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It was going to be perfect. Shewas going to seeto it. Every step, every stage, every detail would be
done precisely as she wanted, as she envisioned, until her dream became her redlity.

Settling for less than what was exactly right was awaste of time, after dl.

And Kate Kimball was not awoman to waste anything.

At twenty-five, she had seen and experienced more than agreat many people did in alifetime. When
other young girls had been giggling over boys or worrying about fashion, shed been traveling to Parisor
Bonne, wearing glamorous costumes and doing extraordinary things.

She had danced for queens, and dined with princes.

She had spped champagne at the White House, and wept with triumph and fatigue a the Bolshoi.

She would dways be grateful to her parents, to the big, sprawling family who'd given her the
opportunitiesto do so. Everything she had she owed to them.



Now it wastimeto sart earning it hersalf.

Dance had been her dream for aslong as she could remember. Her obsession, her brother Brandon
would have said. And not, Kate acknowledged, inaccurately. There was nothing wrong with an
obsesson—as long asit was theright obsession and you worked for it.

God knew she'd worked for the dance.

Twenty years of practice, of study, of joy and pain. Of sweat and toe shoes. Of sacrifices, she thought.
Hers, and her parents. She understood how difficult it had been for them to let her, the baby of the
family, go toNew Y ork to study when she'd been only seventeen. But they'd never offered her anything
but support and encouragement.

Of course, they'd known that though she was leaving the pretty little town inWest Virginiafor the big
city, sheldd be surrounded—watched over—by family. Just as she knew they had loved and
trusted—believed in her enough—to let her goin any case.

Shed practiced and worked, and had danced, as much for them asfor herself. And when sheld joined
the Company and had appeared on stage the first time, they'd been there. When she'd earned a spot as
principal dancer, they'd been there.

Sheld danced professiondly for six years, had known the spotlight, and the thrill of feding themusic
inside her body. Sheld traveled all over the world, had become Gisdlle, Aurora, Juliet, dozens of
characters both tragic and triumphant. She had prized every moment of it.

No one was more surprised than Kate herself when she'd decided to step out of that spotlight and walk
off that stage. There was only one way to explain it. She'd wanted to come home, Shewanted alife, a
real one. As much as she loved the dance, shed begun to redlize it had nearly absorbed and devoured
every other aspect of her. Classes, rehearsals, performances, travel, media. The dancer's career wasfar
more than dipping on toe shoes and gliding into the spotlight—or it certainly had been for Kate.

So she wanted alife, and she wanted home. And, she'd discovered, she wanted to give something back
for al the joy sheld regped. She could accomplish al of that with her schooal.

They would come, shetold herself. They would come because her name was Kimball, and that meant
something solid in the area. They would come because her name wasK ate Kimbal, and that meant
something in the world of dance.

Before long, she promised herself, they would come because the school itsalf meant something.

Timefor anew dream, she reminded herself as she turned around the huge, echoing room. The Kimball
School of Dance was her new obsession. Sheintended it to be just asfulfilling, just asintricate, and just
as perfect as her old one.

And it would, no doubt, entail as much work, effort, skill and determination to bring to life.
With her handsfisted on her hips, she studied the grime-gray wallsthat had once been white. They'd be
white again. A clean surfacefor displaying framed posters of the greets. Nuryev, Fontayne, Baryshnikov,

Davidov, Bannion.

And the two long sde wallswould be mirrored behind theirbarres. This professond vanity was as



necessary as breathing. A dancer must see each tiny movement, each arch, each flex, even asthe body
felt it, to perfect the positioning.

It was redlly more window than mirror, Kate thought. Where the dancer looked through the glassto see
the dance.

The old ceiling would be repaired or replaced—whatever was necessary. The furnace. .. she rubbed her
chilly arms. Definitely replaced. The floors sanded and sealed until they were a smooth and perfect
surface. Then there was the lighting, the plumbing, probably some dectrica businessto seeto.

Wi, her grandfather had been a carpenter before held retired—or semiretired, she thought with
affection. She wasn't totdly ignorant of what went on in arehab stuation. And shed study more, ask
questions, until she understood the process and could direct the contractor she hired appropriately.

Imagining what would be, she closed her eyes, dipped into adeep plié. Her body, long and wand-dim,
smply flowed into the movement until her crotch rested on her heds, rose up again, lowered again.

She'd bundled her hair up, impatient to get out and take another look at what would soon be hers. With
her movements, pinsloosened and afew locks of glossy black curls spilled out. Freed, they would fdl to
her wais—awildly romantic look that suited her image on stage.

Smiling, abit dreamy, her face took on aquiet glow. She had her mother's dusky skin and high, dashing
cheekbones, her father's smoky eyes and stubborn chin.

It made an arresting combination, again aromantic one. The gypsy, the mermaid, the faerie queen. There
had been men who'd looked at her, taken in the delicacy of her form, and had assumed aromanticism
and fragility—and never anticipated the stedl.

