap right back at him. Thiswasn't the time. He was confused and in pain tonight.

"l was going to adopt her," he said more softly. "After Francineand | got married - but she kept putting it
off, and | didn't think it was important enough to hasse about.”

Francine had put off the wedding? That wasinteresting, and completely the opposite of the
purportedly-authentic stories she'd heard at work. She tended to believe him rather than the stories,
though. After hisingstence on her divorcing Tony and marrying him, shefound it hard to fathom that hed
gotten cold feet about the indtitution of marriage.

Helooked right into her eyes and said, ™Y ou don't know what it'slike to have a child you're responsible
for. It'sthe greatest thing - like this unlimited power trip, but till you know you're powerless when it
comesright down toit." The vague expresson was completely gone now, replaced by intengity. "I've
been her father for dl intents and purposes since before she was ayear old. | helped her take her first
sepsand to learn to talk. | taught her to ride atricycle. Every morning, | get her up and feed her
breakfast before | take her to the baby-sitter's.” He shook his head. "Y ou can say dl you want about
Seth and Annabelle being more related to her than | am, but it'sjust not true.”

Shedidn't say that it wasn't her interpretation of the Situation that mattered, but she could tell he
understood that. It was also clear he knew what the Worthingtons would think, and that their opinions
would be what counted. She wished there was something good about al thisthat she could point out to
him, but she couldn't think of anything.

Somehow, the fact that Francing's desth had set Scott free to be with Carolyn didn't seem likely to mean
alot. Hed been the oneto bresk things off with her four years ago, after dl, not vice versa.

* k%

Scott couldn't keep from fedling guilty for being here with Carolyn. Hisbrain knew that Francine was
dead and that he couldn't cheat on adead woman. His brain aso said that he was just Sitting herein
Carolyn's gpartment, not doing anything that even remotely resembled cheating. But then again, hisbrain
said alot of thingsthat he couldn't redly trust.

Not telling Francine about Carolyn had been one of them. His brain had said that was the right thing to
do, that telling Francine the full story would worry her for no reason. Instead, it had driven awedge
between them, and now the wedge would last forever.

"You look tired," Carolyn commented. "Maybe you could deep now, if you went home."

Home? Without Francine and Rachel, what home did he have? That house would be no more hometo
him than the house hed grown up in, after Emily died. People who cared were what made ahome, not
four walls and aroof. Carolyn cared - maybe not alot, but at least alittle. That was why he'd come here
tonight. "I thought | could maybe stay here," he said, trying to sound like he wasn't begging.

She shook her head definitely. "No, Scott. | fed sorry for what you're going through, but that wouldn't be



agood idea."
"I could deep on the couch.”
"That'swhat | assumed you meant,” she said, blushing.

It hadn't been. The only way he could imagine deeping was in bed with her, their bodies intertwined the
same asyears ago. "'l wouldn't bother you," he promised, not sure that he could follow through, but
willingtotry.

She sighed and looked annoyed. "L ook, Scott. | said no and | meant it. But if you really can't face going
home, there's got to be somewhere else you can stay. Maybe down at the Worthingtons?”

He shook his head. "Not there. Annabelle's greet, but she fusses too much. Anyway, they've got Rachel
to worry about.”

"I'll cdl Phillip, then. Helivesjust acouple of buildings over, and I'm sure he wouldn't mind." She got up
and came toward the phone on the table next to him.

He put his hand on hers as she reached for the phone. She froze, barely seeming to breathe, and gazed at
him out of those blue-green eyes of hers. He had the sense that if he pulled on her hand, shed come
willingly into hisarms and then thered be no question of him leaving.

Instead, he took his hand back and stood. "Don't bother. I'll go.”
Shefollowed him to the door. "Will you be okay?"

Hesmiled grimly. "I'll be okay."

He ought to be. He'd spent enough of hislife done.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Scott took awrong turn somewhere and ended up in totaly the wrong part of the parking lot. Ashe
headed to his car, he saw acar that looked alot like Francine's. Was she - ?

Oh. Right. Shewas dead. But that still might be her car, and he guessed they'd have to do something
about it. It couldn't St hereforever.

He detoured dightly to check that it was redlly hers. The car seat in the back and the total lack of clutter
proved it. And her purse Sitting on the passenger seet -

Her purse? So, that's where it had been thismorning! Why hadn't she taken it with her to Bill's?

For that matter, why had she been at Bill's? They were friends, true, but he couldn't remember her ever
going to see Bill before - and he couldn't imagine Francine blithely disturbing such an avid womanizer on
aSunday morning.

Seth had asked the same question today, severa times, and Scott hadn't given him a decent answer even
once. All he knew wasthat Francine had been mad at him this morning, and that she'd gpparently come
right here after leaving the house. That seemed to indicate that the visit to Bill had something to do with
her being angry a Scott. But what?

Wéll, it didn't look like held ever find out. He certainly wasn't going to ask Bill what he and Francine had
discussed and neither was he going to admit to Seth that Francine had been angry with him. He hoped



Seth had findly given up on getting alogica explanation.

If he was lucky, figuring out where Francine's purse had been might satisfy Seth's need for answers.

* k%

Carolyn had second thoughts after Scott |eft. Well, not exactly second thoughts. She knew darn well that
she'd done the only sensible thing to protect herself. Scott wouldn't mean to hurt her, but hewasin pain
right now and hedd do it without thinking.

She just wished that thinking about Scott lost in hisempty house didn't make her fed so sdlfish.

*k*

Scott ended up deeping better than he expected. He used the guest room, only going into the room hed
shared with Francine long enough to get his shaver and fresh clothes.

Hewasn't due at the Worthingtons until nine-thirty, but he was up early. He didn't see any point in
hanging around trying to kill time, so got there before nine. Seth greeted him at the door. "Annabelle's
upstairswith Rachel. Would you like coffee and a muffin?'

For politeness sake, he took a muffin with his coffee. Annabelle would have made them fresh this
morning and she deserved to fed that her efforts were gppreciated. He didn't have any appetite, though,
s0 only picked off and ate alittle of the crust. He mentioned finding Francine's car with her pursein it last
night, and Seth seemed pleased that the mystery was resolved. Scott thought he might go back to the
question of why Francinewas a Bill's, but he didn't.

Instead, he said, "Actualy, I'm glad youre early. | haveacdl into our atorney, but | waswondering if
you knew whether Francine had changed her will recently."”

He shook his head. " She didn't say anything about it." But would she have with the strain between them
the last month or so?

Seth nodded like held expected that answer. He looked much the same as usua today - il the
successful in-charge businessman, but grief and strain showed around the edges. "'l don't know if shetold
you the provisons she made - " Scott shook his head and Seth continued, "Basicdly, everything goesto
Rache, in trust with me as trustee because she's so young. Asfar as| know, she didn't name aguardian -
not that it would be binding on the court, if she had, but we'd do our best to follow through on her
wishes"

Scott had been dismantling the muffin, pulling the paper away from the edges and breaking off small
pieces, but he forced himsdf to stop fidgeting. ™Y ou're saying that you're going to take Rachel away from
rrell

"Don't look at it likethat," Seth said, reaching out and placing his hand on Scott'sarm. "Y ou've been
wonderful to her and | can't tell you how much we appreciate that, but she's not your responsibility.”

Hejerked severd feet back from the table, didodging Seth's hand. " That'swhat you say, and | don't
doubt that the legd system will agree with you. But to me, and to Rachel, I'm her father, and nothing on
earth's going to change that. How can you even think of doing thisto her, right after losing her mother?”

That scored adirect hit. Seth's calm fatered and he didn't have an answer for along few moments.
"Shelsdl we haveléeft,” he said, hisvoice araw plea. "Don't you understand?’

Hisingdesboiling, he stared right back at the man he most respected in thewhole universe. "Yes, |
understand. Y ou're putting your own needs ahead of Rachel's, and | think it stinks.”



"Shélll adjust, and welll take wonderful care of her!™

Scott thought about making anasty remark, about asking if they'd raise Rachel to be aslacking in
self-esteem as Francine had been. But he honestly couldn't imagine that happening to Rachdl, and he
serioudy doubted if Francine's problems had been Seth and Annabelles fault to begin with.

Rachd would be happy with them in thelong run, he knew. Sheld miss Scott, just like sheld miss her
mother, but he couldn't prevent either of those things from happening. He had no power here, and if he
tried to fight them, he'd be completely cut off from her. All he could do was cooperate and work with
Seth and Annabdlle for Rachel's benefit. "I don't agree with your decision, but you've got al the cards. I'll
do whatever you say."

Seth sighed in profound reief. "Thank you, Scott. We both thank you. We don't want to be a odds with
you."

They just wanted their own way, and damn it to hell, they were going to get it. "1 don't want that, either.
Now, how isthis going to work?"

"Wethink it's best for Rachel to movein hereright away. She's upset aready, and theré'sno point in
making her think things are going back to the way they were."

He nodded. He hadn't really expected anything different. "Do you want me to pack up her room?"

Seth shook his head. "That's not necessary. After Rachd starts back with the baby- sitter, Annabelle can
sort through her things and decide what to move."

So, hishouse wasn't redlly going to be his, either. But then, it had been Francine's, so it didn't belong to
him. "How soon do you want me out of the house?

The question seemed to surprise Seth. "We hadn't thought about the house. Would you want to buy it?
Wed sl it to you for agood price, asagesture of appreciation.”

He stedled himself to answer politely. "No. | don't have any need for such alarge place.” Nor did he
want the memories. Memories of happier timesweren't dways ablessing. Sometimes they just prolonged
thepan.

"You'reright, it isbig for one person. In that case, | suppose well sl it eventudly, but you shouldn't fed
rushed to find somewhere dse.”

Seth's generosity was apparently like most people's - since he and Annabelle didn't want the house for
themsalves, Scott was welcometo use it temporarily. He wanted to point that out somehow, to make
Seth see that he was treating Scott like cast-off furniture. But it wouldn't change athing, so why bother?

Right then, Rachd ran into the room and threw hersdlf into Scott'sarms. "Daddy, Daddy! Isit true that
Mommy won't ever come back?"

He buried hisfacein her white-blond hair. "I'm afraid S0, swestie. But not on purpose. She loved you
very much, and shewouldn't go away if she could helpit.”

"I know that,” she said in the disgusted voice she used when adults said overly sentimentd thingsto her.
"But Grandma says | have to wear dress-up clothes today, and Mommy never makes me except when
we go to church.”

For tomboy Rachel, wearing dress-up clotheswas atrid. "Today's alittle like going to church, honey.



Y ou remember | told you about how we're going to have afunera, to say goodbye to Mommy?* She
nodded, her lower lip quivering dightly. "Well, we're getting ready for that today, and Grandmawants
you to look pretty when we go placesto talk about it." That didn't completely do thetrick, so he added,
"See?| got dressed up, too, and you know how much | hate wearing ties."

She nodded again, smiling now. "I know. Y ou don't like being choked," she said, quoting his words back
a him. With aput-on sgh, sheturned to look at Annabdlle. "If Daddy hasto suffer, I'll suffer, too."

Scott amogt felt alittle sorry for Seth and Annabelle. They had atough road ahead of them trying to
make Rachel forget that he was her father.

* k%

Carolyn went to work at the usua time on Monday. The parking lot was empty and asign posted on the
door: "Dueto Francine Worthington Adamss degth, Adams-Worthington will be closed until Thursday.”

Thursday? How was she going to survive until Thursday without work to keep her mind occupied? Then
sheremembered that her access card got her into the building on weekends and evenings, when the
company was officialy closed. Maybe it would work today, also.

It did. On theway to her office, she stopped at the soda machine. It wasn't worth making coffee for just
her, and she definitely needed some caffeine to jump-start her brain.

Sheworked quietly and fairly efficiently for fifteen minutes or so, until Phillip dropped into her guest chair.
"Areyou in the running for aprize? Most hours worked by anew hire or something?'

She spunto face him. "Not that | know of. But | was aready here - it seemed silly to turn right around
and go home. | guess everyone else did, though."

He shrugged. "Lookslikeit. | only camein because | saw your car. Did you hear that Francine died at
Bill's gpartment?’

Bill's gpartment was in the same complex as both hers and Phillip's. "No! What was she doing over
there?"

Another shrug. "Who knows? | guessthey were pretty good friends - kind of amazing given how
different they were."

"Do you suppose that was because of him being George's brother?”
"l assume 0, dthough it's hard to imagine him doing anything that didn't immediately benefit him.”

She nodded in agreement. "Did you hear any details about what happened?’ She didn't want to mention
any of what Scott told her. Phillip knew she didn't have many sources around the company for
informetion.

"A few," hesaid, looking alittle guilty. "I - um - well, Janisand | had talked about seeing amovie last
night, and she told me what she knew when she canceled.” Janiswas Francine's assistant.

Before he could go on, Carolyn said, "I didn't know you two were dating - that's great.” She meant it.
Janis seemed very nice, and besides, if he were busy with her, he wouldn't keep asking Carolyn on
dates.

He glanced at the empty white board on the opposite wall, then down at the floor. "Weve gone out a
couple of times, | guess," he mumbled. He went back to the original subject, and they discussed



Francin€'s desth and what it meant for both Rachel and Scott until Carolyn was ready to scream.
Findly, she asked, " So, are you going to stick around and work today?*

He shook his head. "No way. I'm going to head out to the coast and see what's happening - maybe stay
overnight." Interestingly, he didn't invite her to go with him, like he/d done afew weeks ago. Maybe he
already had adate.

"Okay. Have fun." Asheleft, she added, "If you see Janis, say hi from me." One of his clown-sze shoes
caught on the door frame, sending him out her door in atangle of gangly limbs.

Asglad as shewasthat he'd turned his attention elsewhere, she had to admit she envied Janis. Phillip was
asweet guy and nothing if not earnest.

She couldn't say the same about Scott. And worse, she knew exactly why he'd stopped by her
gpartment lagt night. 1t wasn't a dl the samereason aswhy shelet himin.

*k*

Bill worked theroom, letting dl the young lovelies comfort him. Sure, having Francinediein his
gpartment had been abummer, but nothing he couldn't deal with. Imagine them thinking hed fed guilty or
responsiblefor it! Still, it might have messed things up pretty permanently with Tanya, o hewasglad to
have volunteersto replace her.

He avoided spending much time with the guys today. Sooner or later, most of them would givehim a
knowing look and ask if it was true that Francine had been haf-naked at the time she collapsed. If he
could figure out which one of the dimes had made up that story, hed make up afew of hisown juicy

rumorsto pass around.

He glanced around the Worthingtons living room and sun room every few minutes, checking to see
where dl the mgjor players were. Annabelle wasin maor hostess mode, despite the fact that this
gathering wasin honor of her only daughter's death. Seth seemed to be splitting histime between being
host and worrying about Annabelle and Rachel. Rachel was glued to Scott except when Seth or
Annabelle took her away temporarily. And whenever that happened, Scott made a bedline for Carolyn.

No one €l se even seemed to notice and Bill found that curious. He guessed, though, that he might not
have been so atuned to it if Francine hadn't told him about her suspicions - and given him that card. He
kept wondering what to do with it, but he wasn't going to make amove until he was ready.

When Rachel dragged Scott away from Carolyn the next time, he sidled up to Carolyn and said, "Hey, |
need comforting, too. | was very fond of my sister-in-law and watching her die was traumatic.”

She gave him one of her I'm-disgusted-you're-dive looks. "I'm sure you'll find plenty of women wholl
buy that garbage.”

"It'snot garbage," he said, defending himself for no logica reason. "'I'm ahuman being just like you, and |
havefedings.”

Why held thought she might show alittle sympathy was beyond him. Still as fiff asan ice sculpture, she
sad, "Youll haveto excuse me. I'm fedling sick." She walked away.

Damn bitch! She'd be sorry for how she'd treated him, someday.

* k%

Carolyn wasn't surprised when she opened her apartment door that night and found Scott standing there.



She stepped back and let him in, knowing she'd soon have to set some limits.

Hewas amass of pain tonight, she saw - understandable right after Francines funerd likethis. The
gtuation with Rachel was egting him dive, too.

Before she could return to her chair, he wrapped his arms around her and cried out inarticulately. She
hugged him back. " Scott, I'm so sorry. Today must have been terrible.”

He nodded, the beginnings of hisbeard scratching at her cheek. "When | |eft tonight,” he said, barely
louder than awhisper, "Rachd threw atantrum. | had to tell her she was going to live down there, and
she said she wouldn't. Shetried to run away and Seth had to stop her. She fought him so hard - | tried to
help, but they wouldn't et me! Annabelle said to go right then, that Rachel would be okay.” He gulped in
someair. "How can they do that to her? Don't they see how much she needs me?"

His questions were rhetoricd, but she tried to answer anyway. "Sometimes there isn't agood solution.
Maybe thisis one of those times."

Hedidn't respond, just held on to her tighter. Gradually, over the course of several minutes, he calmed
down and shefindly started to pull herself out of hisarms. He resisted, and she decided that another few
momentswouldn't hurt anything.

But they did. He wasn't smply a grief-stricken person seeking comfort anymore. He was aman - the
only man who could make her want. One hand dipped down onto her hip and the other inched toward
her breasts. He soothed the tender spots on her cheeks with gentle kisses, kisses she knew would soon
reach her mouth.

She felt her musclesloosen and her body press againgt hisin wordlessinvitation. Shedidn't care why he
wanted her tonight - not even whether he truly wanted her. She/d waited for more than four yearsto fedl
like thisagain, and she wouldn't be gypped.

But if shelet this happen, sheld be gypped in an even worse way. She shoved him away and said, "There
are some limits, Scott, and thisis one of them.”

CHAPTER NINE

Scott staggered back astep and watched as Carolyn threw hersalf into her chair. Y oure mad,” he said,
his voice waobbling between question and statement.

"You'redarnright I'm mad." Sheglared up a him. "Y ou're behaving like aschmuck and I've been
excusing it because you're upset. But you've findly gonetoo far. I'm not going to bed with you because
youmiss Francine.”

"That's not why!" he protested.

"Not because you're upset about Rachel, either - or even because you're horny." He opened his mouth,
not sure what he was going to say, but she stopped him. "And don't insult my intelligence by saying that
you care about me, either.”

"But | do!"

"Y ou don't treat someone you care about the way you've treated me." She barreled out of the chair and
gave him ashove toward the door. "I've made dl the excusesfor you that I'm going to make. Y ou go
home now - or wherever else you want to go. Y ou're not welcome here.”



And onemoretime, hewasdl done.

* k%

Carolyn madeit through the whole day on Thursday without seeing Scott. He was a work, but she
stayed in her office, and from what Phillip said, Scott stayed in his. Her doorbel didn't ring on Thursday
night, either. Good.

Her reprieve ended on Friday morning. She arrived before most people, as was her habit. Not before
Scott, though. Hewas Sitting in her guest chair when she walked into her office. She had the childish urge
to turn around and walk out, not coming back until she was sure he was gone.

Instead, she flicked on the lights and plunked into her desk chair. "Good morning.”" She'd be polite. This
was aworkplace, after dl.

"What did you mean the other night?' He appeared tired, but neat and well-groomed, and no longer on
the edge like he'd been earlier in the week.

"What, in particular, are you wondering about?' That sounded awfully stiff, but it was better than snottily
defining the exact meaning of "Y ou're not welcome here.”

"Y ou said something about theway | trested you."

"Oh, that. What | said was that you obvioudy don't care about me because of the way you've trested
me. What don't you understand about that?' He wasn't going to try to pull the old standby, was he? The
"gee, | didn't know that was important to you, I'll do better next time?' Maybe that was true sometimes,
but not in this case.

A line appeared in the middle of hisforehead. "But that makes it sound like I've treated you poorly.”

She nodded. "Y ou have. Y ou treated me poorly four years ago, you've treated me poorly since | started
work here amonth and ahaf ago, and now you suddenly expect meto be there for you when you need
it." Hed expected alittle more than just plain being there, but she wouldn't bel abor the point.

He shook his head, seemingly confused. "We broke up - and dl | wastrying to do was be
professond..."

She dmost laughed in hisface. "Professiona ? Scott, | work for you - when wasthe last time you gave
me even aword of direction?

"Y ou haven't needed any," he defended himself. "That's one of the reasons| hired you."

"And what were the other reasons?’ she demanded. "Didn't you think you hurt me enough four years
ago? Did you need to rub my nose in the fact that you were perfectly happy without me?" It probably
wasn't smart to let him know how successful heldd been, but she was darn sick of thiswhole stupid
gtuation.

"l wasn't hap - " His mouth dammed shut.

Could that actudly be true? His horror now made her wonder. But before she could imagine how to
respond, she heard voices at the other end of the hall. "Y ou've got to go. Someone will wak by any
second.”

"So0? Asyou pointed out aminute ago, you work for me."



"Well, we can't talk about personal issuesin the office."
Hisjaw tight, he asked, "Where can wetalk then? Y ou threw me out of your apartment.”

Anxiety jJumped in her somach. She had to get him to leave before anyone saw them talking! She
couldn't stand trying to answer the inevitable questions that would raise. "1 don't know. Y our house?”'

"It'snot mine" he said bitterly. "But okay. Seven tonight?"

"Okay." She spun to face her computer and logged in. By watching his reflection in the monitor, she saw
him stand there for another few seconds, then dowly turn and walk away.

She didn't know what he thought talking would accomplish. She did know it wasn't going to get him
anything.

**k*

Bill hurried to get to the coffee machine before Scott dipped back into his office. "How're you doing?' he
asked, not that heredlly gave ahoot.

Scott shrugged. "Okay. Thanksfor asking." He finished pouring and took a couple of steps back toward
hisoffice.

"It's got to be tough - | mean, you and Francine were together along time."
"Yeah," he agreed, hisvoice flat and dead sounding.

He wanted more of areaction than that. " Such ashame you never got around to marrying her - she
probably would have |eft you some stuff, maybe even some company stock.”

"What | care about islosing her and Rachel - not the stupid house or achunk of money.” His expression
turned superior. "Y ou wouldn't understand.” He stalked off, shutting his office door behind him.

But what Bill understood was how easily he could upset Scott's gpple cart and how thoroughly held
enjoy doingit.

**k*

Scott glanced around the living room, checking primarily for Rache's messes. He and Francine were
pretty nest asarule. Rachel wasthe one they had to watch.

Time-out. He was the only person who lived in this house anymore, and that was only temporary. If he
hadn't messed it up, it didn't need cleaning. And since held cleaned after Carolyn threw him out on
Wednesday night, the place wasfine.

Carolyn would arriveright on time, he knew. Sheld always been punctua - so much so that he used to
tease her whenever she was a couple of minutes late after their lunch time workout. Did she dill do
aerobics? Maybe he should start going to the athletic club again. Hed given it up so he could spend more
timewith hisfamily, but that wasn't anissue now.

Even though he was expecting it, the doorbell gave him agtart. Helet her in and led the way to the living
room. "Areyou hungry?| got atake-and-bake pizza."

She sat inawing chair hdfway acrossthe room from dl the other furniture. "I doubt if I'll be herelong
enough to eet. | don't see what point thereisin ustaking.”

"Well, if nothing el se, we have to work together. It doesn't make sensefor usto be at oddslikethis.”



"Weve been working together just fine. Y ou ignore me, | ignore you, end of story.”
"But | was only ignoring you because of Francing!™

That gartled her. " She was that uncomfortable about you hiring me?'Y ou should have told me before
moved out here."

He sighed and briefly stared at the carpet. Should hetell her the truth? He had to. "1 didn't tell her about
us. She was freaked out enough that you were an attractive woman who'd be working with me.”

Her blue-green eyesflashed in outrage. "Y ou didn't tell her? Why not?"

Would she be able to understand Francine's weakness? "It was amistake, | redizethat. But at thetime, |
thought | was protecting her." He struggled to find the right words. "I was going to tell her the night Seth
offered you the job. But when | got home, she was aready worried about you working for me. I'd never
had awoman in my group before, and not even Francine could fedl insecure about Milly. Right off, she
started talking about how pretty you were - "

"I'm not pretty, not like shewas at least.”

He knew better than to answer that comment. "Shewaslike alot of people, | guess, dways finding fault
with themselves. Anyway, when | told her | knew you before, she got redlly scared. Just the idea that we
might have dated was too much - even being friendswas pushing it."

"What did you tell her?" she asked, disapproving.

"I didn't out-and-out lie, but | guessthat hardly matters. | said you'd been married back then, and that
wed been friends, but we hadn't had any contact sncethen and | didn't anticipate any in the future
beyond working together.”

"In other words, pretty much like wetold everyone else.” He nodded, relieved that shewas being
understanding. Hisrelief was premature, as evidenced when she demanded, "How could you do that to
the poor woman? Don't trust and honesty mean anything to you?'

"Of coursethey do! What | did waswrong, and believe me, | paid for it. It destroyed our relationship.”
She scowled. "Aren't you being alittle dramatic?'

He shook hishead. "Not at dl. It waslike awall suddenly popped up between us. | was trapped by the
story I'd told her. | had to beredly careful answering questions about back then, and | couldn't talk
about what it was like to see you again. And 1'd aways been open about things before, so she knew
something waswrong." He wouldn't mention the other more private ways their relationship had changed.

"Of course, you pigheadedly perssted in the pretense,” she snorted. "It didn't matter how much she was
being hurt by your lies.

"l wasgoing to tdll her!" heinsisted. "On Sunday.”

A dishdieving laugh bubbled out. "Y eah. Right. Y ou say that now, but | know you better than that. Scott
Richards doesn't admit he was wrong.”

Her ingstence on that point wasinsulting. What did she know about him, anyway?"| certainly do! In fact
just to proveit, I'll tell you that | waswrong before.”

Her mouth dropped open a couple of inches. ™Y ou admit you were wrong to give me that ultimatum



about leaving Tony?"

Where had she gotten that idea?" Of course not. What | was wrong about iswhen | told you it wouldn't
be digtracting for you to work a A-W. It'sdriven me crazy, knowing you were just down the hal al this
time, and feding like| couldn't even cometalk to you.”

Shejust stared at him, and her eyes were so wide open he thought they might pop right out. Or maybe
that feding of faling was coming from insde him. Being with her, even now when shewasangry - and
when he was angry, too, half-buried though it was - it was like nothing else had ever been.

"Why couldn't you talk to me?" she asked, the anger displaced by curiosity for now. "Y ou talk to Phillip
and the other guys.”

"Y ou're not one of the guys." How far did he dare to go? Could he admit that he'd been afraid? If held
alowed himsdlf to have any contact with her, he'd been afraid he'd be helplessto stay away from her.
Like he was now. No, hewasn't ready to lay himsdf barelikethat. "1 felt guilty about deceiving Francine,
and | kept trying to prove to mysdlf that the past didn't matter. And aslong aswe didn't have any
persond interaction, | felt likethat wastrue." Hed tried to fed that way, but he'd known better.

She shook her head, smiling dightly. "And | thought you were being rude because you're still angry at
r],E.ll

"Oh, no," he said, not clear exactly which part of her statement he meant to deny. "I'm sorry you thought
that."

"It'sokay.” She'd relaxed considerably, but now she seemed about ready to jump up and leave.

"How about if | bake that pizzanow? Y ou're probably getting hungry.” He hoped so. Or at least that
sheld stay. This house wasway too big for just him, and he had nothing to look forward to al weekend
except work.

She shrugged. "I guessthat would be okay."

"Would you like abeer?' he asked as he hurried into the kitchen to put the pizzain the oven. Hed had it
on preheat since before sheld arrived.

Shefollowed himinto the kitchen. " Sure. Oh, thisis nice. Plenty of room, but not so full of gppliancesthat
it fedslike alaboratory."

"Francinelikes - | mean, liked - to cook," he said, as he reached into the fridge and handed her a beer.
Therest of hiswords died unspoken. It smply didn't fed right to talk about Francine casudly likethis.

"Did you buy this place together?' she asked, wandering over to look out the back window. He doubted
she could even see the attached deck through the dark.

"No. She and George bought it when they first got married. Infact, I'll be moving out beforelong.” He
hadn't done anything about finding a place. He guessed held better start.

"Oh." Her voice was quiet and contemplative. "l guessthat makes sense. | never redly thought of you as
being the ranch-house-in-the-suburbs type. Nor being into kids that much, ether, but after seeing you
with Rachdl, | can see | was wrong about that part.”

He wanted to interpret her words persondly, to think she was wondering whether they had afuture
together. But Carolyn was more cautious than that and he knew it. She was smply making conversation



while their pizza baked, and the fact that she waswilling to stay and eat didn't mean sheld totally changed
her mind about him.

For now, he needed to be satisfied that she hadn't walked away.

CHAPTER TEN
"Princess, am | anidiot?' Carolyn asked after she got home.

Princess gazed a her worshipfully, but Carolyn knew the adoration was primarily due to the pepperoni
smell coming from the smdll plastic bag in her hand. "Yes, | know. Y ou want your treet and you'll get it.”

She sat down and took out a piece of pepperoni, which shetorein thirds before feeding it to Princess.
"Thething is, his story makes sense - in acompletely idiotic way. | mean, Scott would think like thet, that
not talking to me would somehow make up for not telling Francine the truth.”

Princess said "Mao" in response, reminding Carolyn to hurry up with the next bite.

"Okay, okay." She gave her some cheesethistime. "And I'm not giving in, either,” she added. "If he
wants anything to develop, he's going to have to ded with four years ago - and held better have adarn
good story.”

The cheese was gone now, so Carolyn took out the other piece of pepperoni. "Thisisthelast one,” she
cautioned, asthough the cat might actualy savor the food any more.

As Princesslicked the food taste off Carolyn'sfingers, Carolyn thought about something Scott had said
that she hadn't questioned. He said it had driven him crazy for her to be down the hal and not go see
her.

Wasit possible there was more behind his sudden interest than just needing comfort? Might he till fed
the sameway he had al those years ago?

**k*

Bill rang the Worthingtons doorbell on Saturday morning, just about the same time as he used to visit
Francine. As hed hoped, Annabelle answered the door. "Oh, hello, Bill." Shedidn't invitehimin - big
surprise. Sheld aways treated him like he smelled bad.

"Good morning, Annabelle," he said with one of hiswinning smiles. "I'm hereto see Rachel.”

She frowned prettily - dthough she'd better cut back on the frowning, if shedidn't want toturninto a
mass of wrinkles. She dready looked ten years older than before Francine died. "Oh, I'm sorry,” she said
soingncerely it made histeeth hurt. "Rachd's having abit of trouble adjusting to the sudden changesin
her life, and we're not dlowing her vigtorsright now."

"Not dlowing her visitors?' he echoed. "Isthat afancy way of saying she'saprisoner, locked in her
room?"

"Of course nat,” she said mildly, asthough he hadn't just insulted her. "We smply fed she needsafew
daysto adjust, with asfew reminders of her old life as possible. It's going to be very difficult for her, no
matter what, but she can't possibly accept the necessary changesif she continues to see you and Scott all
thetime.”

"Y ou're not letting Scott see her, either?’ That was dmost unbelievable.



"It'snot acase of not letting him see her. Seth talked it over with him, and he understands that she hasto
begin reating to us as parents. And thisis only temporary. Hell begin to come to the house to see her
soon." Grudgingly, she added, "If you'd like, I'm sure we can arrange some time for you and her, aso.
Eventudly.”

"Yes, pleasedo that,” he said. "I'd befailing in my duty to Georgeif | didn't stay in contact with her.”
Just then, a high-pitched voice squeded "Daddy!" and Rachel threw hersdlf at hislegs.
He bent down and picked her up, wincing when her flailling arms caught his midsection. "Hi, Rachdl.”

She stared at him in shock for a second, then began to kick. ™Y ou're not Daddy!" The kicking was joined
by screamsthat he'd normally have assumed meant she was being abused at that very minute. Instead, he
was the one being abused.

"Rachel, Rachel, please cdm down,” Annabdlle said, not anywhere near loud enough to be heard
mid-tantrum. To Bill, she said, 'Y ou may aswell put her down. When this happens, she's completely
out-of-control, and you're likely to get hurt.”

He st her on her feet and sheran off, till screaming. He turned around and went back to hiscar. He
hadn't Signed up to spend time with amongter.

**k*

Scott was trying to get some work done when Bill sauntered in and shut the door. "Being your typical
wussy yes-man these days, aren't you?' he asked.

"What are you talking about?' And what was Bill doing in the office on a Saturday? Nineto fiveon
weekdays was usualy too much to ask.

"l just camefrom seeing Rachdl, and I've got to tell you, I'm shocked.”
"Y ou saw Rachel?' Seth and Annabelle were keeping him away, but they let Bill see her?

He nodded, lazily stretching out in one of Scott's guest chairs. "Not for long, but you know | dways
spend time with her on Saturdays." He propped hisfeet on the edge of Scott's desk. "'l redlize you don't
have any control over what's happening - not having thet little piece of paper you and Francine never
bothered to get - but | haveto say, 1'd be doing some yelling, in your position.”

Scott gripped the arms of his chair and demanded, "What do you mean?"

"The poor kid's out of her mind with grief, and asfar as| can tdl, all Seth and Annabelleare doing is
hoping shell get over it. | went to hug her, and she nearly killed me."

Hisfirgt ingtinct was to race down there and see the situation for himsdlf - and have it out with Seth, if he
had to. But then he remembered who the reporter was. Bill would distort the truth or outright lie without
amoment's consideration - and nothing he ever said or did would be for Scott's benefit. "Too bad she
didn't succeed."

Bill looked a him for along moment, then dowly smiled. ™Y ou know, | had you pegged wrong. | thought
you couldn't act worth adamn, and here you've been acting the devoted father for - what - three years
now? Must be arelief to get thelittle brat out of your hair - hasto play havoc with your sex life, for one
thing." He seemed to find that particularly funny and snorted to himself for quiteawhile.

Scott told himself not to respond. Bill knew that Scott cared about Rachedl. Everyone knew that. Still, he



couldn't just let the words St there, unchalenged. "It'snot ardlief. It'shdl. And I'll have you know it's not
my fault Francine and | weren't married. But we weren't, and Seth and Annabelle are doing what they
think is best for Rachel. | respect them enough to do asthey ask at this difficult time. I'd suggest you do
thesame.”

Bill gracefully regained hisfeet and started to the door. "Typica wussy yes-man, as| said.”

The door clicked shut behind Bill, leaving Scott staring at its solid mahogany-colored expanse. Was Bill
right? Was he abandoning his responsibility to Rachel? Maybeif he put up afight, he could beamore
active part of her life. Maybe he could even continue to raise her.

Or maybe he'd anger Seth and Annabelle and lose dll contact with her. That was what he was afraid of .
He and Francine and Rachel had been afamily, the only family held had for most of hislife.

He had vague memories of happy times when hewas ayoung kid - Rachdl'sage and alittle older. But
then hislittle sister Emily died in apool accident and there were no more happy times. Not any. Not even
when he conquered hisfear of swimming and won medasat hishigh school swim meets. Not even when
he was vaedictorian of his graduating class. Not even when he had his choice between full academic and
athletic college scholarships.

There hadn't been any happy timesin college, either. He hadn't partied and was too serious to bother
with the type of women who thought a bookworm was afun chalenge. Computers became his passion,
and for years, he thought they'd aways be number one.

Then he met Carolyn, and hislife turned inside out. The week they spent together was one long blast of
bliss, tempered only by the knowledge that they'd soon be parted. And Scott was enough of aredlist to
know, even in the middle of the most wonderful few days of hislife, that he might never be with her again.
That onetime, he was willing to push aside hisfears and pretend it would be the way they wanted it to
be, but he knew it might not.

So, when shetold him that Tony had begged for a second chance and that she'd agreed, he wasn't
surprised. He was devastated, of course. He argued with her, he tried every possible way to change her
mind - and he did plenty of his own begging. But she was firm. She had to prove to Tony that their
relationship was doomed. She owed it to him.

But didn't she owe Scott anything? Hadn't she made the same promises of everlasting love that he had?
Hadn't she promised him her life? Instead, she expected him to idly wait - to let someone else determine
the path for hislife again.

Hewouldn't do that. Not for her, not for anyone. And days later, thisjob had dropped into hislap. At
thetime, its mgjor pluses were distance from Carolyn and so much work to do that he wouldn't have a
chance to bresthe, much lessmiss her.

He managed to miss her, though. After awhile, he decided he might not be so miserableif he got to
know someone with real problems, so he arranged to meet Francine. A twenty-one-year-old widow with
ababy must be worse off than he was.

Shewaslondly and lacking in self-esteem, but she and Rachel were just exactly what Scott needed.
Francine felt comfortable with hislack of pretense, and Rachel liked theway he paid atention to her. As
time went on, they became closer, and eventudly, he redized held dready started to build alifewith
them.

He and Francine never had the sheer ecstasy, in bed or out, which held had with Carolyn, but he didn't



have the misery, either. Theirs was a partnership he could believe in. It wasn't too good to be true or too
perfect to last.

It was damned good, though. And now it was gone, just as completely as what held had with Carolyn.

*k*

Carolyn was getting ready to quit for the day when Scott walked into her office. Before she said
anything, hesaid, "' checked, and were the only two peoplein the building.”

She amiled. "That provesthat we both need lives."

He nodded. " So how about going out to dinner?"

"That's not agood idea." He appeared ready to object, so she said, "Sit down for aminute.”
"Okay, but | didn't mean anything - "

She shook her head. "1 wasn't assuming that you did. The point isthat, for most intents and purposes,
you're a brand-new widower. People are going to notice what you do and whom you do it with. If we
went out somewhere, chances are that someone from work would see us - or one of the Worthingtons
friendswould, and either would be embarrassing.”

"But | haveto eat.”

"Of course, but you don't have to appear in public like that, at least not this soon.”

He shrugged. " So, come over, and welll get take-out.”

"Not tonight."

"Do you have adate?' he asked suspicioudly.

She sighed. "The answer isno, but it'sredlly none of your business.”

"Then why not come over?' He sounded alot like a spoiled child, not getting hisway for thefirst time.

"Because | don't want to." That wasn't gtrictly true, so she added, "I get the fedling that you think our
reationship isjust going to pick up whereit left off four years ago. Y ou're wrong about that."

"No, | know things have changed, but we can till be friends.”

"We haven't been friendsin four years. If you'd like usto be friends again - that's okay with me, but
we've got some ground to cover firgt."

He seemed mydtified. "What kind of ground?'

"I'm talking about dedling with thisanger - every timewetalk, | fed like strangling you for the way you
hurt me. And if I'm reading you right, you fedl pretty much the same about me." Her handsredly were
itching to close around his neck...

"It doesn't haveto be that way."

She was glad he didn't bother denying how he fdt. "You'reright. If we talk about what happened - and
why - hopefully we can resolve our differences.”

He made aface like hewas being forced to et parsnips, then finally shrugged. "Okay. If that'swhat it'll



take. But if we can't go out to dinner, | can't go to your place and you won't come to the house for
take-out, when are we going to talk?'

She guessed it wastime to bury the hatchet enough to let him back into her apartment. "Come over
tomorrow afternoon. Well talk for awhile, and if wefed likeit, we can cook dinner together.”

His response was one of his broad grins - the kind that made her toes dig into the carpet. How on earth
was she going to resist him for long?

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Scott didn't know what Carolyn thought they'd accomplish by rehashing the past. Where the heck did her
anger come from, anyway? She said held hurt her - well, what did she think she'd done to him? But what
was done was done, and personally, he was ready to forgive and forget.

He still wasn't deeping well, so he got up early again on Sunday. He spent afew hours at work, then
headed to the athletic club for along swim. It was Family Swim time, though, and he almost turned right
around and walked out. He'd brought Rachel here often, and to see the other fathers here with their
children was heart-wrenching.

He might aswdll get used to it. HEd be reminded of Rachel athousand timesaday for the next
who-knows-how-many years, and there was no way to keep it from happening. Hed gone through it
before, with Emily, and though it never got easy, it got more bearable with time,

At least Rachel was gtill dive, and held be able to see her once in awhile. He trusted Seth'sword on
that, and the logical part of his mind understood that it was probably better for her to get used to him not
being her daddy dl at once.

Hislanein the pool kept being encroached on by families and other swimmers, so he wasn't ableto swim
assngle-mindedly asusud. That wasn't dl bad, he discovered, since he got winded rather quickly and
was grateful for theinterruptions. He definitely needed to make time for this more frequently. Hed have
to seeif they had open pool time at noon on weekdays.

Hewent to Carolyn's after his swim. She greeted him nervoudy, increasing hisown anxiety level. Was
this conversation going to be asbad as all that? He said, "1 have to admit that | don't redly know what
we haveto talk about."

She nodded serioudly. "I expected that. And maybe I'm wrong, but it seemsto melike you're thinking
that what we had together four years ago was pretty great, and that you'd like some more of that." She
paused, waiting for him to respond.

Feding alittle defensive, he said, "I wouldn't put it like that, but | guessit'sfairly accurate.”

"| fed the sameway," she said, blushing. " The problem iswhat happened at the end, and how | ended up
throwing awvay my whole lifefor something that never materidized.”

"Y ou threw away your whole life?" he questioned, while at the same time hewasin shock a what shed
said before that. She wanted their relationship to work, too!

"Y eah. Remember my interview, when | said how | lived in Providenceand dl?'

"Sure. Y ou moved there after your divorce, | guess." Wait - was she saying?"Y ou didn't divorce Tony
back then, did you?'



She nodded. "It didn't take long to prove that our marriage was never going to work. He'sagreat guy
and I'll dwayslove him, but not the way - " She suddenly turned amuch brighter red. "Our relationship
was dways more friendship than anything else.”

"Then why didn't you call?1 told you to cal." He hadn't believed shewould, and in fact, hed said it with
such ahitter taste in his mouth that he could il tasteit.

Her glare chdlenged him. "It was alittle difficult to call someone who'd changed jobs and left no
forwarding address or phone number.”

A pit opened up in his stomach. He remembered the dozen or so change-of-address cards he'd started
to address to her, and how once held actualy gone so far asto put a stamp on one of them. But they'd all
been ripped up into tiny pieces and thrown away. Hed known held spend hislife waiting to hear from
her, if he sent her one.

Shewent on, "l didn't call Marty. | thought he might have your address, but after the last few timeswe
talked, | figured you'd madeit pretty clear you didn't want to hear from me."

"Hewould have givenit to you," he sad, feding hollow inside. Suddenly, he wasn't so sure. "But maybe
not. He'd gotten burned redl bad afew times himself, and he was the one who pushed theideaof me
getting afresh sart by taking thisjob.”

"| cdled you the night Tony findly gave up,” she said softly. "The phone at your gpartment was
disconnected, but | thought maybe you'd changed the number so | couldn't call. Y ou werent listed, so |
tried ITI - it wasn't much after six Chicago-time, and | thought you might gtill be there. There were afew
guysworking and they wereredly nice about it, but they didn't remember where you'd gone. Just thet it
had sounded like a good job, but for acompany they'd never heard of."

He groaned. "I'm so sorry. | wanted to let you know, but - " Did he dare admit how scared he'd been of
giving himsdf that little bit of hope?"| thought it would be less painful that way. To know thet it was
over."

He expected her to be angry, or at least disgusted, by his weskness. Instead, she nodded. "I
understand.”

"But you still went ahead with the divorce?' he questioned. When she nodded, he asked, "Why?
Wouldn't Tony let you stay?' But the real question was how could Tony havelet her go?

She shifted positions, and he saw for thefirst time that a cat was sharing the chair with her. "I'm sure he
would have, if I'd asked," she said. "But it wouldn't have been fair, to either of us. Our marriage was
over."

Histhroat dried. Shewastelling him sheld been aonefor the past four years - because of him! "How
awful. No wonder you're angry."

A smile came and went so quickly on her face that he wasn't totally sure he hadn't imagined it. "That's
part of it, | admit, but not the major part.”

"What is?' What had he done that could possibly be worse?

"Theway you werethe last few timeswe talked. The way you wouldn't listen to me - wouldn't trust me.”
She leaned forward urgently. "We werein love, Scott. Y ou'd dready demanded that | walk away from
my whole previouslife, and I'd agreed. Why couldn't you bejust alittle bit patient? Why did it dl haveto
be your way?'



"Y ou went back to your husband!" The words burst out without conscious thought, but he wouldn't have
changed them. That's what she'd done.

"Temporaily," sheingsted. "I knew it wasn't going to work, but | had to make him seethat. After ten
yearstogether, | owed him that much.”

"Didn't you owe me something, too?" Like fiddity? But he couldn't say that out loud. She'd been a
married woman, and he knew darn well that what they'd done together was wrong.

Her eyeswerefull of thunder and lightning. "1 promised you my life, my heart and my soul, Scott. All |
gave Tony was alittletime and akind of love that didn't take away from my lovefor you." She jerked to
her feet and strode to the diding glass doors. Her back stiff toward him, she said, "I think you should go.
| don't want to be hateful, but | can't helpit.”

Seeing her pain made the hurt insde him begin to throb. He crossed the room and stood only inches
behind her. "Y ou're being honest and you'reright. Thisisimportant to talk about.”

She spun to face him and asked, ™Y ou redly think that?'Y ou don't think I'm just throwing up
roadbl ocks?'

He shook hishead. "Y ou're not throwing up roadblocks. Y ou're getting rid of them.”

She grinned and threw her arms around him. He reciprocated.

**k*

Bill couldn't believe what a rotten parking spot he'd gotten stuck with. It wasway out near the street, and
not even in the right part of thelot for his building. He ought to complain again about the lack of assigned
parking spaces. Last time, management had given him some song-and-dance about how they couldn't do
that anymore because so many renters had two or more cars. Too damn bad was hisreaction. Assign
every gpartment one space, and at |least some people would be happy with where they parked.

As he hiked toward his gpartment, he noticed afamiliar car. He checked it out, and it definitely was
Scott's car - nobody else would have that combination of atotaly filthy outside and aneat inside. Well,
well, well! So Scott was visiting Carolyn today, was he?

He could be somewhere else, Bill reminded himself. Other A-W employees|lived here, after dl, and
heck, the guy probably needed to find himsdlf an apartment, too. But the thought that hewas at Carolyn's
wastoo deliciousto ignore. He had to check it out.

He dipped the garlic held just bought at the store out of the grocery bag and into his pocket, then rang
her doorbell. She answered after aminute, looking a bit flustered and mussed. Interesting. She stood
right in the doorway, clearly not thrilled to see him. "Hello, Bill."

He smiled asinnocently as he could manage. " Sorry to bother you, but | just did the stupidest thing. |
forgot to buy garlic when | was at the grocery, and I've got aguest coming pretty soon, so | don't redly
have time to make another trip. Do you by chance have aclove or two | could have?!

She sghed and said, "Sure. Wait right there, I'll get it."

The second she turned away from the door, he stepped inside and followed her toward the kitchen. "Oh,
hello, Scott," he said casualy when he caught sight of him.

"Hello," Scott replied, looking exactly like hed been caught somewhere he shouldn't be. Now, why
would that be?



Off-handedly, Bill added, ™Y ou know, | keep forgetting you two knew each other before. It must be
great to have an old friend nearby at atimelikethis."

Scott nodded, alittle more at ease now that Bill had given him away off the hook hewason. "It sureis.
Carolyn's being super.”

Carolyn came toward him then, garlic in her extended hand. And surprise, surprise - she was blushing.
"Hereyou go, Bill."

"Thanksalot," hesad. "I'll pay you back."
"No need," shereplied, politely herding him toward the door.
"Oh, but | ing<," he said as the door closed behind him.

Of course, she wasn't going to like the way he paid her back, but that was her problem.

**k*

Carolyn sagged againgt her gpartment door and asked, "Wasthat as much of adisaster as| think it
was?'

"Y ou mean because Bill saw me here?' he asked. She nodded and he said, "He'd like to sabotage me,
for sure, but | don't see how thiswould help his cause.”

Was Scott blind or just completely oblivious?"It's the same thing as going out to dinner, except probably
worse. A lot of people wouldn't think twice about it, but the way Bill's mind works, he probably figures
we're deeping together.”

"But it sounded like he gpproved - " He suddenly shook his head, al confusion gone. "All by itsdlf, that's
adead giveaway. Anything he thinksis a good idea has got to be terrible for me.”

"Should you leave now?" she wondered, then immediately answered her own question. "No, because if
he saw that, held be sure held been right. Y ou should stay for awhile - long enough for aleisurely dinner,
but not too long."

"But how much trouble could he cause? Isit worth worrying about?'

Shereturned to her chair, momentarily distracted by the way Princess was watching Scott - as though he
were an exotic animd at the zoo. Well, she guessed aman visiting her gpartment for more than five
minutes qudified as an unusud dght. In answer to hisquestions, shesaid, "'l don't redly know Bill that
well, so | can't say how far he'd go. But if he wanted to, he could tell Seth that he'd seen us together, and
that would bring up the whole question of our relationship before. And it's not far from there to making
up stories about how | cameto work at A-W so we could start up our affair again..."

His eyes suddenly got huge. "Oh, God. Y ou don't suppose - " He bent forward from the wait, head
resting on his hands. Eventually he sat back and said dully, "Francine took your card out of my dresser
last weekend. Our pictures and my ring were with it."

The only card she could think of was the one sheld stuck in Scott's luggage when he left Rhode Idand
four years ago. "Y ou kept that card?"

He shrugged alittle defensively. "I'm not sure why, exactly. And | meant to throw them out when |
moved inwith her..."



"But | thought she didn't know about us! 1sn't that what you said the other night?"

"l sad | didn't tell her - and she never said anything about taking the card, but | noticed it missing right
before Bill called about her dlergy attack.” Awkwardly, he added, " She wasredly mad at me that
morning, and | think she must have taken it while | wasadeep.”

Something didn't make sense. "Y ou say she 'took' it, not she 'found' it. She knew it was there?"

He nodded. " She saw me put it away when | moved in. | didn't say what it was, but - well, | don't have
any other keepsakes or anything, so it was noticeagble.”

"It sat there for three years and she never looked at it? 1 find that hard to believel" Shewasfairly sure she
wouldn't have shown similar restraint.

" She would have said something about it, if she had,” he said stubbornly. "But that's neither here nor
there. The thing I'm wondering about iswhy she went over to Bill's that morning. She amost never went
there, and she had to have known held have somebody there on a Sunday morning.”

Carolyn would expect that herself, and she hadn't known Bill for severd years, as Francine had. " So you
think she took the card to him? But why?'

He shrugged and shook his head. "Beats me - except | know she talked about stuff with him that she
wouldn't talk about with anybody else. | never could see why, and it drove me nuts, because I've known
al dong hewasjudt itching for achance to take me down. | was dways afraid sheld tell him something
that she thought wasn't important and then have him turn it into ahuge dedl. The only good thing isthat
Seth can't stand the guy. He wouldn't listen to him if he had a choice.”

She thought of Bill holding that very specia card in his hands and wished sheld ressted the urge to giveit
to Scott in the firgt place. Why had she thought she needed to remind him of how much she loved him?

Theirony wasthat it hadn't done any good. Scott might have kept it all thistime, but he obvioudy hadn't
understood how she felt.

Hedidn't now, either. But till, that card might be their downfall.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Scott tried to believe that he and Carolyn were overreacting. They didn't know for surethat Bill had the
card, after dl, dthough Scott had looked in Francine's things this past week and not found it. Of course,
evenif Bill didn't haveit, Francine might till havetold him about it.

The card wouldn't pose a huge problem work-wise if Francing's father weren't also the CEO of
Adams-Worthington. But asit was, Seth would interpret it as proof that his daughter's fiancé had at the
very least been guilty of an enormous lack of judgment. He would no longer trust Scott to be Chief
Designer of A-W's products, and he'd have no use for Carolyn, either.

Possibly even worse than both of them losing their jobs was the effect it would have on Scott's
relationship with Rachel. He had no lega standing with her, so was dependent on remaining in Seth and
Annabell€'s good gracesin order to Stay in contact with her.

It redlly seemed like they should do something to salvage the Situation. Carolyn was gpparently thinking
along those same lines, because she asked, "Would it help any if | gave notice right away?'

"l don't see how," he said, not adding that the thought made his stomach tighten up into an impossble



knot. "I'm busy hoping that Bill doesn't know and that we can keep him from finding out.”

"Wed better not see each other any more, then," she said, and he hoped it wasn't hisimagination that
made him hear regret in her voice.

"No!" The word was ripped from deep inside. He took a deep breath and said, "Carolyn, | tried that
aready. It made me miserable and didn't accomplish athing. I'll do my best to be discreet about it, but
unlessyou absolutely refuse, I'm going to spend alot of time with you."

Her forehead wrinkled in concern. "But if Seth ever hears about the past - or even if he just thinksyou're
not mourning Francine for long enough - "

Henodded. "1 know. But | dready lost four years| could have spent with you, and Francing's degth
makes me even more aware of how preciousthat is." What if Carolyn had been the one who died? Hed
have never had another chance with her.

Theintensity of her gaze made him redlize she was hearing the things he wasn't able to say to her out
loud, aswell asthe words he could say. She put her hand on top of hisand said serioudly, " Scott, we
haven't resolved everything yet. Please don't forget that.”

"l won't," he promised. "But aslong as were both willing, we can do it eventually. And aslong aswe're
together, nothing Bill or Seth can do will destroy us.” He believed that, but at the same time he hoped
they'd never be tested.

She smiled shakily, her eyeswet with unshed tears. "I hope you'reright. | want this, very much.”

They were the sweetest words heldd heard in four years.

**k*

Carolyn hadn't planned to jump right back into a relationship with Scott. Eventudly, maybe, after they
dedlt with the past and she could fed confident that she wasn't opening herself up for the same kind of
pain al over again. But aweek after Francine's death? No way.

Y et that was exactly what was happening, and this potentia threat from Bill only made her chances of
getting hurt worse. Scott talked a good story about not wasting any more of hislife without her, but she
knew all too well what would happen if he had to choose between her and staying in contact with
Rachdl.

Besides, Francine hadn't been gone long enough for him to know what he was doing. He was lonely and
grief-stricken and didn't want to deal with either. He wanted a nice easy fix, and what could be better
than an old lover waiting in thewings?

Reminding hersdf that she wasthe only person in this couple with her best interests at heart, she broke
eye contact with him and stood up. "I thought we'd have big salads with chicken strips and rolls for
dinner. Isthat okay?"

"Sure" hesad, just distractedly enough that she figured held agreeto virtualy anything. He followed her
into the kitchen. "What should | do?'

She put the oven on Prehest, noticing for the first time how smal her kitchen redlly was. His presence
filled theroom, and it was only amatter of time before he made amove. "Y ou could open thewine," she
said with sudden inspiration. "But after that, thisisrealy more aone-person kitchen, and there's not very
much to do, anyway."



He smiled, and she had to wonder if the oven wasredlly heating up asfast asit fdt like. "Wherésthe
corkscrew?'

She pulled out the appropriate drawer and started to reach for it, but his hand was aready there. She
grabbed her hand back and gestured at a cupboard. "Wine glasses." He opened the cupboard and
paused, and she redlized he was looking at the cheap green wineglasses they'd bought together. "There
are some nicer ones on the same shelf.”

But the green oneswere what he brought out. "These are just perfect.”

Was hisvoice dwaysthat silky? Did it always make her fed like the universe consisted of just the two of
them? She blinked severa times, trying to bring the world back into focus again. When that failed, she
grabbed the wine out of the refrigerator and escaped with it to her butcher-block table.

He was right behind her again, but somehow he didn't ever quite touch her. She wished hewould. It
would be easer to resst atouch than thisforcefield.

But then his hand brushed hers as he took the wine bottle from her, and she changed her mind. No, she'd
be agoner if he touched her for red.

While hewas busy opening the bottle, she hurried back to the kitchen and bustled around, trying to
forget who he was and how he made her fedl. She got the rolls ready for baking and started assembling
ingredientsfor their slads, but it was no use. No amount of imagination could turn Scott into asmple
platonic friend.

And suddenly, he wasn't a safe ten feet away. He was next to her, handing her aglass of wine. She took
it, and because she wasn't anywhere near as strong as she needed to be, she looked right at him.

"Tous" hesad, dinking glasseslightly.

She couldn't drink to that! 1t was the equivalent of saying, "Here | am. Take what you want." Instead, she
offered her own toast, "To making that possible.”

Helooked quizzicdly at her. "I didn't forget what you said before.”

"I'min danger of doing that," she admitted, then dipped past him to St at the table. Hejoined her, still not
redly understanding - and still way too attractive. " Scott, I've been donefor four years. Y ou can't begin
to comprehend how much | want our relationship to work, how much | want what we thought we were
going to have back then. But | can't just believe it's going to happen thistime. | haveto seeit first - and |
haveto learnto trust you al over again.”

Henodded. "I seethat, and | think | maybe need that, too."

Why would he? But that was the cynica part of her brain asking, and she pushed the question aside. The
fact that hed gone directly from their relationship into one with Francine didn't mean that he didn't have
scars. "'l don't think you understand what that means, Scott. It means that we can't go to bed yet."

He set hiswineglass on the table with aclunk. "That's not why I'm here.”

"I'm not saying that it is," she said, trying to keep her voice steady. "But it'sanaturd part of usbeing
together and important to avoid." She couldn't leave it at that, though, so she added, "Just for now."

"How long is'for now?" he asked, intensely watching her face.



"I don't know." She couldn't catch her breath enough to think. "Maybe - " No, she wasn't going to back
down from this. It was crucid to maintain some sort of control over hersdlf, so shed be ableto pick up
the piecesif it dl fell gpart again. But she knew her control wouldn't last very long. "Not long," shefinaly
murmured.

He dipped his hand into hers and interlaced fingers. "Even one day isavery long time, Carolyn.”

Something sizzled inside her, afeding that was adim echo of what she knew it would be like to make
lovewith him. The sizzle turned into ayearning that grew and grew until she knew that "not long" would
turn out to be less than five minutes.

And just as she began to form the words of surrender in her mind, he carefully released her hand and
picked up hiswineglass. "But I'll wait. And I'll offer another toast - to us, and to making our being

together possible.”

She clinked glasses and took a symbolic sip of wine, but instead of fedling relieved a her close cdll, she
felt deprived.

*k*

The answering machine was flashing when Scott got home. He pressed the button and heard Annabelle's
voice, "Hello, Scott dear. Thisis Annabelle. Would you give me acal tonight, if possble? And if you
think of it, you might record a new message. Hearing Francine's voice gave me adtart.”

He glanced at the clock, glad that it was till early. Sheld probably tried him at the office, too, and he
wouldn't want to have to explain where he'd been. He hit the speed-dia button and when she answered,
hesad, "Thisis Scott. | got your message, and thanks for reminding me about the answering machine. I'll
take care of it tonight.”

"How areyou, dear? | know you must be very londly."

"I'm okay," he said. There was no point telling her how much he missed Rachel, and how he resented
them taking her away from him. Still, he had to ask, "How's Rachd?"

"Better," Annabelle said with an audible sgh. "That'sredly why | caled. I'm going to try taking her to
Linda's tomorrow and see how that goes. I've been doing some reading, and they say it's best for
children to return to their normal routines as soon as possible.”

"That sounds reasonable.” But Rachd's normd routine was here, at this house, with him taking her to
Lindasinthe morning.

"I don't think I'll leave her there dl day, but ill, | should have a couple of hoursto pack up some of her
things, if that's convenient with you."

What if it wasn't convenient with him? But he didn't ask. Hed promised himsalf he'd cooperate as much
aswas humanly possible. "Certainly. Do you have akey to the house? If not, | can wait and give you one
before | leavefor the office.”

"That's not going to disrupt your day, isit? Because | could stop by the office and pick one up, if you'd
rather - or even wait for another day or two."

Therewas no point in putting it off. Rachel was gone and holding on to her things another few days
wouldn't changethat. "No, that'll befine. | can use thetimeto start sorting through things. I'll be moving
to an gpartment beforelong.” Did he dare to hope that he and Carolyn might be able to live together that
soon?



Annabelle sounded momentarily flustered. "Oh, | suppose you will. | hadn't redlly thought about that.”
Before he responded to that in his mind, she added, "There's another reason | called, Scott. Rachd's
been asking to see you, and | told her that I'd invite you to dinner this week."

Quickly, asthough she'd change her mind if he gave her a chance, he asked, "When?"

"Would tomorrow be too soon? | know it's not much notice, and if you're busy, any other night would
do. But she's having such ahard timeright now, and she'sreally being very good about everything..."

"Tomorrow'sfine."

"Oh, good." She sounded relieved. "I know that things are alittle tense now between you and Seth, but
Rachd's the one we have to be most concerned with."

"l agree," he said, before she had a chance to make any more excuses. "And | don't mean to be
disrespectful, but have you talked this dinner idea over with Seth? | got the impression that it would bea
good dedl longer than this before | was dlowed any time with Rachdl.”

"Thisisjust dinner, Scott. With Rachedl, Seth, and mysdlf. What he was talking about beforeis - well,
more like vigtation, | guess - where you'd be a one with her and maybe even go out for adrive.”

And that'swhat he was being so damn cooperative to get? When Seth had talked about setting up a
schedulefor seeing Rachd, héld imagined overnight visits - maybe taking her on trips sometimes. Likea
non-custodid father. Like he deserved.

But no matter what he deserved, thiswas dl he was going to get. Resigned to that, he said, "Be sureto
let me know what time."

**k*

When the doorbell rang on Monday evening, Carolyn looked at her watch. It seemed early for Scott to
be back from seeing Rachdl. She hoped nothing had gone wrong.

But Scott wasn't standing at her door. Bill was.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

It was alittle difficult to eat dinner with afour-year-old plastered to him, but Scott managed. He loved
every second of it, in fact.

Rachel was so happy to see him that he regretted even thinking nasty thoughts about Seth and Annabelle.
They had invited him here tonight, and that was the most important thing.

Shewasfull of important eventsto tell him about - what she and her dolls had been up to, places
Grandma had taken her, things Grandpa and she had done. Shetold him three times that Linda had made
aclown caketoday, and that sheld gotten to Sit inthe "big" chair at lunch, which he knew was used only
on birthdays. He made amenta noteto call Lindatonight, to thank her for everything she'd done over the
years and for helping Rachel through thistrangition, too. HEd certainly never expected day-care to be so
caring and individudized to the child's needs.

Rachel dso had alist of about ahundred things she wanted to do with Scott tonight, and the list seemed
to be growing exponentidly. If they were ableto get to al of them by the time she turned eighteen, they'd
be doing well! He wouldn't be here anywhere near that long, of course.

Annabelle told him this morning that she and Seth had agreed he could stay and put Rachel to bed and



read her astory tonight. They thought that might ease the traumaof having him leave.
He hoped so. He was aready dreading a repesat of the scene last time.

* k%

Bill walked into Carolyn's apartment while she stared at him, then reached back and closed the door.
"Thanksfor being so welcoming, sweet cheeks. Did you get the garlic | left in your office?!

"That's not my name,” she said, the blush that had inspired his nickname turning her cheeks scarlet.

He continued into the gpartment and grabbed the recliner. He might aswell be comfortable. "'Course not,
but you haveto agreeit'sagreat name for you. Every time you turn around, those sweet cheeks of yours
are bright red. 1t dways makes me wonder whether you're the same color al over.”

Her blush intensified. "Isthat why you're here? To see me blush?”

He grinned lazily at her. "1 want to talk to you and lover boy. Get him over here." Held checked the
parking lot thoroughly just afew minutes ago, wanting to make sure Scott wasn't dready here. It would
be much more satisfying thisway.

"I don't know who you mean,” she said firmly, but he saw the telltale discomfort of atruthful person trying
tolie

"Y ou don't?' He screwed up hisface, making himself look confused. "1 guess| must have misinterpreted
something. | guess you were talking about work when you wrote, ‘every second we're apart will seem
like hours, and | won't ever be mysdlf again until we're reunited. Lovewith youisal | hoped it would be
- and so much more. Therest of our liveswill betruly spectacular. | can't wait!™ He relaxed into her
recliner and waited for her reaction. He bet it would be a good one.

He was mostly wrong. She blushed even brighter, but al she said was, " Scott was right. Damn.” Of
course, damn was the equivalent of astring of cursesfor most people, so maybe her reaction wasn't so
disappointing after all.

And then, shetotally redeemed hisfaith in his perceptions. She leaned forward earnestly and said,
"Y ou're not going to believe this, Bill, but that ended more than four years ago. | cameto work here
because of the job, and Scott and | never even had a private conversation until after Francine died.”

He chuckled. "Y ou're right, sweet cheeks. | don't believe you - because it's not in my salf-interest to do
that. Personally, | don't careif you're acertifiable virgin - not unless I'm the one doing the certifying, and
you sure as hell won't be avirgin when I'm through with you." A different scenario for tonight flitted
through his head, but he rgected it. Getting a piece of that lovely asswasn't going to get him any closer to
hisgods. "All | care about ishow bad | can make this situation look, and | think that's pretty bad."

The blush was fading now, being replaced by a paenessthat didn't seem red hedthy. He guessed that
made sense. " So, anyway," he continued, "what | want you to do right now iscal lover boy on the phone
and get him over here"

"l can't," shesaid, not like shewas giving him ahard time, but like sheredly couldn't. "He went to the
Worthingtons for dinner with Rachel. | can't call him there.”

He thought about demanding that she do it. What right did that usurper have to spend time with Rachd,
when he - Rachel's uncle, for Christ's sake - wasn't given the same opportunity? But persondly - not that
he'd admit it to anyone - hewas just as happy not to have to waste histime with the little brat. Shewasa
responsibility he didn't like having - not unless he could aso get his hands on her nicefat trust fund.



After aminute's thought, he grinned at Carolyn again. "That's cool. Leave him amessage a home, and Il
wait for him here. Hand me the clicker, bring me abrew, and welll have anice cozy evening.”

She complied slently, shooting him black looks from those greeat turquoise eyes. He thought about
demanding that she come and sit on hislap, but in the end, he decided to reserve that power. He had the
sense that she was awoman who could be pushed just so far.

* k%

"No, Daddy!" Rachel screamed as Scott tried to back out her bedroom door. ™Y ou didn't finish the
book!"

"l told you | could only read a CHAPTER of thisone. | would haveread dl of one of the others.”

"The other books are for babies," she pouted. "Grandma and Grandpa think I'm ababy. They never read
me anything good.”

For half asecond, helet himself fed superior. But then he remembered how he'd been hearing Grandma
and Grandpa quoted all evening, and that it didn't matter, anyway. He wasn't Rachel's daddy anymore.
Not redly.

He sat back down in the rocking chair that Francine had been rocked in as ababy, and said, " Swestie,
weve talked about this before, and | know Grandma and Grandpa have talked about it with you, too.
Y ou live with them now, not with me, and as much as both of uswould likeit if things were how they
used to be, that's not going to happen.”

She climbed into hislap and they sat there rocking quietly for aminute. "Maybe you could live here, too.
Thereésaggillion bedrooms."

"I don't think that would work," he said, wishing life wasthat easy.

"Was| redly bad?' she asked, her eyes aready brimming with tears. "Isthat why you and Mommy went
away?'

"No, Rachd, of course not. Y ou couldn't possibly be that bad. Mommy died because she ate something
with peanutsin it, you remember that. And it was just an accident, and she wouldn't have died if she had
achoice." Hetook adeep bresth, hoping that this next part would sound more convincing thistime. "And
Grandmaand Grandpaand | talked about it, and it's better for you to live with them now. Grandma has
plenty of timeto take care of you, and you'l livein this beautiful house."

"This houseisamouse-o-leem,” she said, making aface.
"A mausoleum?" he questioned. "Where did you hear that word?"

She grinned. "Mommy said we were lucky we found you, or € se we would have ended up living in this-
this- mouse-thing."

Funny. Hed never heard Francine use that word, dthough it did sound like her attitude toward this
house. The Worthingtons had moved here from amuch more modest neighborhood in Beaverton when
Francine was about ten, and Francine had never considered this her true home.

Pouting again, Rachel said, "l wish | could find you. Then | could live with you at home again.”

He didn't have a clue about how to answer, but it turned out not to matter. Seth and Annabdlle were
ganding in the open doorway. Annabelle cameinto the room, saying, "I'll bet you're getting awfully



deepy, Rachd. Let'sget you into bed.”
"No!" She grabbed onto Scott like she had amillion suction cups on her body. "Daddy's gonnastay.”

Scott felt Seth's eyes on him from across the room. He stood and began peeling Rachel off him and onto
the bed. "We taked about that, Rachel. | can't stay."

"Yes, you can!" sheingisted, trying to grab onto him again, but he was bigger and stronger than shewas,
s0 shedidn't stand a chance. "Y es, you can!”

He saw her working hersdlf into atantrum again and he forced himself to back away from the bed. "I'm
going now, Rachdl. | loveyou, but | haveto go."

She arted after him, but Annabelle was there and the little girl didn't make it off the bed. As he started
down the hdl, he heard Annabelle's voice, alittle more shrill than usud, saying, "Now, Rachd. Wetaked
about this. If you make such afuss about Scott leaving, he won't be able to come again.”

Rachel's never-ending shriek of "No - No - No - No - No!" followed him al the way downstairs and out
the front door. His own shriek stayed inside, but it followed him all the way to the house that was no
longer ahome.

* k%

Carolyn wasn't aviolent woman, but that might change if Bill's occupation of her living room continued
much longer. The enforced togetherness was the worst part - she'd gone into the bedroom an hour ago,
just to get away from him and the constant roar of the TV - and held actualy followed her. He said it was
because she might call Scott and plot secretly with him, but she knew it was just because he could get
away withit.

So, shewas back dtting on the couch, pretending to read abook that might aswell be written in Swahili
for dl the good it was doing her. Bill was clicking through the channels, stopping for afew minutes every
dozen or two clicks, but eventualy making a disgusted sound and moving on. At least twice an hour, he
asked, "How can you live without Pay-Per-View and the movie channels?'

And that was redlly the biggest problem. Scott hadn't called back yet, and Bill had been here for more
than two hours. When they'd talked at work today, Scott had told her he was going to stay until Rachel
wasin bed - but kids that age went to bed long before ten o'clock, didn't they? She didn't want to think
that Rachel was so much more important than she wasthat she didn't even rate areturn call.

"Lover boy's blowing you off," Bill said abruptly, making her wonder if hetruly knew what was going on
inside her head. "Y ou get on the phone again - and thistime, you make it damn clear hed better get over
here on the double.”

"Maybe he didn't check the machine when he got in,” she said weakly. " Or maybe something went wrong
and he's ill down there.”

"If he doesn't answer thistime, you're calling down there. I'm not wasting my whole damn night on you
two."

Wl it wasn't her fault he was here, inthefirst place! If he were a haf-decent person, he wouldn't make
ahuge ded out of this. It wasn't asif she and Scott were hurting anyone.

Grumbling silently, she picked up the phone and punched in Scott's number. He had to answer thistimel
"Hello?' He did! But he sounded - awful wasthe only word.



"Hi, Scott. It's Carolyn.”

"Oh, hi." Depression, that was what waswrong. He was depressed. "'l wasgoingto cal..." Hisvoice
trailed off vaguely.

"That's okay," she reassured him. "l understand. But you've got to come over hereright away."

"Oh, no. I can't. Not tonight.” He spoke dowly, with a dullness she well remembered feding. "1 don't
know if they'll let me see her again.”

"Oh, dear." That sounded like something one of her great-aunts would say, but it was dl she could think
of that was appropriate.

"Get him over herel” Bill hissed at her. "Or give me the damn phone, and I'll doit!"

"I'm sorry, Scott. Y ou redlly have to come. Bill's here, and he knows."

**k*

Scott gtared at the receiver. What was Carolyn talking about? What did Bill know?
Oh, that.

Suddenly he knew why otherwise-fairly-normal people sometimes picked up assault weapons and
darted firing randomly.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Bill was sck of Sitting around, waiting for Scott to show. Maybe he should have waited until the guy was
aready here - and busy having agood time. But hey, at least hed be here soon.

Whump! That damn cat jumped on him again! It kept sneaking up on him and flying through the air, only
to land claws-extended on avery sengitive portion of hisanatomy. Must be abitch, just likeitsowner. "'l
told you what would happen if you did that again!" he threatened and grabbed it by the neck and got
ready to throw it across the room.

The cat had other ideas, and somehow squirmed around to bite him. He yowled and let go, and the cat
ran off happily - but only acrosstothe TV cart, where it sat watching him smugly. He glared at Carolyn.
"Your cat bit me! | ought to sue!"

Sherolled her eyes. "Y eah, right. She didn't even draw blood. | would have."

Hewastempted, heredly was. Tell her to take her best shot, and if she ended up on thelosing end of
things - and there was no doubt about that - too damn bad. But jerk-wad Scott was on hisway over
now and it would bejust Bill'sluck to have him walk in while he wasin the middle of teaching the bitch a
lesson. "Sorry, sweet cheeks. As pleasant asit would beto roll around on the floor with you, I've got
other businessto attend to."

Good decison, since the doorbell rang right about then. He jumped up. "Keep your seet. I'll let lover boy
in"

Scott didn't look good - kind of like he'd aready gone afew rounds with some problem or another. He
made abedine for Carolyn, like she was the only thing between him and Hell. Bill thought about making
him gt in the recliner to keep the pair separated, but it redlly wasn't worth chancing aphysica fight for
such apatry gain. Besides, the recliner was the power seat, and he was the one with al the power



tonight!

He gave them aminute to get settled in and ready to listen. "Okay, lover boy, bottom- lineisthat I've got
the card sweet cheeks over there wrote you - plus the pictures that prove it was the two of you and not a
couple of other dorks."

"How about the ring?" Scott asked, then immediately regretted asking.

Hegrinned. "Y ep, I've got that, too. Not that | realy know what it means - but hey, | can make up a
good story. A note for the future - it's not real smart to keep stuff like that. It's bound to come back and
biteyou."

"How did you get those things?' Trust Carolyn to want to know CHAPTER-and-verse about how she
was going to get blown out of the water.

"Francine brought them to me," he said with satisfaction. " Sheld been suspicious of you two dl dong, and
then after lover boy hereblew it big-time- "

"What did | do?" The question was sincere.

He laughed, wondering whether it would be more funto tell him or to keep him guessing. Tell him,
obvioudy, making him squirmin the process. "Waell, you may remember that you'd been having some
trouble performing - of course, that could have been just with her, but | wouldn't know about that. And
shedidn't say it in so many words, but | think you'd been neglecting her needs so long that she was
desperate for some satisfaction. In any case, | suggested shetry giving you alittle wake-up present - to
kind of get the juicesflowing, so to spesk.”

He paused to enjoy the reactions of his audience. Carolyn was a predictable bright red, and Scott's color
was amuch darker mixture of embarrassment and anger. Their body language was fun to anadyze, too.
She was concerned about him, angling toward him protectively and reassuringly - and he was busy
closing her out as thoroughly as he could.

"I'm sure you remember how good it felt, lover boy - " With agrin, heturned to Carolyn. "Anocther little
hint for the future, sweet cheeks - that's aworld-class way to wake up aguy. Of course, you haveto be
careful how you doit, if you want any action yoursdf. That'swhat Francine did wrong. Shelet him get
waly too far-gone while he was still mostly adeep - and then, he screwed up. He called out your name.”

Bill relaxed back into his seat while they thought about that. Dedlt with the shock ismorelikeit. Hed
been right - Scott had no ideawhat he'd done. "That's the kind of thing that would never happen to me -
| don't use namesin bed. | mean, it'sjust the two of you, right?' Well, there had been afew timeswhen
his bed had hosted three at once, but Scott wasn't that adventurous. "I find that 'lover' and 'honey' and
names like that work just fine. Right, sweet cheeks?!

Thetipsof her earslooked like they'd been painted with lipstick. "I wouldn't know, asshole," she snarled.
Imagine that - she was angry with him! "Get on withit, will you? I've put up with you for three hours now,
and I'm sick of it. Tell ushow you're going to ruin our lives." Under the fury, she wasincredibly closeto
tears.

"Why would | want to ruin your lives?' he asked rhetorically. "I mean, sure, you both get on my nerves
something fierce, but I'm abig proponent of win-win negotiations. | get something | want, and you get to
not have your lives ruined.”

"Do you want money?" Scott asked, finally showing somelife. "I'm not Seth, but I've got some saved



up.”

"I havealittle," Carolyn said, frowning. "But you'd have to turn over the card and everything to get it..."
Her voicetrailed off and heredlized she'd seen the problem.

"But that wouldn't redly solve anything, would it?" he asked. "Because | can till blow up your lives by
going to Seth with what | know." He paused to shake his head. "No, what we need is an understanding -
apartnership, in fact."

"A partnership?' Scott |ooked ready to spit.
Carolyn squeezed hishand and said, "We're listening. What did you havein mind?"

Hefdt aclick in hismind asthingsfel into place. He was glad hedd come up with such agood plan. He
gave Carolyn adow gmile. "Get me another brew, sweet cheeks. All thistalking is making methirsty.
Bring onefor lover boy, too."

He watched her go, wondering if he could fit atiny dteration into his plan. That fire and ice combo would
be ablast in bed.

* k%

Carolyn hurried back to the living room, proud of hersdf for not shaking Bill's beer. She'd hear him out
first. "Areyou ready now?'

He glugged down severa long swallows, then gave her that dimy smile again, making her fed dirty.
"Much better. Thanks, sweet cheeks."

It sounded like Scott was grinding histeeth, so she put her hand on histhigh, trying to caution him to
listen and not overreact.

Bill set down his beer and started lecturing them. "Asyou know, the trick in win-win negotiating isto find
concessions of gpproximately equa vaue for both partiesto make."

Did he actudly think they needed arefresher course on something so basic? Each of them had agood six
or eight years more work experience than he did - and got along with their peers and superiors aheck of
alot better than Bill did, too. He continued, "Now, if you ask me, not aienating Seth and keeping both
your jobsisapretty big win for your sde. That means| need abig win, too. So, how much money are
we talking about?'

Scott exchanged glances with her, clearly wondering the best way to answer. Carolyn spoke up first.
"I've only got afew thousand.”

Bill looked skeptical. "Isthat so, sweet cheeks? | had you pegged for a saver. How about you, lover
boy?"

"Morethan that,” he said grudgingly. "I could probably get you fifty."

Would Scott redlly pay fifty thousand dollarsfor Bill's sllence? How could he trust him? She opened her
mouth to ask, but Bill laughed rudely before she spoke. "Fifty thousand bucks? Forget it! That's not even
ayear'ssalary. Now, if you wanted to add azero on to the end of that, then we'd have something to talk
about."

"Where do you expect either of usto get haf amillion dollars?' she demanded.



"l don't," he shrugged. "Now, if lover boy had been taking care of business better, held have
sweet-taked Francine into putting him in charge of Rachd'strust, and then wed be coal.”

Rachd had that kind of money in trust? Cometo think of it, Carolyn had heard that she now owned haf
of A-W, soit wasn't out of the question. Scott said, "That money'sfor Rachdl. | wouldn't giveit to you,
evenif | could.”

Thiswas Bill'sidea of win-win negotiating? Asking for something he knew darn well he couldn't get, and
Spitting on the more modest amounts they had available?

He gave them atight fake smile. "Okay. So now we know that money's not the answer. The question is
what you two have - or control - that | want?' He milked the silence for afew seconds before he
answered, "And sweet cheeks, | hateto tell you this, but you're not the one with what I'm looking for. It's
old lover boy here. HE'sthe one with the job that should be mine."

"Y ou expect meto quit, o you can have my job?" Scott asked increduloudy. "That's crazy - and
besides, it wouldn't work. Seth would just go outside the company to hire my replacement.”

Bill nodded. "Y ou'reright. The old bastard would do that, just like he did when he hired you. But her€'s
where my plan's so coal - you don't quit your job, at least not soon. What you do, instead, isgo to Seth
and tell him you want to promote me. The group's gotten too big, you don't like wasting al your time on
administrivia- whatever excuse you want to use. Give me amodest raise - say five or ten percent - and a
new title - Assistant Mucky-Muck or some damn thing."

Hewaswilling to stay quiet for afive or ten percent raise and atitle, but not for fifty thousand in cash?
Something didn't compute. "How isthis such abig win for you?' she asked.

"A couple of reasons," he said airily. "But before you psychoanayze me to degth over there, sweet
cheeks, | have to warn you, thisisn't the end of my plan. What we do after my promotion isthat lover
boy heretelsmead| his secretsfor running things, and | basicaly make mysdlf indispensableto the
company. | dready am, you understand, but thistime, we make sure everybody knowsit."

He continued, "Then, after afew months or whatever passes, lover boy decidesthat it's just too painful to
say at A-W, now that Francineis gone. Everybody fedls sorry for him, they have abig farewell party
and herides off into the sunset, leaving me with the job that should have been mine to begin with.
Somewhere around the sametime, sweet cheeks gets avery interesting job offer, and off she goes, too.

Y ou two get what you gpparently want - the chance to spend eternity making the rest of the world puke
because you're such a cute damn couple - and | get what | want." He grinned. "Grest plan, isn't it?’

"What if Sethwon't buy theideaof promoting you?" Scott asked, making Carolyn redize that he was
taking theideaserioudy.

"Y ou persuade him," wasthe answer. A little testily, Bill added, "It'snot like I'm not qudified! Seth'sjust
prejudiced because | don't kisshis ass, like the rest of you do. And I'm not going to do anything to harm
precious A-W, so Rachd'll ill bearichlittle brat.”

"How do we know you'd keep quiet?' she asked.

"Y ou don't, but thething of it is, you're not losing much by agreeing. If | end up having to go to Seth
about you, your jobs are toast and so are your chances for getting decent recommendations. If we do it
my way, you get to look around for new jobs, and leave with people thinking you're nice upstanding
citizens. At your new jobs, nobody's going to know what happened here - and chances are, they
wouldn't careif they knew."



He was starting to make sense. Carolyn had to wonder if she waslosing her mind. He picked up his beer
bottle and drained it, then stood. " Sweet cheeks, thanks so much for your hospitality tonight. Well do it
again - say, Wednesday evening, around seven-thirty. I'm sure well have plenty to discuss by then.”

Carolyn followed him to the door and dead-bolted it behind him. She went back to the sofa, intending to
talk the Stuation over with Scott, but immediately changed her mind. Hed had atough evening before
this scene with Bill. Tomorrow would be time enough.

" Scott, you must be exhausted. Y ou need some deep.”
He shook his head, asthough to clear it, then dowly climbed to hisfeet. "Did | tell you about Rachel ?*

"Not redly,” shesaid. "But well talk about dl of it tomorrow.” She started leading him to the door,
acknowledging to hersef that she wasn't going to make him leave. Not tonight, even though that would
set abad precedent for the future.

But heleft on his own, without even agoodnight kiss.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Scott surfaced dowly, from a deep deeper than any held had in weeks, if not months. He was till
exhausted, though. Maybe held just lie there aminute and let himself fal back to deep. Today wasn't

worth getting up for, anyway.

Except there was an annoying sound coming from somewherein the house - akind of humming or maybe
somebody who couldn't carry atune singing? But he was supposed to be donein the house, so he
dragged out of bed and pulled on apair of sweatpants, then went in search of the noise. It was coming
from Rachel's room. Oh, damn. Annabelle.

She looked hisway right then and yelped, " Scott!" She grabbed something off her head - the headphones
for Rachd'stape player, heredized. That'swhat the noise had been. Sheld been singing aong with
whatever tape Rachd had in there. "I'm sorry, dear. | didn't redlize you were ill home."

He caught a glimpse of the clock - nine-thirty? Was it possible hed dept so late? "l guess| overdept. It's
agood thing you came by, or | might have dept al day.”

Shetook severd stepstoward him and touched hisarm. "'l hope you don't mind me saying so, but you
look like you could usethe rest. Have you dept at al since- ?* Her composure faltered and she didn't
finishthe question.

"Not alot,” he admitted, immediately shifting gears to something lessemotiond. "I'd better go shower and
get dressed. Everyone will be wondering wherel am.”

She shook her head, gently but firmly, and he was reminded how very smilar she wasto Francine, yet
how different, too. "Anyonewho hasabrain in their head will understand,” she said. "It's not natura to
face alosslike thisand not need timeto grieve. Take thetime. Don't fed you have to be superman.”

"That'snot - " He couldn't finish. He couldn't spesk. Histhroat filled with tears, and he tried to back
away.

But she wouldn't et him. She wrapped her arms around him and said, "It's okay, Scott.”

The tears came then, the ones held tried and failed to shed so many times over the last week. Annabelle
cried, too, and that made him fedl not so terribly alone. " She was so angry at methat morning,” he



murmured, knowing it was crazy to even mention that, but still needing to. "And then shedied, and |
never had a chance to make thingsright again."

"It's okay, Scott. Y ou loved her, and she knew that."
"But - "

"No, | know." She patted his back awkwardly, perhaps noticing that he was nearly naked. He was
certainly noticing it. "'l keep being sorry | didn't tell her more often how very proud of her | was. Insteed,
| kept trying to improve her, trying to help her redize how capable she truly was. And now, | don't know
if she knew what awonderful daughter shewas."

Scott knew the answer to that. She hadn't known. She'd fdlt like she couldn't possibly meet her parents
expectations, and she'd been afraid to redly try. But it wouldn't help Annabelle to know that now, so he
didn't tell her. "The houseis so empty now," he said softly.

"I know. It fedslike adifferent place.” She turned away from him briskly, returning in afew secondsto
offer him atissue. They wiped their eyesin companionable silence, then she said, " Scott, forgive me for
asking, but I know how much you loved Francine. Why didn't you ever marry her?"

There was no point in protecting her now. "Because she wouldn't set adate.” Annabellelooked at him
sharply, and he returned the look. " Serioudly. | don't know what the problem was, but she got upset
every timel brought up the subject. | even suggested eloping, thinking the prospect of abig wedding
might be scaring her, but that didn't do the trick.”

Sowly, shesad, "But | know Seth mentioned the subject to you severd times, and you never said
anything about this™"

"I wastrying to keep the pressure off of her. Maybe | waswrong, but | thought if | just et it happen
naturally, she/d be okay with it. We wanted to have a baby together, and | figured that eventualy shed
want that enough that sheld be willing to get married first." As hefinished his explanation, he redized
shed never believe him. She didn't know the scared part of Francinelike he did.

Shewasslent for aminute and finaly asked, "Y ou honestly would have married her?!

"In aheartbesat," he assured her. "I wouldn't have proposed to her, otherwise - and | wouldn't have
moved inwith her, either.”

She listened intently long after he finished spesking. With asigh, she said, "It'stoo bad the way it
happened. If you'd been married, everything would be different now."

He nodded. "I know. | was going to legaly adopt Rachdl.”

She gasped and pressed her hand to her mouth, then waved vaguely at the room. "I'd better get busy
packing."

"And | gill need to shower."

But the thought of how completely different things might have been wouldn't wash away in the shower. It
dtayed there, weighing him down, making him more depressed.

* k%

Carolyn didn't know the etiquette for talking privately at work with one'sformer - and future - lover. It
would definitely be noticed if she went into his office and closed the door behind her, and they certainly



needed that much privacy. Maybe they'd just have to wait until tonight.

Shortly after she decided that, he appeared in the doorway of her office, dressed in old jeansand a
T-shirt that had been washed afew hundred timestoo many. "I'm touching base with the whole team,
checking to seeif anyone needs anything from me. | - I'm going to take a couple of days off, try to get
my head together.”

"That'sagood idea," she said. "Areyou going away?" She hoped that was a reasonable question,
demongtrating only friendly concern, in case someone was listening.

His eyes narrowed in surprise and he stepped inside. "No. There arethings | need to do in town.” He
pointed in the direction of Bill's office and she nodded. " So, what are you working on today?" he asked,
walking toward her computer screen.

She pointed at the code she was writing and explained what module it belonged to. He leaned over to
look at it and said quietly, "We need to talk. Y our place a noon?" She agreed, equdly quietly, and he
nodded. Standing up again, he asked, " So, isthere anything you'll need from me before - say, Thursday
or Friday?'

"] don't think so. Good luck."

Hetried to smile at her, but it was a pathetic attempt that made her want to cry. "Thanks." Before she
could say anything more, he left, and she heard him go through the same routine with Phillip next door.

She was haunted by that smile therest of the morning. Why couldn't she have been smart enough to turn
down the job offer? That moment of weskness would end up costing Scott everything.

* k%

Bill watched Scott go around, office to office, spinning histale about taking a couple of days off. At fird,
he wondered if the guy was getting ready to pull afast one on him - athough he couldn't imagine away
that Scott might squirm off his hook.

A long look at the guy relieved his concern. He was on the ropes, barely able to put meaningful sentences
together - thanksto that lovely card and pictures.

Bill wondered if Scott redized how beautifully hismenta statefit in with the plan. Seth couldn't possibly
deny that Scott needed help managing the group and doing whatever other garbage a Chief Designer was
supposed to do.

Getting into the spirit of things, Bill went office-to-officein Scott's wake, telling everyone that held be
glad to help with any questions or problems. Might aswell get ahead start on his new job.

* k%

Scott picked up sandwiches at the deli on the way to Carolyn's apartment, grateful that she waswilling to
put up with him. He sat in the parking lot until she pulled in, then got out and walked in with her.
Somehow, discretion seemed alittleidiotic right about now.

"Areyou okay?' she asked, the second the apartment door closed behind them.

He shrugged. "I guess. | dept good, at least.” He could crawl back in bed right this minute and deep for
days. Maybe that's what he should do.

"You dill look exhausted,” she said with afrown. "I wish | knew how to help..."



"You are hdping." Hefdt awkward with her today, so he moved away from her scrutiny by crossing to
the dining table and opening the deli bag. "I brought lunch.”

"That's nice. Would you like something to drink?" She seemed more comfortable now.

"Sure." Hedidn't know if hed be able to eat anything, but aglass of milk would go downwell. "What do
you have?'

She peered into the fridge. "Not alot, it turns out. Water, Diet Coke, and cranberry juice.” She took out
aDiet Cokefor hersdlf.

"Water'sfinefor me." He remembered now that she didn't like milk. That had dways seemed strange to
him. "1 got turkey and roast beef - which would you like?!

"Either'sfine," she said, as she carried their drinksin to the table. He gave her the turkey, since that was
what she'd ordered at the deli in Providence the few times they'd gone there.

They ate without further conversation, but he suspected she was as uninterested in the food as he was. It
had as much taste as plastic and was nearly as hard to chew into swallowable bites. Findly, their lunch
was gone, and cleaning it up took only afew seconds. It wastimeto talk.

"I've been thinking," he said, staring out the diding glass door instead of looking at her. "If | quit and left
town, Bill probably wouldn't go to Seth to get you fired.”

"But you don't want to leave town. Y ou need to be here, in case Rachd needsyou.”

Hesghed. "But | don't think they'll let me see her anymore, anyway. It'sjust too disruptive. Y ou should
have seen her last night when | - " He changed his mind. "No. No one should have been there for that.”

"What happened? The plan to stay for bedtime didn't help?'

"Everything wasfine until | started to leave, but then it was ten times worse than before. And Seth was
standing there, staring at me, reminding me of our dedl, so | couldn't Say, like she needed meto. Then,
Annabelle started tdling her how they'd talked about it, and if she made such afuss about meleaving, |
couldn't come anymore." Suddenly, he redlized that he should have asked Annabelle thismorning if
Rachel was okay. Maybe held call Lindatonight, instead.

"How sad," she said, dipping her hand into his. "l guess she hasto accept that you're not her daddy
anymore, but that seems an unnecessarily crudl way to do it, especidly right after Francine's deeth.”

"I wish I'd had achanceto adopt her," he said. "Then she wouldn't have to go through this."
Hefdt her body tense. "Couldn't you still do that?"

"Adopt her? | don't see how, considering how Seth and Annabelle fed about the Situation.” With a
mirthless laugh, he continued, "Anyway, |'ve got enough other problemsright now."

"l guess s0," she admitted. "And if you want to leave town, that's okay with me. | don't have any reason
to stay here- just aslong as| can find ajob somewhere, I'll befine."

"Marty'sdill a ITI - he could find something for meto do, I'm sure.” Hesitantly, he added, " Probably
you, too, if you fdt like moving to Chicago.” He didn't know what was what with their relationship
anymore. He wanted to be with her, but maybe she smply felt sorry for the mess he'd become over the
last week and afew days.



Shelaughed, alow, rich sound that made him fed better just hearing it. " Scott, | don't know what's going
to happen with our relationship. But | do know that 1've been waiting along time to move to Chicago
withyou."

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Carolyn logged out and turned off her office lights, then started down the hdll. Phillip hailed her asshe
passed. "Isthis possible? |s Carolyn Kelley actualy leaving work shortly after five o'clock?"

The best defense was agood offense, or so she'd been told. ™Y ou've been bugging meto leave earlier for
more than amonth now. What's the problem? Can't you make up your mind what you want?"

"I'm not complaining, just noticing. | don't suppose you have a hot date tonight, do you?' he asked

hopefully.

She concentrated on not blushing - that shed had much success doing that in the past, but she could
aways hope. "Maybe I've got ahorrible case of PMS," she said with a smile, knowing theideawould
embarrass him horribly. But when he looked like he was going to swallow histongue, she took pity on
him. "Or maybe | counted up al the hours I've put in here and decided it wastime| got alife.”

He nodded. "Good idea. Work's cool, but you've got to do other stuff, too."
"| agree. Seeya," she caled out, hurrying toward the exit.

She checked her watch on the way to the car. Okay, she still had time. Scott was bringing take-out food
at six, and she had abunch of things she wanted to do first.

Firg thingsfirg, she pulled into the grocery store parking lot. Scott was amilk drinker, so she picked up
some of that, plus some bread, eggs, bacon -

All right, shewas buying food for breskfast. It was getting pretty slly pretending they weren't going to
end up in bed, especidly considering that shedd just agreed to move hafway across the country with him
- for asecond time, avoice in her head reminded her.

Condoms, too, adifferent voice prompted. She didn't have time for athorough study of the nearly
endless variety or the experience to know the pros and cons of the various features, so she grabbed a
couple of packages at random.

Home then, where she shoved the cold stuff in the fridge and stuffed the condomsinto the drawer next to
the bed. Quick, strip off the dirty sheets and remake the bed, stick the old ones on top of the washer and
changethelitter box. Take al the garbage out to the dumpster. Findly, hop in the shower to rinse off dl
the nervous perspiration.

Whereupon the doorbell rang, afull five minutes early. She raced through drying off and into arobe,
pausing at the peephole to check that her visitor was, indeed, Scott. It was.

Shelet himin. "Sorry, | messed up my timing. | intended to be dressed before you got here.”

"That's okay. | might be early, anyway." Hetried to keep hiseyes on her face, but didn't completely
succeed. "Um, do you want to get dressed before we eat?”

Not redly. She wanted to smply undo the tie on her robe and see what happened next. She'd been
waiting four long yearsfor this, and there was no time like the present.



But it was one thing to calmly and rationally make the decison to go to bed with him and atotally
different oneto throw hersdf a him. "Yes, | would. Go ahead and make yourself comfortable. I'll just be
aminute

Shetook acouple of minutes, actualy, one of which she spent tidying up the bedroom. Somehow, shed
never learned to dress and undress without scattering belongings al over the place. Tony had laughingly
caled her effect on abedroom Hurricane Carolyn.

Scott already had the table set when she came out of the bedroom. He'd brought Chinese food - and his
own milk, she discovered when she proudly opened the refrigerator to offer him some.

Whilethey ate, she said, "1 was thinking this afternoon about how Bill's going to react when we give
notice. Don't you suppose helll go right to Seth?”

Scott nodded and finished chewing before answering. "Most likely. | was thinking about that, too - and
about how I'm not sure | want to leave right now. Were in the middle of alot of important changes, and
I'd hate to cause problems.”

Shel'd wondered about that. Scott was extremely dedicated to hisjob - shewas, too - and it had seemed
odd to her that he'd be so quick to leave. "What about Bill's terms?”

"| hateto give him what he wants. It rubs me the wrong way becauseit'shim, first of al, and then being
blackmailed on top of that - "' He shook his head.

Shewas slent for aminute. She hated theideg, too. "But leaving fedsalittle like running away,”" she
admitted.

"Morethan alittle"

"But if we don't go, we have to meet histerms, don't we? Because otherwise, hell just go to Seth and
well get fired.”

He nodded gloomily. "I wish | thought Seth would believe the truth.”

She wished she hadn't caused thisimpossible situation. She should have known better. Well, no sense
worrying about something she couldn't change. "L et's ook at it another way. 1S Bill capable of the
promotion he wants?'

She saw Scott considering hisanswer carefully. Findly he said, "Waell, yeah. He'sagood programmer,
well organized and good with people when he wantsto be. The big rap against him has dways been his
lack of dedication and the fact that he thinks he's better than heredlly is."

"And | have thefeding that your job isredly acouple of jobsin one - group leader and system architect.
AmlI right?"

He considered the question longer than she thought should be necessary, given thekind of hours he put in
regularly. "l guess. | haven't redly had any trouble handling both of them until just lately - " With arueful
amile, he added, " And that was thanks to you being down the hall."

Shefdt her ears start to burn. "Still, from what Phillip says, you've dways worked more hours than
anybody e

"Sure. Seth worksalot, too - it'sjust part of trying to lead by example."



Didn't he seethe difference in degree?"I'd buy that, if we were talking about forty- five hours aweek -
but isn't Sixty hours more like what you've been doing?!

He took adeep breath and opened his mouth, then abruptly shut it. After fifteen or twenty seconds, he
nodded. "You'reright. | hadn't ever added it up. | guess| really ought to cut back.”

Cautioudy, she said, "I don't mean to tell you what to do, but wouldn't that be a good argument to give
Seth to explain wanting to promote Bill?"

Hefrowned and chewed dowly. Findly hesaid, "I guess. Thething s, it just fedswrong, doing it so hell
keep quiet. And you're the one who deserves the promotion, not him."

"Come on, Scott," she admonished. "I've been here only alittle more than amonth. It wouldn't be agood
idea, anyway, even without Bill to congder. If we get serioudy involved, I'll haveto changejobsso |
don't report to you."

"It doesn't matter,” he said, hisvoice heavy with discouragement. "Bill exists, and hel's going to screw up
our lives, oneway or the other. | just hate messing your life up again.”

Shelaughed briefly. "And | hate that my being hereis messing things up for you."

He managed asad smile a the irony, but that wasit. He poked at the remaining food on his plate and
sad, "l guessI'm not as hungry as| thought | was."

On cue, Princess said "Mao" from a spot on the floor midway between their chairs. Carolyn said,
"Princessis volunteering to eat anything you don't want.”

He dtared a the cat. "How did it know to meow right then?"

"Y ou haven't known many cats, have you?' she asked with agrin. "Obvioudy, she doesn't understand
everything we say, but she getsan awful lot of it - especidly if it hasto do with food.”

"But she- " he glanced at Carolyn as though to check if he was using the right pronoun. " She wouldn't
like Chinese food, would she?'

"Of course shewould. All that good shrimp and chicken - she likes rice with sauce onit, too. Vegetables,
shéll usualy just lick off and leave on the plate.” Offering to take hisplate, she said, "If you don't mind,
I'll chop up alittle of thisfor her."

He handed her the plate. "Help yoursalf. And to answer your question, I've never had a pet or even redly
known one. Rachel went through a stage where she wanted akitten, but Francine thought she was too

young.”

Carolyn finished cutting things up into cat-sze bites and put the plate on the floor. " That was probably
smart. One of my neighborsin Providence had a cat that had been raised in ahouse with acouple of little
kids, and the cat ran and hid from everyone. Y ou realy need to let acat keep its persond dignity, and
that's aconcept that's hard for kids - for some adullts, too."

Princess ate methodically and daintily, as usual, and Scott watched her in amazement. "That's negt. She
doeslikeit."

Dinner was another easy-to-clean-up med, and within ten minutes, they were sitting in the living room
again and Scott wasyawning. "Y ou redly haven't been getting much deep,” she commented.



He shook his head and sighed. "Last night was the first night I've dept more than afew hoursat atime. |
guess | ought to go home before | fal adeep right here.”

How should shetdl him that wasn't necessary? Straight out was best, she guessed. "Y ou can deep here,
if you want."

Heturned to look at her, no longer yawning. "But you said - *

"l dso sad it wouldn't belong.” Just saying those words made things happen inside of her that sheld
amogt forgotten.

"But - " He sounded alittle breathless. "I thought you meant we had to talk more first about what
happened before..."

She put her hand on histhigh. She wasn't sure which was hotter. "We need to talk about that more,
you'reright. But you were right before, too - aslong as we both want to, we can make it work out.”

Heredly didn't seem to be breathing. What could be wrong?"l - um, | don't know if - *

Oh, dear. Now she understood. "Y ou mean, likewhat Bill was saying...?" He nodded minimaly. "That's
okay," she said in avoice that definitely bordered on fake cheerfulness. "We could just share the bed, if
you wanted - or cuddle - or, um, however it happened to work out.”

Sheld blownit; shejust knew it. Here he was confessing a deep dark secret, and shewas acting like a
deranged - well, she didn't know what she was acting like, but it wasn't the sensible mature woman he
needed her to be. "Or you could go home and get the good night's deep you obvioudy need, and stay
over another night.”

That didn't make matters any better. She'd try once more - thistime, with her brain engaged. " Scott,
making love with you is something | very much want to do, but right now, after four years apart, just lying
in bed next to you sounds awfully good, too. I've missed you."

He met her eyesthen, and she noticed the shallow rise and fall of his chest as he considered her words.
Findly, he offered her hishand and said, "I've missed you, too."

* k%

Scott opened hiseyes and saw that it waslight in the room. He tried to catch aglimpse of the clock on
the other side of the bed, but Princess was nestled behind his knees and Carolyn's arm was draped
around his midsection.

Hefdt great thismorning, even greater than their lovemaking aone would account for. For thefirst time
in more than four years, he was happy - not just content, but happy. He had plenty of non-happy things
inhislife right now, but Carolyn till had the power to make hisworld sparkle and shine.

But wasn't she ever going to wake up? He remembered her saying sheld turned on the darm, but it
would be so much more pleasant if she woke up beforeit. Then, they could -

He began by kissing the top of her head through her hair - the same silky hair held remembered, just a
wholelot shorter. Her eyes opened dmost immediately, and she gave him adreamy smilethat hinted
sheld be adeep again in an ingtant, if he didn't do something to keep her awake.

Hedid, and it wasn't very long before she was thoroughly awake and busy tormenting him with the touch
hed missed al thistime. Onething led to another, and her darm didn't get turned off until it had buzzed
nonstop for agood five minutes. Even then, she didn't get out of bed for fifteen or twenty minutes more,



and when she did, sheglared a him accusingly. "I was going to make you breakfast thismorning and
now thereign't time!”

He opened his mouth to tell her that the boss wasn't going to bein the office today, so she could bea
little late - but then he remembered Annabelle. Sheld be at his house within the hour, and hedd darn well
better be there. So, he jumped out of bed, too, and tore off to the house, not even waiting to shower.

Good thing. The phone rang before he made it into his own shower. "Hello?"

"Good morning, Scott,” Seth said. "'l hope | didn't wake you, but | was hoping | could stop by for afew
minutes this morning on my way to work."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Bill breezed into work haf an hour earlier than usud. Today wasthe day! Oh, hewouldn't get promoted
today, hewasfairly sure of that, but Scott would agree to his terms and that would be amost as good.

He dropped by Carolyn's office to spread alittle cheer, and she looked absolutely delectablethis
morning. That mint-green swester was great with her eyes, and she seemed softer, with fewer sharp
edges, than usud. He didn't have to wonder where Scott's car had spent the night.

"Good morning,” he said, knowing sheld added the "sweet cheeks' part in her mind by theway she
diffened and glared at him.

"Hdlo, Bill."

"l just stopped by to check if thereés anything | can help you with in Scott's absence.” With asmile, he
added, "I mean work-related, of course.”

"No, thereisn't,” she said snattily. "It may surprise you to hear this, but I'm aprofessiona, and I'm
accustomed to working without supervison.”

Bill wasaredist and understood that adding a night with Carolyn to the terms of his dedl with Scott
would blow the whole thing. But the more he got to know Carolyn, the more he redized that was adamn
shame.

**k*

Scott didn't know anything about heart attacks, but hadn't he heard somewhere that shortness of breath
was one of the symptoms? He definitely had that one, and he was sweating even though the house was
cool, and the combination of the two had to mean something.

Of course, maybe he was ssimply panicking - and for a couple of seconds, he wasn't sure which
explanation he hoped was correct. If he were having aheart attack, at least he wouldn't have to dedl with
Seth having found out about Carolyn.

He must have, mustin't he? Otherwise, why would Seth want to come to the house?

Had Bill spilled the beans? Scott would kill him, and for once, he wasn't sureif that was just an
expresson or if herealy meant it.

Okay, he had to cdm down. Being a pitiful messwasn't going to gain him any mercy, and if by some
miracle, Seth wanted to talk about some mundane business matter, it wouldn't do to be on the edge of a
breakdown.



He had time for aquick shower and a shave, since Seth had been calling from home and L ake Oswego
was agood twenty minutes from this part of Beaverton. Hefdlt better after thet, alittle morein control,
and he thought to start a pot of coffee.

When the doorbell rang, he discovered that Annabelle was with Seth and that reassured him alittle. Seth
was abit protective of hiswife, so he must not be planning too horrible a scene. He offered them coffee,
and they sat awkwardly in the living room.

Seth took the conversationa lead, as usual. " Scott, Annabdlle told me about the talk you two had
yesterday, and | have to say I'm stunned.”

What talk yesterday? Oh, yeah. "Y ou mean that Francine was the one who didn't want to get married?”
"Yes. It doesn't make sense - she married George with no hesitancy."”

He nodded, relaxing dightly. Thiswasn't acomfortable subject, but there were plenty of worse ones. "'l
know, gr. | didn't understand it, either - and I'm not sure she did. | have to assume that something was
wrong in their marriage, but | don't know what it was. | tried any number of timesto get her to talk about
that or about what she was afraid would change if we got married.”

Seth sad definitely, "Her marriage was fine. George had hisflaws - we all do - but he was devoted to her
and sheto him. Don't you agree?' he asked Annabelle.

She pursed her mouth and hesitated for severa moments, then shook her head. "Not redlly. She never
redly said anything, but | had the feding that she wasamost afraid of him." When Seth tensed, she
hurried to say, "Not physicaly, | don't think. More like - worried that he wouldn't approve of her.”

"That's natural, don't you think?" Seth asked. "'l know | worry what you'l think of me sometimes.”" Scott
amog fdt like he was eavesdropping, since neither was sparing him aglance.

"That's different, dear. What | mean is- well, asthough he wouldn't care for her anymoreif shedidn't
wear her hair acertain way or learn to cook afancy medl.”

Seth was outraged. "Why didn't you tell me at the time? She shouldn't have had to tolerate that kind of
treatment.”

Annabelle patted hisarm. "It wasn't the kind of thing afather could fix." She turned to Scott then. "That
was one of thethings| found so refreshing about your relationship with her. It was obvious from the
beginning that you didn't have any set expectations. Y ou wanted her to do the things that made her
happy, and you shared them with her. Y ou were so good to her - and for her.”

Seth looked at Annabelle with abit of annoyance. "Are you saying that you believe his story? It would be
easy enough for himto lie about it now." Scott felt mildly insulted that Seth didn't seem to notice he was
dill in theroom.

Annabelle shook her head, smiling dightly. "Poor Seth. When did you lose your ability to trust? Yes, of
course Scott could be lying about this, but why would he? Hewas, for practica purposes, Francine's
husband and Rachd's father for more than three years. That's not how a commitment-shy person would
behave. But, do you know thereal reason | believe his story?’

She paused until Seth shook his head. "Because Scott doesn't lie. That was one of the firgt things
Francine said to me about him, and I've dways found it to be true."

But it wasn't true anymore, and he hated that fact.



**k*

Carolyn had hoped that Scott would come over for dinner again tonight. She'd even started planning
something smple but more hedlthy than take-out. He called mid-afternoon, though, to say he was busy
going through Francing's things and would be over shortly before seven-thirty. He sounded somewhat
remote, so she hadn't said anything about dinner.

That was probably a good thing, shetold hersalf as she moped over her frozen dinner. It wasn't safeto
get used to having him around al the time. He had allife, too, and despite their rosy words to each other,
it was perfectly possible that their relationship would last no longer than it had last time. The important
thing was to cherish the time together they did have and to remember to enjoy being apart, too.

He was solemn when he arrived, and it suddenly occurred to her that they'd never made afina decision
last night about how to answer Bill. She didn't have a chanceto ask, since Bill arrived dmost on Scott's
heels. No question about hismood - he was elated.

"Hey, you two. Thanksfor having me over again. Shal we have around of brewswhile we discussthe
nitty-gritty?"

Scott intervened with ahand on Carolyn'sarm. "No. Were not drinking with you. Y ou've put usin an
imposs ble situation, but you can't make uslikeit." Bill raised his eyebrows, but before he spoke, Scott
continued, "Sit down and let me go over thislist of my conditions - don't worry, | have acopy for you."

"Y ou have conditions? Aren't you forgetting something?" Bill souttered.

"Not at dl," Scott replied with acold smile. "I'm smply telling you how you will behave after you get this
promotion you're so set on. Asyou well know, Seth makes the decisions about job content, and if I'm
going to bat for you, | need to be able to assure him that you'll do thejob."

"I'll do thejob, you jerk! Don't you worry about that!"

"I hope so. Sit down and well go over thelist briefly." He handed Bill apiece of paper and offered him a
dining room chair hed moved to an empty placein front of the TV. He sat in the recliner and Carolyn on
the sofa.

Bill looked rather defiant, but he finaly sat down. "Thislist better not beinsulting,” he grumbled.

"It'snot," Scott said, histone somewhat more conciliatory. "It's for your benefit and toward the bottom
there, it describes the new job I'll propose to Seth tomorrow, assuming you agree. First, | want you to
understand that | wouldn't be doing this - no matter what the threat - if | didn't think you were capable of
thejob. You are, and you're al'so along-time and loya employee.”

"Y ou're damn right about that. I've been here alot longer than you." Bill's voice and whole demeanor
weresullen.

"Now, look," Scott said sharply. "That kind of attitude doesn't get you anywhere in business - and
certainly not with Seth. Maybe | can get you this promotion, but if you don't demongtrate to Seth that he
can count on you to be professond, therésno way in hell helll ever give you my job."

Bill sat back in hischair, taken aback by the comment, but no longer defiant. He finally looked down at
the paper in his hand. "What's this about hours?"

"Just what it says. At A-W, leadership is done by example and that includes putting in more than forty
hours aweek. | know you haven't been doing that, but it's part of showing everyone you work with that
A-W isanimportant piece of your life."



"That'sfinefor you," hesaid. "But I've got abusy socid life.”

Scott amost gppeared to be having fun now. " So busy you can't get to the office before ninein the
morning? So busy that you can't work an occasiond lunch hour - or until Six a night? If you are that
busy, then how the heck do you expect to handle the job? Y ou'll have to deal with pressure and
deadlines, and no amount of planning guarantees that either won't happen.”

Bill sghed. "Okay, sure. | can manage that." Helooked at the list again. ""'Show proper respect to
co-workers and customersat al times.' | do that!"

"No, you don't. | doubt, for example, that you've ever treated Carolyn with the basic respect she
deserves as afellow human being, much less as a va uable co-worker. Just because she's awoman and
you're aman doesn't give you the right to annoy her with sexualy-loaded comments - in fact, that's sexua
harassment, and you could be fired for it."

"All right, dl right,” Bill said. "I'll leave your girlfriend done.”

Scott'seyes drilled into Bill's. "That was just an example of your lack of respect. | see you being sarcastic
and insulting to the rest of the team dl the time. To some extent, that's your persondity, and they've
learned to accept it because of that. But the minute you become their manager that changes. They need
to know that their contributions are considered important by the company - and by you, asits
representative.”

He continued, ™Y ou need to value every person on the team and what they bring to the product. It isn't
just aone- or two-person effort we've got going and the tech writers and customer support people are
just as necessary to the end product as the developers. Y ou'll need to learn how to work with and
supervise people you don't personaly like. Y ou know darn well | don't like you, but | don't think you can
complain that | haven't treated you fairly over the years." When Bill didn't reply, Scott pointedly asked,
"Canyou?'

Bill shook his head, hisjaw linetight with tenson. He read the rest of thelist over quietly, then looked up.
"If | agreeto do dl this, you'll get me the promotion? And you'll get out later, after Seth hasachanceto
seethat | deserve your job?"

"Yes, to thefirgt part, and yes to the second assuming you actualy prove that you're willing to do the
work." Scott nodded dowly. "I absolutely detest being blackmailed into this, but I'll live up to my
promisesif you live up to yours. Adams-Worthington is too fine acompany to leave in incompetent
hands"

"l can do thejob," Bill inssted. "So | guesswe have aded.”
"Dedl," Scott said quietly but firmly. "I'll talk to Seth tomorrow."

Bill tried out asmile, but it must not have come out the way heintended it to, because it didn't last long.
He sat there amoment longer, then stood. "I guess!'ll go."

Scott and Carolyn both watched him leave without getting up or spesking. Once the door was firmly
closed behind him, she said, "How did you do that? Y ou were great!"

He breathed out a short laugh. "I had an encounter with Seth this morning, and even though it worked out
fine, dl day long | kept remembering the way he can make mefed like the lowest dimiest cresture ever
born. | figured I'd give it ashot with Bill."

She wondered what had happened with Seth, but this wasn't thetimeto ask. "It sure worked!" she



laughed. "Now, can | get you abeer or something?' She stood and headed to dide the dead bolt in place
on her apartment door.

As she passed the recliner, Scott grabbed her arm and pulled her onto hislap. "Y eah, some something's
definitely in order,” he said.

She couldn't agree more.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Thefirgt thing on Thursday morning, Scott called Ellen for an gppointment to meet with Seth. She said,
"We come back, Scott. Y ou can come down anytime. Seth wanted to see you this morning anyway."

"I'll come right away then," he said, trying not to worry about why Seth wanted to see him. It was
probably business-related.

But when he went into Seth's office, Ellen shut the door behind him, and Seth said, " Thanks for coming,
Scott. Annabdle tels methat | was rather overbearing yesterday morning and | wanted to gpologize.”

Rather awvkwardly, he continued, "It isn't so much that | felt you werelying, but rather that | found it hard
to understand why Francine wouldn't want to marry you. She obvioudy cared deeply for you, and you
for her, and it just seemed - " He stopped himsdf abruptly. "But never mind that. We went through it
yesterday. The point now isthat 1'd like to put that behind usand | hope you'l agree.”

"Certainly, gr. | can sympathize with your feglings, and I'm sure I'd be somewhat suspiciousinasmilar
gtuation.”

Seth nodded. "I appreciate your understanding. Now, that brings me to the other matter | wanted to
discuss - and actualy it's the reason Annabelle and | descended on you yesterday morning like that.
Rachd's gill having aterribly difficult time adjusting, and one of the experts we talked with on Tuesday
was quite critica of the way we've been handling things.”

When Seth didn't continue right away, Scott asked, "In what way?"

"Her relationship with you, in specific. The expert felt that it would make it much easier for Rachel if she
could continue to see you frequently. Theway it is, you're being taken from her a the sametime as her
mother, and it just adds to her anger and confusion.”

Scott felt like asking why they needed an expert to tell them something so obvious. "'l can seethat.”

Seth adjusted the position of his pen on his nearly empty desk, one of thefirst signs of nervousness Scott
had ever seen him exhibit. "Since Tuesday, Annabelle and | have been consdering the issue, trying to see
how we could make things easier for Rachd. We have someidesas, but we need to know to what extent

you'rewilling to becomeinvolved.”

"To whatever extent yourewilling to let me," he answered immediately. "As| told Annabelle, | had
intended to formaly adopt Rachd - and I'd fill doit, if | could.”

"But, Scott - you're ayoung man,” Seth said with asurprised frown. "I'm sure you'll get married someday
and have afamily of your own. Y ou wouldn't want to betied to Rachel permanently.”

"Why not?" he asked. "Rachel may not have my blood running through her veins, but in every other way,
I've been her father since she waslessthan ayear old. Anyone | could ever love would welcome her into
our family." That wastrue, wasn't it? He and Carolyn hadn't specificaly talked about kids, but she had



asked him about adopting Rachd.

Seth seemed startled by his vehemence. After afew seconds, he said, "Waell, that's not what we havein
mind, in any case. What we thought might work wasiif you spent afew hourswith her, at least severd
daysaweek. It wouldn't have to be down at the house - in fact, it might be good if she got used to
vigiting your house, or you could bring her in to the office sometimes like you used to do.”

Thiswas nearly unbdievable! "Certainly. I'd love to do that. She could stay overnight sometimes, too.”

"No." Seth shook his head. "The expert was clear on that. If she'sgoing to live with us, that needsto
remain constant. Otherwise, wed just confuse her al over again - some days, thingswould be alot like
they used to be, and then others, shed be with us and it would be different.” Cautioning now, he added,
"And thisisonly atemporary measure. As she gets used to living with us and beginsto handle her
mother's death appropriately, well reduce the amount of time she spends with you."

Because otherwise Rachd would never stop thinking of him as Daddy, and Seth and Annabelle couldn't
accept that. Still, what Seth was suggesting was awhole lot better for everyone than the current Situation.
"Il doit. But if | may ask, why isthereason Francineand | never married relevant?

Seth amiled, alittle shamefacedly, Scott thought. "1 have to admit | used it as an argument for not
approaching you about this plan. I've known you cared about Rachel, but | aways thought it was
primarily because of how you felt about Francine..." He waved his hand, dismissing the partia
explanation. "In any case, Annabdlle set me Sraight.”

Scott decided to let the matter drop. "How do you envision things working with Rachel now?"

"W, one thought would be for you to pick her up a Lindas on whatever days you were spending time
with her. When you were through, depending on what time it was, you could ether bring her down to the
house or drop her off here for meto take home."

Wasn't that interesting? It sounded like he'd definitely need an assstant. "That's agood idea. Perhaps|
could do that every weekday, maybe leaving work around three, like Francine used to."

Seth nodded. "That sounds good. I've been picking her up, but not until five-thirty or so, and Lindatold
me yesterday that Rachdl gets awfully tired and cranky by then." Suddenly frowning, he asked, "But
how's that going to effect your work schedule? Not that | don't welcome the idea of you working fewer
hours, but you've got an awful lot on your plate these days."

"That'sright,” Scott said, trying to console himsdf with the knowledge that thiswas aneeded change.
"And it's something I've been consdering latdly, too. | realized yesterday that |'ve been working sixty
hours aweek regularly for months - and more when we have deadlines.”

"Sixty hours! Scott, that's too much. | know you're a hands-on type of leader, but don't you think it's
findly timeto split up your job?" Seth was the concerned father figure now.

"| think so. That'swhat | came down here to discuss this morning. I've taken the liberty of breaking down
my current responsibilitiesinto two groups - the ones| fed | should retain, and the ones someone dse
could assume." He handed Seth the list he'd typed up thismorning.

Seth scanned it rapidly, but thoroughly. "Y es, thislooks reasonable. Y ou're suggesting you remain as
Chief Designer and find someone else to be Group Leader. Now, it doesn't say so here, but | assume
you'd want the Group L eader to report to you.”

Scott nodded. "1 think that's agood idea, because in essence ddlivering the product remains my



responsibility.”

"All right. Now, this seemsto me an excellent opportunity to promote from within. Do you have any
thoughts on the best candidate?"' After no more than a couple of seconds pause, he said, "Asl| recdl,
both Jake and Carolyn have project leadership in their backgrounds.” Seth was famousfor hisinstant
recdl of every employee's persond, educationa and job history.

"| think you'reright, sir, but my suggestionis Bill."
Seth contained his shock well, but he was definitely surprised. "Why?*

Scott took a deep breath, ready with the arguments he'd spent hours preparing. " Primarily because he's
been here the longest and not seen much thanksfor hisloyalty. He's highly capable - in fact, | don't think
we've scratched the surface of what he can do.”

"But he's been adisrespectful thorn in your sdefor years. Why give him this chance?' Good question.

Leap of faith time. "Because | think abig part of his problem has been his perception that he wasn't a
vaued employee. That doesn't excuse his behavior, but perhapsit mitigatesit. If you're willing to support
meinthis, I'l make sure that he understands helll need to abide by anew set of rulesin order for the
promotion to become permanent.”

Seth considered the matter serioudly for acouple of minutes, then said, "I'll tell you what. Y ou talk to Bill
about the job, tell him he's being considered for it and what behavior you'd expect from him. Then have
him come see me. | want to see for mysdf whether he'swilling to take thisjob more serioudy than his
current one."

Scott let go of the chair arm he'd been squeezing to death. "I'll do that thismorning.” As he stood, he
remembered their conversation about Rachdl. "Should | plan to pick up Rachel this afternoon?’

Seth amiled - solemnly, asusud. "1'm sure Rachel would appreciate that. And if you could bring her
down to the house by seven or seven-thirty that would be gresat.”

"Certainly.”
As Scott's hand closed around the doorknob, Seth said, "Thank you, Scott.”

"You'rewelcome, Sr." But would Seth thank him if he knew the real reason Scott wanted to give the new
job to Bill? Not a chance.

**k*

Bill looked up as his office door closed. Scott. Good. He must have met with Seth aready. "So?"
Uncharacteriticdly, he didn't dare say more for fear his eagerness would expose him.

"S0, it's up to you now." Scott dropped into the guest chair and sighed explosively. "He's agreed to
create the new job - he'sjust not sure you're the right candidate.”

"Who does he want?" he asked. "It had better not be Carolyn."

Scott shook hishead. "He doesn't have anyone particular in mind. His problem isthe same as mine,
wondering if you'll do agood job."

"Well, | will - not that any of you jerksl| believe it even when you seeit.”

"Cut it out, Bill. That attitude stinks, and it's not true. We don't play favorites here - we don't have time.



Now, the dedl | made with Sethisthat I'm to talk with you about the job and tell you you'rein the
running for it. We're supposed to talk about the job and how your behavior needsto change - "

"Wedready did that," he reminded him, gritting histeeth.
Scott nodded. "Right, but he doesn't know that. Anyway, after that, you're supposed to go see him.”
"What for?"

"To seeif hebuysyour act, of coursel” Scott looked at him scornfully. "1 sure hope you're more
convincing with him than you are with me, because hesno foal."

"Oh, give meadamn break. I'll be fine - assuming he's serious about giving me achance - and if hes nat,
I'm holding you respongible!™

Scott obvioudy didn't have an answer for that, so he said, "And by theway, if the job comesthrough, |
expect you to return my possessions promptly.”

Heleft before Bill could tell him that expecting and getting were two very different things.

* k%

Carolyn wasthrilled for Scott, she redly was. Spending time regularly with Rachel would be so good for
both of them. They'd have the chance to get used to the idea of not being father and daughter any longer
and to creste anew lessintense relationship.

And Carolyn had plenty of thingsto do hersdlf, so she didn't have to just sit around waiting for him to
show up after taking Rachel home. Maybe they should even consider seeing each other only on
weekends, when Rachel would be with Seth and Annabelle and when they could have more than afew
short hourstogether a atime.

Y eah, right. Shefelt like an addict Stting herein her living room waiting for him to show up. Shetried to
tell herself they had alot to talk about and that was why she was so eager to see him, but that story was
ahoot. Sheld been miserably aonefor four years, and no one had filled the hole that Scott had |eft
behind, not even for afew minutes.

Sheran to the door when it rang alittle after sx-thirty. Wasn't this early for Scott?

That was easily explained - it wasn't Scott. It was Bill, and he must have seen her disappointment. "Hi,
swest cheeks. Sorry I'm not lover boy, but that'slife. Maybe | can entertain you while you wait." Hetried
dipping inthe partidly open door.

She blocked him. "Not necessary. And | thought you weren't going to call me that anymore.”

He grinned. "No way I'd givethat up. | love the way it makes you blush. Anyway, the deal wasfor work,
not al thetime."

She was pretty sure that's not what Scott had meant, but it wasn't redlly worth ahasde. "So, are you here
for areason or just to annoy me?"

"For areason, of course,” he smirked. "I brought you a present - kind of agood-will gesture, now that
I'm getting my promotion.” He reached into his pocket and handed her Scott'sring.

Her heart took aleap and her hand closed possessively around the ring. More camly than she felt, she
asked, "Where are the other things?"



"Inasafeplace. | still need alittle insurance on you two - otherwise you might decide you don't need to
leave A-W, after al. Thispromotion'snice, but the job | really want is Scott's.”

"Y ou're going to keep them? Don't you have any concept of private property?’ That wasastupid
question. Bill had no moralsat al or he wouldn't be doing thisto them.

He smiled nadtily. "I haven't decided yet, but if you two are good little girls and boys, maybe I'll give them
back as agoing-away present. In the meantime, enjoy thering."

As she closed the door behind him, she redlized that he couldn't possibly understand how much it meant
to hold Scott's ring again. Now, it seemed alittle more possible to make their dreams come true.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Scott rang Lindas doorbdll just after three o'clock. She greeted him with asmile. "Hello, Scott. It'snice
to seeyou again. | was S0 pleased to hear that you'll be picking Rachel up for awhile. She missesyou
terribly.”

"I miss her, too," he said, trying to unobtrusively look past her shoulder to spot Rachel. "I've been
meaning to call you, to thank you for everything you've donefor her."

"She's such aswest little girl a heart, I'm glad to do whatever | can. Comeoninsdeand I'll get her."

But the minute he stepped insde, he heard a high-pitched squed, "Daddy!" and he was nearly knocked
over when Rachd tackled hislegs. He bent over and picked her up and she shrieked again. Then,
suddenly serious, she said, "Grandmasaid | couldn't see you anymore.”

"She and Grandpa changed their minds. I'm going to pick you up from Lindas every day for awhile, and
well have loads of fun.”

Her eyes got huge and she asked, "'l get to stay with you and everything?'
"No, sweetie. Youredtill going to live at Grandmaand Grandpas.”

"But | don't wanna" Her lower lip protruded in a pout. He and Francine had been trying to convince her
that pouting wasn't appropriate behavior, but he guessed some backdiding was to be expected.

"Well, that'swhere you're going to live, and there's nothing either of us can do to change that. But we can
do lots of neat stuff after day-care every day and | think that's pretty great. Don't you?' He hoped hed
sold the idea sufficiently for her to buy it. HEd never redized until lately how much salesmanship was
involved inraising achild.

"Uh-huh," she said, obvioudy planning. "Can we have pizza? Grandma and Grandpa eat boring stuff all
thetime.”

He chuckled. Only afour-year-old would cal Annabelle's exquisite meals'boring stuff." "If that's what
you'd like. Now, how about | put you down and you gather up your belongings?'

"Okay." Sheraced off the second her feet hit the floor and, contrary to what Francine had told him about
her habit of seeming to forget someone was waiting for her, she returned quickly. "All ready, Daddy."
She grabbed his hand and started tugging him out the door. "Bye, Linda."

When they got settled in the car, she asked, "Are we gonna go to the toy store?’



"Not today, Rachedl. Y ou aready have amillion toys." Probably amillion and ahaf by now. Sheld been
living with Seth and Annabelle close to two weeks. "I thought you might like to spend sometime at the
house where you lived with Mommy and me." He hoped that was as good anideain practice asit
seemed to bein theory.

"Uh-huh," she said, not terribly enthusiagtically. After afew seconds, she asked, "Daddy, do you know
where my flip-flops are? The purple ones Mommy got me when we stayed at Grandmaand Grandpal's
beach house? Grandma couldn't find them.”

He'd known Annabelle was going through Rachel's things - held even seen her doing it. But il it felt
wrong, and for asecond, he was glad that she hadn't been able to find something. "I haven't seen them,
honey, but well ook inyour room." Maybe it was good to have a purpose for this, her first vigt to the
house since Francine's degath.

They parked in the garage, and he watched her carefully asthey entered the house. If she got upset, he
wanted to react quickly. She walked dowly, looking around cautioudly, but she didn't appear upset. She
toured the living room, then went into the kitchen and sat at the table. "Mommy aways gave me aglass
of milk and acookiewhen | got home."

Milk, yes, but usualy somefruit instead of a cookie. Did Rachel think he didn't know that? Of course,
Seth and Annabelle didn't know those little nuances of daily life, so she was probably getting used to
making up thingsto get what she wanted. "Well have milk, but | haven't been to the store, so we won't
have asnack."

"Grandmamakes specia cookiesjust for me," sheinformed him.

"That'snice" he said, setting her glass on the table and Stting acrossfrom her. Y ou're avery lucky little
girl to have agrandmaand a grandpawho love you so much.”

"Y ou love me, too, don't you?' She sounded not completely sure of the answer.
"Yes, | do. Very, very much."
"More than Grandma and Grandpa?"

He had to smile at the attempted manipulation. "Rachel, we talked about this before. L ove doesn't work
likethat. It's specid enough al by itsdf that we don't have to have contests.” He knew she needed an
example she could relate to. "Y ou love both Grandma and Grandpa, don't you?' She nodded. "What if |
told you that you had to pick only one of them to love? Y ou wouldn't be able to do that, would you?”

Her face wrinkled up while she thought about that, and he started to worry. What if she didn't answer
like he was expecting? How could hefix the situation? Findly, she shook her head. "Nuh-uh. Firgt, |
thought maybe Grandma, because she's redly mostly nice to me, and she bakes me cookies and
everything, and sometimes Grandpakind of scaresme."

Seth more than kind of scared Scott from time to time, so that seemed reasonable. "But you changed
your mind. Why?'

"Because he's so sad that Mommy died. He takes me places and he tells me about Mommy when she
waslittle - even littler than me, sometimes." She continued drinking her milk while Scott sat there
stunned.

Of course, he'd known that Seth was sad about Francine's desth. They all were. But he hadn't really
thought about Seth being Francine's father, like he was Rachd's. What must it belike, to lose such a



beacon of light and life?

His newfound understanding hel ped make a little more sense of the Situation with Rachd, too. Scott had
assumed that Seth was doing everything on Annabelle's behdf, wanting her to have something positive to
focus on. But maybe not. Maybe this was a case of two fathers, both needing the samelittle girl.

"May | be excused now, Daddy?"

"Yes, you may," he answered. They'd always been careful to be polite back to Rachel, to help reinforce
her lessons on manners.

When she started for her bedroom, he followed, ready in case the partidly stripped room was a shock.
She studied it for afew seconds before going insde, then went straight to her bed and sat on the edge.
"Mommy bought my ballerinalamp when | was il ingde her tummy."

Not sureif she expected aresponse, Scott said, "That'sright. It's very pretty, isn't it?"
"Uh-huh," she sad, staring at it hungrily.

"Would you liketo take it to Grandma and Grandpas? I'll bet they'd let you have it next to your bed
there, too."

"No!" She jumped up, ran into her bathroom, and turned on the faucet full blast. He heard her saying
something, so he went closer and saw her glaring at the water, yeling, "Poopy, poopy, poopy!"

He hurried up behind her and shut the water off, then picked her up. "It is pretty poopy, isn't it? I'll bet
you missMommy alot." Thetears spilled out of her eyes and she nodded and buried her head in his
chest for aserious cry. While she cried, he carried her to the living room and sat down, still holding her
close. She gradualy calmed, and hefelt her body beginning to relax, maybe into deep, so he was careful
not to move.

But before long, her eyes opened and she looked at him uncertainly. "Could | go play in Mommy's
closet?' When he didn't answer right away, sheimplored, "Please? Mommy used to let me, and I'll be
red careful .

Hedidn't know if he should agree, but he did. "Just for alittle while. Y ou wanted pizzafor dinner,
remember?’

She nodded very serioudy and ran off. For once, he didn't follow, sensing that she needed sometime
aone. Hedid, too, for that matter. Having her here in the house was wonderful, but it was painful, too. It
brought back so many memories and reminded him of so many dreams that would never come true now.

Likewhen Rachd wasjust ababy and he was barely beginning to get to know her and Francine. He
would come over at lunch time with deli sandwiches and his camera, and held take picture after picture of
Rachel. She wasthefirgt baby he'd known since Emily, and he hadn't really been old enough to
appreciate Emily when she wasthat age. Whenever he could manageit, held get Francinein the picture,
too - by "accident,” since she was adamant that she didn't want her picture taken. Hed loved the
expression on her face whenever shelooked at the miracle that was her daughter and had been
determined to captureit on film.

How long after that had hefirst redlized that he was dreaming about having a child with Francine? It
couldn't have been more than a month, athough he'd been careful long after that to make sure she never
guessed. Shewas anew widow and he attributed her fragility to grief. He wanted to wait until shewas
ready before springing anew relationship on her.



That dream had lasted dl through the months of waliting, through the months of dating, and through the
years of living together. And it had died in the ingtant that she died.

* k%

Bill practiced controlling his smirk as he sat near the head of the conference table with Seth and Scott.
Finaly, his promotion was being announced!

Seth started in his usua folksy manner by thanking everyone for their recent kindnessto hisfamily - not
that any of the project team had actualy done anything except go to the funerd and the get-together
afterward. Still, Bill supposed the guy had to lay on the soft sogp whenever he could.

After that, he expressed support for Scott and al his efforts on behaf of A-W over the years, going on
and on enough to embarrass the guy royally and to make Jake and Rollie exchange questioning glances.
Scott eventudly tried to stop the flow of accolades, and Bill put in, "It'sal true, so you might aswell
admit it." He got some big-time stares then, but hey, he was only telling the truth. He didn't haveto like
the guy to know he'd done good stuff.

Seth gave him alook that seemed to say he didn't buy that Bill redlly thought those things and segued into
abit about how A-W had grown over the years. The point of that was, of course, that Scott's job was
too big for one person any longer, etc., etc.

Giving credit where credit was due, Seth's explanation of why Bill wasthe right person for the new job
was impressive. Hetalked about his history with the company, using the growth of the company totiein
with how Bill had developed skill-wise.

And everybody listened, too. Rollie, ared wise-ass dacker if there ever was one, looked pretty
skeptica to begin with, but Seth's arguments got him nodding before long.

Scott took over the meeting then, and explained in detail how hisresponsibilities would be divided up. He
also announced that he was going to be leaving work at three o'clock for the next severa weeksor so -
to spend timewith Rachel of al things. Seth looked pleased as anything abouit it, which made Bill wonder
what had changed in the last week. He guessed held better head down to Lake Oswego for hisregular
vigt with Rachel tomorrow morning.

After the meeting, Scott talked to him for awhile about schedule junk - one of the thankless jobs he was
now responsiblefor - and he practiced by going around and getting schedule updates from everyone and
updating the chart. The damn program didn't work intuitively at all, so he had to keep looking things up
and that pissed him off.

Hewas definitely crashing off his earlier high when the phone rang early in the afternoon. It was Tanya,
who'd been completdly freaked out by having Francine dieright in front of her. Sheld refused to see him
after that, saying it would just be too weird.

Today, she changed her tune. She had some free time this weekend and wondered if held like to get
together. Would he ever, but he wasn't about to admit to having no plansfor tonight. Instead, he made a
date with her for noon tomorrow - to heck with seeing Rachel - and said he hoped she didn't have any
plansfor the rest of the weekend. She said, "Well seeif you can give me areason to cance them.”

He had no doubt whatsoever.

* k%

Carolyn lay in bed while Scott dept. At least hewas herein body, if not completely in mind. She
understood his exhilaration the last two nights, and she was happy for him. And watching him talk about



Rachel was an education in itsdlf, telling her more about the Scott deep inside than shed known before.

But anasty part of her didn't care about any of that. It wanted her to be the focus of his existence. It
wanted him to devote as much anaysisto what she thought and felt as he did to what Rachel thought and
fdt.

And ascared part of her redized that alifelong relationship with Scott meant having babiesand raising a
family. Shewasn't a al sure she could handle that.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Scott decided that Saturday mornings were one time when not having akid around was adefinite plus.
He and Carolyn could stay in bed aslong as they wanted with no danger of awkward questions being
asked later.

Their idyll wasinterrupted by the doorbell, and the darm in her eyes showed that she was thinking the
samething hewas - Bill, hereto prove himsef right and to gloat about it. "I'll shut the bedroom door,"
shesaid, dipping into her robe and hurrying to the door.

But if it was Bill, hed fed freeto walk right into Carolyn's bedroom, so Scott hurried to dress. Facing Bill
would be easier if he had his clotheson.

The door opened before hed done more than dip into hisjeans. He ducked behind a dresser before he
heard Carolyn'svoice. "It wasjust adelivery.” He peeked out and saw her standing there, blushing and
looking alittle emationd. " Since were up, | might aswell make breskfast. Y ou can shower firs." Sheleft
before he decided whether to ask why her eyeswere full of tears.

He smédlled bacon frying by the time he was through with his shower. Once dressed, he headed toward
the kitchen to help, but was distracted by the bouquet of balloons floating above her TV set. Who was
sending her balloons and why? The card answered both questions. "Happy birthday, babe. May your
wishes cometrue. Love, Tony"

"It'syour birthday?" he asked.

"Uh-huh." She waswhisking eggsin abowl, seeming to devote more attention to the task than
necessary.

"Y ou should have told me." That sounded accusing, so he added, "We could have done something
goecid.”

She shrugged. "That's okay. | don't usualy celebrate or anything - Tony'sjust into that kind of thing."
"What kind of thing?'

"Oh, you know. Giftsand flowers and stuff."”

But they'd been divorced for four yearsl Why would he still send her giftsfor her birthday - not to
mention caling her "babe’ and sgning the card "L ove?"

Hedidn't like the way those questions made him fed - like she was his private property and he didn't
want Tony to have anything to do with her. Wasthat why held been so uncomfortable with Francine ill
having areationship with Bill? Had he thought she belonged to him and should banish dl reminders of her
previous life with George?



"Breakfast'l| be ready in acouple of minutes. Y ou could make sometoast, if you wanted,” she sad,
diding the toaster and aloaf of bread across the counter between kitchen and dining area.

He did that, and when thefirst dices were done, he discovered sheld given him aplate, aknife, and the
butter, too. He put two more dices down, then buttered and cut the toast in two, the whole time
wondering what he could do that would impress her more than sending abunch of damn balloons. He
couldn't even take her out to dinner for fear someone would see them!

While they were eating, he asked, "Have you been to the coast?'

She shook her head. "1 haven't gone anywhereredly - well, Phillip dragged meto thisjazz club down
near Salem once, but it was after dark, so | didn't see anything.”

"I didn't know you'd gone out with him." When shefroze, he said, "Not that it's any of my business." Oh,
God, was he going to be the jedl ous type with her?

"I didn't 'go out' with him," she said precisdy. "I have goneto dinner and other placeswith him, asa
friend and nothing more. He felt sorry for me, not knowing anybody here.”

Phillip'sinterest wasn't restricted to fedling sorry for Carolyn, but Scott decided there was nothing to gain
and plenty to lose by making anissue of it. Hed pretend that |ast exchange hadn't happened. "Let'sgo to
the coast today for your birthday. Well have aspecid dinner and walk on the beach, and there are some
redly nice waterfront hotels out there.”

"Would anyone out there be likely to recognize you?'

He shook his head. "Whenever | went out with Francine and Rachdl, we stayed at Seth and Annabelle's
place up near Cannon Beach. | was thinking we'd go somewhere further south.”

"l guess | could leave Princess done overnight,” she said tentatively. "1'd need to cal my parents, though
- they'll cdll later, it being my birthday. But isn't it too late to get reservations?’

He shook hishead. "I doubt it. There are plenty of places and oneis bound to have a cancellation, if
nothing ese. I'll just call around until 1 find one. And since | also need to go home and pack, you'l have
plenty of timeto cal your folks." He dso had to cal Seth and Annabelleto let them know held be out of
town overnight, but he didn't mention that. This mixed loydties thing with Carolyn and Rachdl was
awkward. "So, shall we do it?" he asked with asmile.

She amiled back a him. "Yes, let's"

* k%

Carolyn called Tony as soon as Scott |eft, even before her shower. She wasn't sure how long heldd be
gone, and talking to Tony was the one thing she wouldn't feel comfortable doing in front of Scott.

"Thanks for the balloons," she said when he answered.

His voice changed to the warm tones that dways made her fed cherished. "Hi, babe! I'm glad they got
there - | would have sent flowers, but | know you don't have plants because of Princess.”

"Balloonsl| last longer, and they're very festive. How are you? | wasn't sureif you'd be homethis
weekend."

"I am, for achange, and you know me - I'm fine. Are you having a happy birthday so far?'



"Definitely.” They taked awhile longer, but she never got up the nerveto tell him about Scott. Hed be
pleased for her, but hed want to know that she was sure it would work thistime, and she redlly couldn't
say that yet. Sheld wait until she felt more confident.

Her shower and packing didn't take long, and would have been even quicker if she'd known what to
take. Scott had said they'd go out for a specia dinner - did that mean a dress, or nice dacks, or what?
She'd have known what to wear if Tony said that, but when she'd been with Scott before, they'd worn
jeans almost every day. She ended up taking amint green knit dress that she could dress up with gold
jewdry and her favorite cream linen-texture dacks, aswell asthe jeans she was wearing. Almogt at the
last minute, she remembered to take beach shoes, and a plastic bag to keep the rest of her clothes clean
and sand-free.

She was on the phone with her parents when the doorbell rang. Sheld told them simply that she was
going to the coast with afriend and wasfairly sure they assumed her friend was another woman. They'd
gotten used to her not dating and only occasiondly reminded her that "not al men would treet her like
Tony had". They till didn't believe the truth - that she'd been the one who wanted the divorce.

She said aquick goodbye and met Scott at the door. "I'm ready, if you are.”

"Anything | can carry?' he asked with asmile, seeming to look around for something other than her small
suitcase and purse. When she grabbed both of them, called goodbye to Princess, and closed the door
behind her, he said, "'l guess Francine always took more because she had to pack for Rachdl, too."

She hoped that Francine and Rachel wouldn't be going dong on thistrip, but didn't say anything about it.
Sheld sound petty and jealous, and she didn't want that. Instead, she concentrated on relaxing and getting
ready to enjoy the weekend.

They took his car, acomfortable mix between sensible and sporty, and she settled into the luxury of
being driven somewhere. Surprisingly, it was one of the things sheld most missed after splitting up with
Tony. He hadn't been around al thetime, of course, but when they'd gone on trips, liketo vist her family
in New York State, he'd done the driving.

She wasimpressed by how long it took to get out of the Portland metropolitan area, especialy
consdering that they'd started in the western suburbs and were heading west. She'd known Portland was
larger than Providence, but hadn't been particularly aware of it before this.

Conversation camein fits and starts and stayed very much on the surface. They no longer knew each
other asthey once had, and despite her promise the other day to go to Chicago with him, it wasn't clear
they'd ever overcome the gremlins from the past.

She reminded hersdlf that the future would take care of itself. Theimportant thing was that they had this
opportunity to be together again, and that if they did nothing but come to terms with each other asfellow
human beings again, they'd be successful. Besides, it was her birthday and spending aromantic weekend
with the man she loved was a dynamite way to celebrate.

Their hotel was only acouple of yearsold, and it was lovely. The expansive lobby had exposed beams of
light-colored wood and awhole wall of glassthat looked out at the beach. And the beach wasared
beach, with lots of sand and waves lapping at the shore, rather than the Newport-style shoreline she was
used to with little or no sand and crashing waves.

After checking in early, they changed into beach shoes and put on windbreskersfor awak on the beach.
The day waslovely, sunny and warm, but the wind was noticeable. Just as she sarted to get cold, Scott
pointed to anearby building. "That's a brew-pub. Let's get some lunch.”



They ate burgersthat were so messy they ate bent over the plastic baskets that served as plates and
drank a pitcher of arich dark beer shefirst thought was bitter, but later decided wasjust perfect.
Conversation flowed more fregly, and she sat there, her knees bumping hisunder their smdll table,
marveling that thiswasn't adream. She and Scott were a continent away from where they'd met, but they
were together, at least for now.

They talked about wandering through some gift shops after lunch, something that didn't particularly
apped to her, but she didn't want to admit it. If she did, hed want to know what she wanted to do, and
shed haveto tell him she wasinsatiable where he was concerned. Sheld spent four years without him,
and now she couldn't get enough of him. It didn't need to be sex - snuggling together or smply holding
hands was fine, too.

She yawned from the fresh air and the beer, and he smiled. "L et's go put on our regular shoesfirst." And
when they got to their room, he knelt at her feet and untied each shoe. She tried objecting, but he said,
"It'syour birthday. Let me." He picked up first one foot and then the other, dipping her shoes off and her
socks, too. "They're sandy and wet."

Next, her jeans came off, Since they were wet and sandy from the knees down. Her windbreaker was
next, and pretty soon he got down to items he couldn't claim had sand on them. So he pulled her down
onto his lap and kissed her thoroughly - and then, there redlly was sand dl over everything.

She got into the spirit of things and helped discard hiswet, sandy clothing, and asthey were enjoying
that, they noticed the gritty particles of sand now stuck to their bodies. She could just imagine how
unpleasant some of those grainswould be later, lodged in very sengitive places.

Scott gpparently came to the same conclusion. "Well have to shower." Conveniently, the shower was
built for two, so they had plenty of room to maneuver - and the hotel seemed to have alimitless supply of
hot water, too.

After that, there was no question of going to any gift shops. They crawled under the thick silk-like sheets
and burrowed together for anap. When they woke up, he said, "1'd better check and make sure we got
rid of dl that sand." They had, but it took avery long time to make sure,

They had dinner in the hotel dining room, and Carolyn wore her dress. The place was plenty casua and
laid-back for her dacks or even her jeans - if they hadn't spent the afternoon wadded up on the floor -
but she suddenly realized Scott hadn't seen her in adress before. A business suit, yes, but adresswas
different.

Walking into the restaurant with hisarm casudly around her waist, she was reminded of walking into a
hundred restaurants like thiswith Tony. Shefdt like she belonged, like she was loved.

The trouble started when they were looking at the wine list. She made an offhand comment about Tony
being especidly fond of one of the imported wineslisted. Scott didn't say anything then, and she didn't
think anything of it when he ordered an Oregon wine ingtead, but she should have.

Hewas quiet after they ordered, then suddenly wanted to know, "Why does he call you 'babe?"
"He'sdways caled methat. It'sjust ahabit.”

"Isit ahabit to send you presents - and sign them 'Love, Tony'?"

Shesighed. "Yes. Weredill very close- | told you thet, didn't 17!

"But you're divorced! He's not supposed to love you or cal you specia names.” He frowned then, like



he'd heard how idiotic and jea ous he sounded. With an abrupt gesture, he dismissed the subject. "Never
mind. It isn't your fault what he does.”

Shedidn't reply out loud, but she couldn't keep from answering him in her mind. And since he barely
gpoke during the whole meal, she had plenty of timeto Ssmmer - and to tell hersdf to coal it - and to
admit that she couldn't.

When they got back to their room, she said, "It'stimefor usto finish our discussion.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Scott groaned to himsdf. He should have kept his mouth shut. Was there anything he could say to
sdvagethe Stuation?"I'm sorry. | shouldn't have said anything about Tony."

That wasn't it, gpparently, since Carolyn lit right into him. ™Y ou're damn right you shouldn't have - but not
for any of the supid reasons you're likely to come up with! | can't believe the amount of nerve you have -
Tony'sthe sweetest, kindest person in the entire universe, and if he wantsto send me balloons and say he
loves me, theré's not athing wrong with it!"

"No, | know that. | just felt kind of jealous, | guess." He hoped she redlized how hard it was to admit
that.

"Jedlous? Of him?Y ou arrogant fool! Tell me - what exactly are you jealous of ? Are you jedlousthet |
never loved him theway | loved you? Or that | walked out of aten-year relationship with him for nothing
more than dreams of ardationship with you?' Her eyes narrowing like she hated him, she demanded,
"Or areyou jedlous that he knowswhat it's like to truly love someone? Because the more | learn about
you, themore| redlize that you care about possessing people - not loving them!”

He backed away from her, not knowing how to respond. Anger - especially out in the open, likethis-
wasn't something he could handle. Francine had aways retreated into her hurt, then pretended it didn't
exist until he coaxed it out of her. And his parents, even before Emily died and dl life went out of their
house - had retreated into pills or booze, and asfar as he knew, they still hadn't admitted that the anger
even existed.

Hisslencedidn't calm her. She went on, "I'm breaking the rules, aren't 1? Y ou like to pretend that we
have arelationship, that were going to spend the rest of our livestogether. Well, | have newsfor you - all
we've got right now is sex, and that's nowhere near good enough to make me forget everything were
missing. | know it'stough for you to ded with losing Francine and Rachd al at once - but unless you get
your damn act together and start dealing with our problems, you'll lose me, too!™

He knew she wastdlling the truth. She was angry, and people often said things when they were angry that
they didn't mean, but not Carolyn. Not now.

And he couldn't lose her. Not when held just found her again. Not when he needed her so desperately.
He had to do something. "I loveyou - " She snorted in disgust. "Y ou've got to help me-

Help him do what? God, was he as hopel ess as she claimed? He had to find away to get through to her
- quickly, before everything was ruined.

The phone rang, breaking the Strained silence and making him jump. "Hello?!
"Scott, isthat you? Thisis Seth.”



Just what he needed. He sank onto the bed and said, "Yes, sir.”

"Ligten, I'm sorry to bother you while you're away for the weekend, but Annabelle fell today and broke
severd bones."

"Oh, no! Isshedl right?’

"W, she broke both bonesin her lower right leg, plus her right hand and arm, but they're clean breaks.
She'sin surgery right now having pins put in. But what I'm caling about is Rachdl. Lindacame hereto the
hospitd to pick her up acouple of hours ago, but she's going away for the day tomorrow and won't be
ableto keep her."

"Would you like me to come back and take her?’

Seth sighed. "I hateto ask, but if you could, I'd appreciate it. She'sredly too young to spend much time
here"

Carolyn was moving around the room now, separating their clothes and gathering up hers. "Certainly. I'll
leaveright away, and I'll check with Lindaon the way to seeif she wants meto pick up Rachel tonight.”

"Thank you, Scott. I'll talk to you again tomorrow, when | know more about Annabell€'s Situation.”

"That'll be good. Say hdllo to her from me. Good night, sir." He hung up and turned to Carolyn, intending
to say something conciliatory.

"I'll be ready to leavein acouple of minutes," she said, rapidly stuffing thingsinto her suitcase.

Hewas anxious to get on the road, so he started packing, too. They'd have about two hoursin the car on
the way back. They could talk then.

* k%

Carolyn didn't know if sheld makeit al the way back to Beaverton. Shewas gill so angry, and hurt so
much ingde. It probably wouldn't hurt any moreif she opened the car door and jumped out.

And Scott just sat there, like the cluelessjerk he was, intent on driving the stupid car, not caring that her
heart was being ripped to shreds again. He hadn't even bothered to tell her what Seth's phone call had
been about!

Findly, she decided to ask. She at least deserved to know what was o all-fired important. "Did
someone get hurt or something?”!

"What? Oh, yeah. Annabelle broke ahand, an arm, and aleg. That reminds me, I'd better call Linda
before we get into the mountains.”

He picked up his cdll phone and punched in anumber, then listened. "Hi, Chuck. Thisis Scott Richards.
IsLindaaround?’ In afew seconds, he continued, "Hi, Linda Seth called and I'm on my way back to
town. | should be there by ten - ten-thirty at the latest. Since you're going out of town in the morning,
would it be better for meto get Rachel tonight?' He listened some more and said, "I'll call if I'm going to
be any later than that, then. And thanks."

He put the phone down, and Carolyn thought he might continue their conversation, but apparently he
thought he'd told her everything she needed to know. Well, fine.

Thetrip took forever, and every mile reminded her of exactly where shefdl on Scott's priority list - way



below important things like the little girl he was playing tug-of-war with and probably somewhere on the
sameleve as satisfying his other bodily needs. Lucky for him, hed just gorged himsdlf a an
al-you-can-whatever buffet for the last severa days.

When he dropped her off at her apartment, there wasn't any garbage about him offering to carry her
suitcase. Good thing, since she probably would have brained him with it. He said held call her later, but
she couldn't be bothered to respond.

*k*

Getting Rachd settled into her old bed was no easy trick. Luckily, Scott found some sheets and towelsin
the linen closet, but she wasway too keyed up to fal deep for along time. It turned out she'd been there
when Annabelle fell - from aladder in the entryway, asfar as he could tdll - and she was both horrified
by the memory and excited by it.

"l 'membered what you taught me, Daddy," she said proudly. "I caled 911 and | said my grandmafell
and got hurt, and the lady talked to me until | heard sirens, and then she said to open the door so they
could come get Grandma.”

"That was red good, honey. Where was Grandpa?’

"At work." She made aface. "He works dmost as much asyou do. That'swhat | told the man when he
asked, and | showed him how Grandma has a button on the phoneto call Grandpa. And he caled
Grandpa, and then Grandpatold me | could go in thambulance with Grandma." Her eyesbig and
reverent, she said, "They went so fast.”

"I'll bet they did. Were you scared? | would have been.”

"A little," she admitted. Then, changing the subject completely, she asked, "Do | get to come live with
you now?"

He'd been wondering about that, but didn't dare let Rachel know it was even apossibility. "I don't think
30, swestie. Grandmawon't be in the hospital long, and when she goes home, shelll probably need you to
run errandsfor her.”

As hed hoped, the prospect of doing something big-girl like running errands helped make staying at Seth
and Annabelle's more acceptable. He recited her favorite story from memory, since that book wasin
Lake Oswego and eventually she dept.

Hedid, too, only to wake up at three-thirty, remembering that he'd promised to cal Carolyn. Helay
awake until dawn, thinking how thoroughly hed messed things up and wishing it was enough later that he
could call and apologize.

But then, suddenly, it was mid-morning and Rachel was dl over him, demanding that he get up so they
could have breakfast. He wondered whether Seth and Annabelle had let her do thisto them or whether
sheld decided on her own that long-time rules were made to be broken.

She wanted waffles, and surprisingly they sounded good to him, too. He checked the freezer, only to
discover that they were out of the toaster kind, and he didn't know how to make them from scratch. He
hadn't needed to - not when Francine was such agood cook. "We're out of waffles, sweetie. Well have
cered, instead.”

"No! | want waffles" Her mouth puckered into a pout and she glared at him.

"Rachd," he said warningly. "Maybe you do want waffles, but you know you can't dways have what you



want. Weredl out of waffles, and that's that.”
"If you loved me, you'd take me to Denny's" she grumbled.

Hed had too little deep to let her pull thiskind of stunt. "I love you very much, Rachel, but you're
behaving like aspoiled brat thismorning. | think you'd better go stand in the corner until you're ready to
tell meyou're sorry."

Her mouth set into a straight line and she didn't move. Her eyes reproached him, just like Carolyn's had
last night. Not letting that soften hisresolve, he took her gently but firmly by the arm and led her to the
corner. When he left her there, shelooked over her shoulder accusingly at him, and he said, "Face the
corner, Rachd. Y ou know therules." She turned around with a sigh and what sounded like awhimper.

Hewasn't going to fed sorry for her. She was being naughty, testing al the limits she was usudly so good
at abiding by. He gritted histeeth and turned his attention to starting a pot of coffee, then eating abow! of
cereal. Darn it, waffleswould have tasted good.

"Can | come out now, Daddy?" she asked, sounding much more pitiful than five minutesin the corner
could possibly cause.

"Areyou ready to tell me you're sorry?"
"Yes, Daddy. I'm sorry." Shewas crying.

Great. He was taking his anger and frustration out on four-year-olds now! He hurried over and hugged
her. "Rachd, sweetie, Daddy's sorry, too. I'm in abad mood this morning, and | was mean to you
because of it. Will you forgive me?’

In one of her lightning mood swings, she giggled. "Maybe you should have to stand in the corner.”

"Not likely, kiddo. Y ou were daring me to get mad and you know it." Now was the time to make sure
she understood the lesson. "The thing is, Rachel, we dl have ruleswe haveto live by. Even when
everything gets dl turned upside down like now, we have to obey them. You're usudly such a
well-behaved little girl, and | got upset this morning because | knew you were being bratty on purpose. |
miss your Mommy, too, and so do Grandmaand Grandpa. Don't make it harder for us."

"I'm sorry, Daddy." She was solemn now, and he couldn't tdll if she understood or if she wassmply
trying to please him.

"Areyou ready for abowl of cereal now?"
"l guess."

He got it ready, and while she was edting, he said, "WEell go shopping today so we can have waffles
another morning."

"Do | till gottago back to Grandma and Grandpas?'

"I'm pretty sure you will, honey. I'm going to call in afew minutes and seeif we can go see Grandmain
the hospital today."

"She got hurt real bad when shefell. Do you suppose she's better yet?”

"Probably some, but not completely. She broke severa bones, and they take along timeto hed." After
doing the dishes, hetried Seth a home and on his cell phone, but neither answered. He guessed at which



hospital Annabelle would have been taken to and caled there. She was registered and they gave him the
number for her room. Seth answered and said they could cometo visit for ashort while.

They went right away, and Scott was shocked at how little Annabelle resembled her normal, cheerful,
and well-put-together self. Her leg and arm were immobilized and she was obvioudy quite
uncomfortable. She was glad to see Rachel, though, and was careful to tell her what agood job shed
donecdling for help.

It wasn't agood time to discuss Annabell€sinjuries and prognosisin detail, so Seth told him, "Come by
my office when you get in tomorrow. We have some thingsto discuss.”

Scott's heart raced guiltily, but at the same time he knew Seth probably wanted to make arrangements
for Rachd to stay with him for the time being. Seth would have no way of knowing that Carolyn had
been in that hotdl room last night.

Oh, no! Hed forgotten to call Carolyn again this morning!

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Carolyn wished she hadn't talked to her parents and Tony yesterday. They aways cheered her up, and
goodness knew, she needed cheering up today.

Scott hadn't called, ether last night or today so far. Her brain insisted that was okay, that he would only
have said thingsto infuriate her more. But she wanted him to understand! She also needed himto explain
his behavior in away she could accept.

But it wasn't going to happen, and she might aswell start getting used to it. He felt something for her, she
knew. He wasn't the kind of guy who'd get involved with her otherwise - and certainly not twice.

But he didn't trust her, and she wasn't important enough to outrank either Francine or Rachel in his
priorities. And that combination wasfatd.

*k*

Scott was exhausted by the time Rachel got to deep on Sunday night. She didn't have her normal
attention span and was incredibly clingy and demanding. And the grocery store! Now, that was almost
enough to convince him to get avasectomy first thing Monday morning. Being afather wasn't as much fun
as he remembered.

Wéll, of courseit wouldn't be, he reminded himsdlf. He hadn't been asingle father before, and Rachel
had been an unusually bright and cooperative child. She was traumatized now, and every time she
reached out for reassurance that her life was going to be okay again, he had to squash her hopes.

He collapsed on the bed and called Carolyn. When she answered, he said, "I called to apologize. | was
wrong last night, and then | fell adeep before | got achanceto cal and tell you that.”

"Okay. Apology accepted. How's Annabelle?' Her voice didn't sound full of forgiveness.

He didn't know what more to say about yesterday, so he gladly answered her question. "I don't know for
sure. We went to see her and she looked pretty miserable, but Rachel was there so we couldn't say
much. Seth and | are going to tak in the morning.”

"Rachd's staying with you for now?' Was he crazy to think she sounded sorry about that?

"Y eah, and she's keeping me running. Thiswhole thing about where shelivesisvery hard on her.”



"l imagineit would be"

Thiswaslike talking with a stranger - a stranger who seemed to hate him. He couldn't sand it any longer.
"Look, Carolyn, could you help me out here? | loveyou, and | can't take this. | screwed up yesterday
and I'm sorry. What can | doto fix our relationship?’

He heard her sigh on the other end of the phone. "I don't know, Scott. Maybe we can sit down sometime
and talk thingsout. | redly think it'll need to be after Rachel goes back to the Worthingtons, though.
Y our lifeisn't your own right now."

He couldn't deny that. "Just don't give up on us before then,” he pleaded.

Shedidn't answer for along time. When she did, her voice was strangled with emation. "I'll try not to. |
want it to work." After a"Good night" so soft he wasn't sure she'd spoken again, she hung up.

The haf-mile between her gpartment and this house fet like the distance to the moon and back.

*k*

Scott made waffles for bregkfast. It wasn't hard and it guaranteed a smiling and cooperative Rachd, and
he needed that. Still, she took forever getting ready to go to Lindas, objecting to every one of the outfits
he'd picked up at Seth and Annabelle's yesterday. The outfit she finally agreed to wear waswildly
mismatched, but at |east there was both atop and a bottom.

He went right to Seth's office, not even stopping by his own first. He looked astired as Scott felt.
"Thanksfor coming."

"How's Annabelle? | thought she seemed in good spirits yesterday.”

Seth sighed. "Yes, | think so, too. She's going to be pretty laid up for awhile, though, and won't even be
able to use crutches. The doctors say it'll be severa months before she's back to normal.”

"Wow. | had noidea."

"I didn't, elther," he said. "I broke my collarbone once, but at least | could get around, so it wasn't S0
bad. With this- " He shook his head. "I'm getting alift-chair installed on the stairs tomorrow, but that
won't solve everything." He sighed again and fidgeted with his pen. "It's made us redlize that we can't
properly take care of Rachdl. Even before, it was astrain on both of us, but now..."

Scott held atight rein on himself, not wanting to jump ahead of Seth. " Are you saying you want meto
keep Rachel while Annabelle recuperates?’

Seth shook hishead. "Not exactly. If you're still willing, we'd like you to become her guardian.”
"Permanently?' The message seemed clear, but he had to make sure.

"Yes, permanently.” He pressed hislipstogether briefly before continuing. "I'm afraid we were
precipitous earlier in taking her away from you. Francine's desth was such ablow - " He broke off,
emotion struggling to breek free, but he battled it back. "And | let mysdlf think the marriage issue
overrode everything you'd meant to Francine, to Rachel, and to us. But we're too set in our waysto have
our livesturned topsy-turvy on adaily basis by asmal child - even one as precious as Rachel.”

Scott smiled ruefully. "That's agood description of lifewith Rachel.”

Seth's smile came and went in an ingtant. "'If you're agreeable, I'll have our attorney change the



paperwork we were getting ready to submit to the court petitioning for guardianship. Y ou'll need to be
interviewed and have some testing done, but | can't imagine thered be any difficulty about it." He gave
Scott a questioning look and asked, "Y ou haven't changed your mind, have you?'

Carolyn'svoice echoed in his head. Waiting until Rachel went back to the Worthingtons before they
talked things out wouldn't work now, and he couldn't guess whether shed even consider raising Rache.
But he couldn't say no to Rachel, could he?

Scott swallowed hard and tried to remain cam. "No, | haven't changed my mind, but I'm afraid I'll need a
little time to make thiskind of decison. | hope you understand.”

Seth'sforehead furrowed. "Not redly. From what you said last week, | thought you'd jump &t this offer.
But if you need sometime, you can haveit." A bit hestantly, he asked, "Do you have any ideahow long
you'll need? And will Rachd be ableto remain with you in the meantime?”

"Yes, cartainly, she can stay. And | don't think it'll be more than a couple of days beforel can let you
know for sure.

Seth nodded, closing the dedl. "Fine, then. I'll belooking forward to your answer."

So would Scott. He just hoped it would be the answer he wanted it to be.

**k*

Carolyn's somach was churning so much she didn't even bother making dinner. It would be impossibleto
eat.

She shouldn't be so nervous about this. Y es, Scott had asked her to stop by the house tonight after
Rachel went to bed, but he couldn't be planning to talk their relationship out, not with Rachd right in the
other room. It didn't make any sense. They'd need privacy, and they'd have it soon enough, when she
went back to the Worthingtons to live.

Sheld heard afew details about Annabellesfall from Phillip today. He knew everything that went on at
A-W - wdll, everything except the affair she and Scott had been having. He knew she didn't like gossip,
though, so he usudly just told her thingsif she asked.

Annabelle had been changing light bulbsin the ornate chanddier in their marbled entryway. Sheld been
on atal stepladder and had falen when she overba anced trying to reach the furthest burnt-out bulb. Seth
had been at work and Rachel had saved the day by cdling 911. Poor Rachel! Thislast couple of weeks
hed been awfully rough.

She wished that Scott hadn't been in such ahurry this morning when he stopped by. They couldn't have
gotten into adetailed discussion about their problems, but she might have been able to tell something
about his attitude. Did he redlly understand her fedlings, or was hejust trying to placate her?

Well, placating wasn't going to work. She needed him to understand whet alifeline Tony had been for
her, and she needed to understand why Scott had been so quick to abandon her. Honesty, not emotion
and not sexual attraction, wasthe key.

If hedidn't value her enough to be honest with her, then he was the wrong man for her.

**k*

Bill checked hiswatch. Y es, thiswould be agood time for avist. Carolyn would be through with dinner
and ready for along night alone - just ripe for an entertaining vist from him.



She opened the door and immediatdly started to closeit again. "Go away, Bill."
Hedipped insdein the nick of time. "Oh, come on, sweet cheeks. Y ou're bored, you know you are.

She sighed and took aseet in her recliner. "I'm not in the mood for any of your games, Bill. Besides, |
thought you had abusy socid life - how come you've got dl thistime to bother me?”

"Y ou heard lover boy - I've got to put in lots of hours at the salt mine. I'm scaling back my weeknight
commitments.”

"Commitments?"' shelaughed. "I didn't know you knew what that word meant."

She waswarming up to him! Of course, she was gtill subzero, but this was a definite improvement. " Sure,
| know what it means. I'm just saving mysdlf for the right woman." Someone who wouldn't bore him to
tearswithin a couple of weeks, to start with. Carolyn might qualify.

She smiled and shook her head at that one. "L et's cut to the chase, shall we? Y ou're here for areason.
Tdl mewhat itisand leave me done."

He had to admire theway he didn't intimidate her. "Okay. It's our dedl."
"Our dedl?'Y ou mean the way you blackmailed Scoitt into getting you a promotion.”

"l liketheway 'dedl’ sounds better. After al, you two get plenty in return. But anyway, thething isthat
we need to modify the termsabit."

"No way! Y ou got what you want, now you keep your mouth shut.”

"But the Situation has changed. My slenceisworth more now." He wondered if she knew yet. She didn't
keep up on the gossip a A-W - probably thought she was too good to bother withiit.

She gave along-suffering Sigh. "And why isthat? Because you decided it was?'

She didn't know. Oh, thiswas going to be good. He shook his head. "Well, yes, | decided it was worth
more, but | have avery good reason for that decision. When we made our original deal, we didn't know
Scott was going to end up as Rachd's guardian.”

"But - " It hit her then. Hed thought he might have to give her CHAPTER-and-verse on everything held
heard about Scott's meeting with Seth this morning, but he didn't. She must have known something was
up. "Oh..."

"I'm sure you can see how this changesthings." He actually wasn't sureif she was capable of following his
argument, but hed try. "I mean, I'm Rachd's uncle, after dl, and here some nobody's going to raise my
niece. A nobody who never bothered to make an honest woman out of my sister-in-law and who's
aready busy trying to obliterate George's memory. It's plain wrong, but Seth's got enough money to
makeit stick, and that makesme sick.”

She was blinking, abit like hed landed a head shot that had her half knocked-out. "What does this have
to do with our ded?"

Good, she was functioning mentally. It was much more satisfying to negotiate with someone who knew
what was happening. "What it means, sweet cheeks, isthat the price for my slencejust got higher." He
smiled at her. "But the good newsisthat we don't have to disturb lover boy with these petty little details.
Thisisjust between thetwo of us."



"What isjust between the two of us?' she demanded with plenty of asperity. He loved those sudden
switches between hot and cold.

"Why, my price, of course. See, | know you'll be having awhole lot more free time now that Scott's got
Rachd to worry about. So what | figureisthat well have anicefriendly little fling. Nothing serious,
nothing to challenge your great passion with lover boy - athough you may not be so hot on him once you
know how | can makeyou fed."

"Y ou can't be serious!" she squeaked, blushing so intensdly it had to cover her whole body.

"Of course | am," he assured her. "Either we have an affair - adiscreet one, | assureyou - or | go to Seth
inthemorning.”

How long was she going to squirm on that hook before she admitted she had no choice? Hed enjoy
every second of it.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Carolyn didn't let the outrage sink in. She just started to laugh, and she kept on laughing until Bill's smug
expression fatered. "Try again, oh clueessone.”

He definitdly didn't know how to react now. He liked to see hisvictims squirm, and shed been alovely
little victim up to now. "I'm serious.”

"I know you are, but you're sadly mistaken if you think I'd lift my little finger to keep you from telling
Seth."

Helooked like aguy onanicy hill, trying to stay upright. "But you'l lose your job, and so will Scott, and
hell lose Rachd..."

She shrugged. " So?1'm going to quit anyway now that Scott's committed himself to railsng Rachel
without the courtesy of telling me. I'm not willing to sentence mysdlf to alife of coming in at the bottom of
hispriority list - " She stopped herself abruptly. Bill didn't deserve to hear any of the nasty words that
were floating around in her head. "And if Scott loses hisjob and Rache, that's just too bad for him, isn't
it?"

He was garting to buy into her anger. "Y ou're that mad, are you? | guess | should be glad you're not mad
ame"

"Who saysI'm not?" she demanded. "Y ou've been an obnoxiousjerk ever snce my interview, and |
absolutely detest the way you forced Scott to give you that promotion. Why couldn't you be aman and
work for it, like everyone else? Y ou're capable enough - in between your taunts and snide remarks; I've
seenthat. You acted like that list of behaviors Scott gave you was some mumbo-jumbo he just made up
- but do you know what it redly was?'

Shewaited until he shook his head before continuing, "It's exactly what he's done all these yearsto get to
where heistoday. I've done the same, and | don't doubt that's how Seth got where heis, either. The
point isajob'sajob. If you look like you can barely handle your current one - or that you aren't willing
to bother with it - you're never going to get achance to do anything more chalenging.”

"But Seth always hated me, since way back when George was dive.”

"| serioudy doubt that,” shereplied. "What | bet happened isthat you camein like you owned the place,



figuring your brother wasin charge and would back you. But you aren't your brother and just because he
was one of the founders doesn't give you any specid rights.”

But she was getting off the track, so she said, "Anyway, I'm disgusted with you, and I'm sick of you
pushing people around. | think I might just tell Seth what you've been up to when | give my notice
tomorrow."

"Y ou don't want to do that," he said, recovering his swagger. "Y ou'd haveto tel him about you and
Scott."

She shook her head, smiling. He till didn't get it. " So what's he going to do? Fire me when | dready
quit?'

"But - " His eyes suddenly narrowed and he asked, "Y ou redlly don't care, do you?'

She sobered. "No, Bill, | care too much, and I've cared too much for way too long now. Scott did me
dirt four years ago, but | wasan idiot and didn't let that cure me of how | felt. And | came out here - not
to renew our affair like you said, but because | couldn't stay away, even though | knew he was devoted
to Francine. He was such ajerk that he didn't even talk to me until after she died, and then he
immediately assumed | was going to take care of him and comfort him.”

It would be dangerous to admit more, so she shook her head again. "I'm through with that, and I'm
through with him, and I'm angry enough to think it's okay if he suffersfor how he trested me." With
another smile, shetold him, "It waswrong for you to blackmail your way into a promotion, and it was
wrong for Scott to cavein like he did. I'll be glad to make you lose your job by telling Seth the truth.”

"Hewouldn't firemefor that!" he blustered. "1'm doing agood job.”

"Comeon, Bill. Y ou expect meto bdieve Seth would fire Scott for having an affair with mefour years
ago, and then not fire you for getting a promotion through blackmail ?* She shrugged. "Who knows,
anyway? He might not fire either of you - but then again, he and Scott are the ones with the good
relationship and trust built up. My guessisthat you'd be out in ametter of hours."

He didn't dispute her words, and for once, he wasn't hisusual confident self. Findly, he said, "L ook,
Carolyn, isn't it enough for you to just walk out on the guy? Do you have to wreck hislife, and mine,
too?'

Now they were getting somewhere. She made sure her expression was sufficiently serious and said,
"Well, maybe not. But if somebody's going to spill the beans about what happened four years ago, it's
only fair that it be me. I'm the one who knows what really happened, then and now, and | deservethe
satisfaction.” She gave him an appraising look. "But then again, if | leave, you won't necessarily have any
reason to tell Seth anything. Y ou've got the promotion you wanted, and like Scott said, the only way
you'll ever get hisjob isto earnit. He won't want to stay at A-W forever, you know - not with Seth and
Annabelle bresthing down hisneck al the time about how he'sraisng Rachd.”

"You'reright,” hesaid. "So you'l keep quiet about me?’

She thought about it for aminute. "I'd like to. I'm not aconfrontational kind of person, and I'd like Seth
to remember me pleasantly. But, you know, it bugs me that you've till got that card and those pictures.
Scott should have been smart enough to rip them up years ago, and if | had the chance, that's exactly
what 1'd do."

"I'll do that for you," he offered.



"Not that | don't trust you," she said, "Buit I'd like to do it myself - right in front of Scott.”

Helooked at her face and laughed. "Geez, Carolyn, I'm sure glad I'm not on your shit list asbad asheis!
Come on over to my place, I'll get them out.”

Shelet hersdf amile. "Soundslike aplan.”

She waited until she was back in her apartment with the door firmly dead-bolted before bresking into
hystericd laughter.

* k%

Scott was extremely grateful that even Rachel had physical limits. After the last two chaotic weeks, she
was finaly worn out and happy to go to bed early - aslong as she had afew of her favoritefairy tales
read to her. Scott had missed reading them to her over the last year as her interests matured, so they
both thoroughly enjoyed bedtime.

And then it wastimeto cal Carolyn. They arranged that he'd leave the front door unlocked, so she didn't
have to ring the bell and possibly wake Rachd. As he prowled around the house waiting for her, he
wondered if he should offer her something to drink or maybe even a snack. No, he should concentrate
on what hewas going to say. How was he going to magicaly fix whatever was keeping them gpart and
get her to agree to marry him? Because if he became Rachdl's guardian, he and Carolyn would haveto
get married in order to be together.

She dipped in so quietly that he didn't hear her. He looked up to see her afew feet away from theliving
room chair where he was sitting. He jumped up. "Hi. | didn't hear you. Have a seet. Would you like
something to drink?'

She shook her head and dumped something on the coffee table. "I'll just be here afew minutes. | cameto
return that stuff and to tell you I'm resigning tomorrow.”

"Resigning? What do you mean?' That wasn't what he wanted to ask, but he couldn't manage any better.
"Quitting my job, Scott, that'swhat | mean.”
"But why?'

She breathed out along sigh. "For alot of reasons. Thered kicker, though, was you not even bothering
to tell meyou're going to raise Rachd "

"l didn't agree yet! That'swhy | asked you to come over tonight - to talk about it." Okay, maybe thiswas
fixable. He sank back into hischair. "Come on, St down and let'stalk.”

Her eyes were suspicious, but she sat. "Y ou didn't agree yet?' He shook his head, thinking she'd relax
and they could talk sensibly. "But why not?Y ou're obvioudy the best person to raise her.”

Hewished he could fed pleased shefdt that way. "Because | needed to talk with you firgt. | want to
marry you, and | don't know if me having Rachel would effect your decison.”

"What isit with you and marriage?' she burst out. "Did you do thisto Francine - start pushing marriage
before she found out if you'd be agood husband?*

That stung. It also fdlt like something that should be kept private. "Of course not - and | wouldn't be
talking about it now, except that | haveto. | want alife with you, and | don't want to lose it because |
decided too quickly about Rachdl.”



She nodded dightly, seeming to accept hisanswer. "Okay, that's reasonable. But given everything you've
said and what I've heard from other people about your relationship with her, you're the right person to
raise her. And frankly, I think it's pretty darn unlikely that you and | will ever get past our differences
enough to build thet life.”

"We certainly won't if you leave now. Y ou're not going to do that, are you?' He was struggling to stay
cam, to not redly think what it would mean if shedid leave.

She sighed. "I should. Y ou've got way too much control over me." Softly, she added, "And | hate being
jedous.”

She was jed ous? " Jedl ous of who? Rachel?"
She nodded and said even more quietly, "Francine, too - and | know that's stupid.”

"Not stupid - human," he corrected her. "Like me being jealous of Tony and even Phillip. Logicdly, |
know it doesn't make any sense. | know what we have is specid - but they've had so much moretime
with you."

Hiswords might have made some difference, but she was ill ashamed. "I hateit thet | fed that way,
especially about poor Rachel. She's dealing with so much, and | know you don't fedl the same way about
her asyou do about me..."

He needed to be honest about thisfinally. "I've never felt thisway about anyone else, Carolyn, | swear |
haven'. | tried with Francine. | tried to want her in dl the sameways| want you, | tried to think shewas
the most wonderful creature in the entire universe, | tried to make her fed cherished. But | couldn't. |
cared for her agreat dedl, | even loved her, but nothing that would even hold acandle to how | fed
about you."

He blinked away tears and continued, "And the second you walked back into my life, it was over with
her and she knew it. | pretended it wasn't true; | denied my true fedings and ignored you when dll |
wanted was for usto be together again, but Francine knew. | just didn't have the courage to admit it, to
mysef or to her, and | won't ever be able to remember what she and | had without aso remembering
how completely | failed her at theend.”

That hollow awful feding filled his gut again, and he couldn't pretend that Carolyn wasn't fill poised on
the brink of leaving. "Carolyn, please, give me achance to make thiswork."

*k*

Carolyn had thought her heart was hardened againgt Scott. She'd been hurt so much by him - and by
hersdf, believing in him - that sheld thought she wasfinaly immune.

Shewasn't. Shelooked at him and knew that he wasn't someone she could "get over.” And redly, now
that they'd each admitted their jealousy, maybe they could ded with its effects.

But what about the trust issue? She had to understand that. "Why didn't you trust me four years ago?"

He blinked, and she saw she'd caught him off-guard. " That you weren't going back with Tony
permanently, you mean?'

"Yes. | explained how he begged for another chance and how | agreed because | owed him that much.”

"But if you gave him another chance, he might make it work!"



"| told you that wouldn't happen. The magic wasn't there to make it happen.” Please, he had to be more
undergtanding thistime!

He opened his mouth, paused, then said, "But you'd been together along time. | thought if he stopped
taking you for granted so much, you'd remember why you fell in love with himin thefirst place”

"He wasn't taking me for granted. He traveled alot, sure, but that wasn't an issue.” She considered for a
few seconds before trying an analogy. "It's like with you and Francine. Y ou got together for your own
reasons, but it wasn't because you were crazy in love - right?”

"| thought we could build agood family together and that's important to me. | don't know what she
thought.”

This seemed to be working. Sheld explain her reasons now. "1 liked being with Tony, and | didn't know
that what | felt wasn't romantic love. | think he knew it, but family'simportant to him, and he wanted to
get married instead of just living together.” She had the guilty fedling that she was over-asmplifying Tony's
motives, but hismotivesfor getting married weren't the important part of thisdiscusson.

On to theimportant part. "But Scott, when | sworeto you that | wasn't staying with Tony for more than a
month or two at the most, why wouldn't you at least give me the benefit of the doubt? I'd never lied to
you."

"I thought he'd change your mind," he said, but it was clear he knew he hadn't answered her question.
Findly, hewent on, "Trust is hard for me. People make promises al the time and don't keep them - lots
of timesthey don't even intend to keep them.”

"Some people, sure - but not me. | don't make promiseslightly. Why would you think that about me?”
Wasn't her integrity one of the things that he loved about her?

Hewasin what gppeared to be physica distress, breathing only in gulps and his body frozen with spasms
of tenson. "It'snot you," he managed. "I'm careful not to count on people too much. If | did and they
faled me, I'd get hurt.”

"Who hurt you, Scott?' There had to be a buried trauma he was reacting to, something she'd never
dreamed might exig.

His eyes squeezed shut and he tightened up into asmdler shape. "1 had alittle Sster. Emily. Shewasthe
only good thing in my life and then she died. And there wasn't anything good any more."

A big hole opened up where her ssomach had been. "What about your parents?' She hoped it was okay
to ask, but she couldn't leave it like that, with so many questions and no answers.

He shook hishead. "They'd say stuff, like wed take atrip or they'd come to my swim meet. But they
didn't. Not ever."

"Oh, Scott," she whispered and raced to embrace him. "Y ou thought 1'd do that, too."

"l wanted to believe you," he murmured. "But just going back to Chicago without you was dmost more
than | could take. And then, he was there and | wasn't, and you wouldn't Iet me come back, and Marty
wastdling me how women play guys off each other dl thetime." He pulled her into hislgp and buried his
facein her hair. " just didn't dare count on you. I'm sorry."

"It'sokay. | understand,” she comforted him, and only gradudly did sheredlize that she truly did
understand now. They'd falen inlove too quickly to learn to trust each other firs.



"Will you stay now? Please?" He sounded as scared of her leaving as shefelt.

In the nick of time, she remembered Bill. "1 want to, Scott, but we can't forget Bill. He came to seeme
earlier, dl pissed off that you're going to raise Rachel and make her forget her father. He was threatening
again to go to Seth - " The content of histhreat wasn't important right now. "I got him to back down by
saying | wasleaving, and that | was going to tell Seth he blackmailed hisway into his promotion.”

Scott's jaw dropped open. "But - "

"I wasjust bluffing. | told him how mad | was at you and that 1'd like nothing better than to wreck your
lifeadong with his." She smiled, remembering Bill'sadarm. "No surprise, he didn't want meto do that and |
even taked him into giving me back the card and pictures.”

He glanced over at the coffeetable. "So that's what that stuff is. It looked familiar, but with you talking
about resgning..." He frowned suspicioudly. " So there's nothing to worry about, isthere? Weve got al
the stuff back and he wantsto keep hisjob, so hell stay quiet.”

She wished she could agree. "But if | stay, helll think | lied and he might just decide to get back at me,
even thoughit'll cost him hisjob."

"Would heredly do that?' he asked, brow furrowed. "If you ask me, Bill'sthe kind of guy who puts his
own interestsfird.”

"I know, but do we really dare take that risk?' She had to wonder if she was being overly cautious.
Maybe she could explain her change of heart to Bill in away he could accept. Not likdly, and she
wouldn't actudly want to try. Hewas adimy and cynical guy and would twist anything she said into
something dirty or supid.

After acouple of minutes, Scott took a couple of deep breaths and let them out carefully, obvioudy
caming himsdf. "Tell me acouple of things, Carolyn. If we makethisal work out - our reationship, the
pad, Bill, whatever - will you marry me?"

She nodded. "It's not going to be easy to do that, Scott. But if we do, sure. Marrying you iswhat I've
wanted dl thistime.”

He grinned, but something was obvioudy sill on hismind. "What about Rache? Would me being her
guardian be aproblem for you?' Before she had a chance to answer, he said, "Honestly. Because you're
much more important to me than sheis. Seth and Annabelle would keep her, and | know she'd be fine
with them, long-term.”

Honestly. The word resonated inside her, stirring up aswirl of emotions. Findly she said, "Honestly, |
don't know thefirst thing about kids. I've got some learning to do, but what | do know isthat thisis
something you need to do. She's already your child, and because of that, | can't not love her."

A huge weight dropped off his shoulders and he smiled. "1 know what to do, then. I'll go to Sethin the
morning and tell himyes - but I'll also tell him about our past. Despite the way Bill tried to make it sound,
we did nothing wrong. | was foolish to keep the truth from Francine, but | did it because | didn't want her
toworry."

"He may not believe you," she warned, but she knew it wastheright thing to do.

Helet abig breath out. "1 know, but at least | would have tried. We can still go to Chicago - " Witha
crooked smile, hesad, "'If yourewilling, that is”



Shegrinned. "Y ou're not getting rid of methat easily thistime!”

EPILOGUE
March

Scott checked himsdlf in the mirror again. Okay, histiewas till straight, his hair till under contral. It had
to be time - had they forgotten to come get him? He started to the door, then remembered to look at his
watch. Ten more minutes? It couldn't be! Hiswatch must have stopped.

Seth stepped into the room moments before Scott reached the door. "Are you running out on us?' he
asked with asmile. "Marriage won't be that bad, | promise.”

"What timeisit?' he demanded, too anxiousto laugh. "I think my watch stopped.”

"Ten of two," Seth replied patiently. "And | know that's right because Annabelle and | checked our
watches and the living room clock just an hour ago.”

"Oh." He paced the den that served as Seth's home office. How was he going to last another ten
minutes?

Seth gripped Scott'sarm. "Isthisjust nerves, or are you having doubts?’
"No doubts - and I'd befine, if it would just betime. It'sthe waiting that's so hard.”

With achuckle, Seth said, "If you think thisis hard, wait until Carolyn's having ababy. It takesforever,
and she'sin pain, and there's absolutely nothing you can do about it."

Would that ever happen? Scott wanted to think so. Carolyn certainly had taken to being Rachel's mother
quickly, but they still hadn't talked much about afamily of their own.

Seth seemed to redlize that adistraction wasin order. "Most of the guests have arrived, and when | came
in here, the ushers were starting to ask people to move out to the tent."”

The ushers were members of their project team, including Bill. Much to Scott's surprise, held asked to be
included. Even more surprising, Bill had behaved so reasonably over the last several months that Scott
had no problem honoring his request. Scott didn't know whether his persondity change was dueto his
promotion or to the effect of his apparently serious girlfriend. Whichever it was, Scott was relieved that
keeping Seth in the dark about Bill's blackmail scheme hadn't proven to be amistake.

The mention of guests made him think of specific people. "Is Tony here?' Carolyn wouldn't fed right if
Tony didn't makeit.

"Yes, and Carolyn'swhole family." Quietly, he added, "Y our parents, do."

Heredized that he hadn't dared to ask. They'd promised to come, and he'd tried to believe that they
would, but insde, he'd been prepared to walk out there and discover them missing. Emotion filling his
throat, he took Seth's other arm and said, "1 want to thank you. Y ou and Annabelle have been wonderful
to me. You'rethekind of parents| wished for my wholelife."

"And you're the son we never had. I'm especidly pleased that you trusted us with the truth about you and
Carolyn. It couldn't have been easy."

He amiled tightly, not Ietting the quiver of emotion sted hisvoice. "It wasn't easy, but it wastheright thing



to do. Neither of uswould have fdt right, otherwise.”

* k%

Thelast time Carolyn had worn awedding dress, she'd been much more nervous. Part of it had been the
church - the Catholic Church in Newport where JFK and Jackie were married was a daunting place to
gart out married life. But the larger part of her nerves, she now redlized, was that she'd been marrying the
wrong man and deep down, shed known it.

Today, she knew she was marrying the right man. Scott wasn't perfect, and neither was their relationship,
but he made her happy in adeeply profound way that she/d never known could exist.

Rachel came twirling into the room, busy pretending to be a princessin her first long dress. She was
followed closaly by Annabelle, no longer limping a dl. "Five minutes, dear.”

"I'mready," shereplied.

"I know I've said it before, but that's alovely dress, so perfect with your coloring. And you're radiant
today, just like abrideis supposed to be."

Carolyn examined Annabelles face, looking for the resentment she could so easily fed toward the
woman who was taking Francine's place in Scott's life. She found nothing but acceptance and caring.
"Annabdle, thank you again for going to dl the trouble of arranging the wedding and having it in your
beautiful home. | can't tell you how much that meansto both of us."

Her eyes misted, but she waved away the hours of work. "Planning partiesiswhat | do. And what better
than awedding?' Her face clouded, and Carolyn knew she was remembering Francine. After amoment,
she glanced at her watch and said, "L et's go downstairs. Now, Rachel, you remember what to do, don't
you?"

Thelittle girl rolled her eyes. "Yes, Grandma. | carry therings, and | get to stand next to Daddy and
Caro because that's how we all get to be afamily.”

Carolyn's niece Eileen was her maid of honor. Eileen was only four years younger than Carolyn, and they
were nearly as close as sisters. She came out of the bedroom where sheld dressed and joined the others
asthey went downgtairs. Asthey approached the back of the tent, Carolyn heard the murmurs of the
guests. She was suddenly aware that this wasn't like the ceremony she and Scott had staged five years
ago thisday in an empty park in Providence. Thiswasthered thing - and she couldn't wait.

The music, the procession, and the initia words of the ceremony passed quickly. Soon it wastimeto
kned and say their vows. Firgt, they repeated the traditiona ones, promising to love, honor, and cherish
each other. Then, after the minister blessed their rings, they placed them on each other's [ eft ring finger
and said the words they'd written so long ago, with one very important addition. They added the words
"my trust," because they'd learned that without trust, the rest wasn't enough.

"You are my friend, my lover, and my soul mate. My lovefor you will never end. | pledgeto you my
heart, my soul, my trust, and my life, aslong asthe strands of thisknot intertwine.”

The End
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