It was, dways, amistake.

"One of these days you're going to get stuck like that, then you'll have to hop around like afrog.”

Kate sprang up, eyes popping open. "Brandon!" With afull-throated war whoop, she legped acrossthe
room and into hisarms.

"What are you doing here? When did you get in?| thought you were playing Winter bal inPuerto Rico .
How long are you staying?'

He was barely two years her senior—an accident of birth he/d used to torment her when they'd been
children, unlike her half sister, Frederica, who was older than both of them and had never lorded it over
them. Despiteit, hewasthelove of her life.

"Which question do you want meto answer first?" Laughing, he held her away from him, taking aquick
study of her out of tawny and amused eyes. "Still scrawvny.”

"And you'redill full of it. Hi." She kissed him smackingly on thelips. "Mom and Dad didn't say you were
coming home."

"They didn't know. | heard you were settling in and figured 1'd better check things out, keep an eye on
you." He glanced around the big, filthy room, rolled hiseyes. "'l guessI'mtoo late."



"It's going to be wonderful.”

"Gonnabe. Maybe. Right now it'sadump.” Still, he dung hisarm around her shoulders. " So, the balet
gueen's going to be ateacher.”

"I'm going to be awonderful teacher. Why aren't you inPuerto Rico 7'
"Hey, aguy cant play bal twelve monthsayear.”

"Brandon." Her eyebrow arched up.

"Bad dideinto second. Pulled afew tendons.”

"Oh, how bad? Have you seen a doctor? Will you—"

"Jeez, Katie. I1t'sno big dedl. I'm on the Disabled List for acouple of months. I'll be back in action for
soring training. And it gives me lots of time to hang around here and make your lifealiving hdl.”

"Wl that's some compensation. Come on, I'll show you around.” And get alook at the way he moved.
"My gpartment's upgtairs.”

"From thelooks of that ceiling, your gpartment may be downstairs any minute.”

"It's perfectly sound,” she said with awave of the hand. "Just ugly at the moment. But | have plans.”

"Y ou've dways had plans™

But he walked with her, favoring hisright leg, through the room and into anasty little halway with
cracked plaster and exposed brick. Up acreaking set of stairs and into a sprawling space that appeared
to be occupied by mice, spiders and assorted vermin he didn't want to think about.

"Kate, this place—"

"Has potentid,” she said firmly. "And higtory. It's pre-Civil War."

"It's pre-Stone Age." He was a man who preferred things already ordered, and in an understandable
pattern. Like aballpark. "Have you any clue what it's going to cost you to make this place livable?!

"I haveaclue. And I'll firm that up when | talk to the contractor. It's mine, Brand. Do you remember
when we were kids and you and Freddie and | would walk by thisold place?’

"Sure, used to be abar, then it was a craft shop or something, then—"
"It used to bealot of things," Kate interrupted. " Started out as atavern in the 1800s. Nobody'sredlly
made ago of it. But | used to look at it when we were kids and think how much I'd like to live here, and

look out these tall windows, and rattle around in dl the rooms."

The faintest flush bloomed on her cheeks, and her eyeswent deep and dark. A sure sign,Brandon
thought, that she had dugin.

"Thinking like that when you're eight'salot different than buying ahegp of abuilding when yourea



grown-up.”

"Yes, itis. Itisdifferent. Last spring, when | came hometo visit, it wasup for sde. Again. | couldn't sop
thinking about it."

She circled the room. She could seeit, asit would be. Wood gleaming, walls sturdy and clean. "1 went
back toNew Y ork , went back to work, but | couldn't stop thinking about this old place.”

"Y ou get the screwiest thingsin your head.”

She shrugged that off. "It'smine. | was sure of it the minute | cameinsde. Haven't you ever felt that?"
He had, thefirst time held walked into aballpark. He supposed, when it came down to it, most sensible
people would have told him that playing ball for aliving was akid's dream. Hisfamily never had, he
remembered. Any more than they'd discouraged Kate from her dreams of ballet.

"Yeah, | guess| have. It just seems so fast. I'm used to you doing thingsin deliberate steps.”

"That hasn't changed,” shetold him with agrin. "When | decided to retire from performing, | knew |
wanted to teach dance. | knew | wanted to make this place aschool. My school. Most of al, | wanted

to be home."

"Okay." He put hisarm around her again, pressed akissto her temple. "Then well make it happen. But
right now, let's get out of here. Thisplaceisfreezing.”

"New heating system'sfirsd onmy lig."
Brandon took one lagt glance around. "It'sgoing to bearedly long lig.”

They waked together through the brisk December wind, as they had since childhood. Along cracked
and uneven sidewalks, under trees that spread branches stripped of leaves under aheavy gray sky.

She could smdl snow intheair, theteasing hint of it.

Storefronts were aready decorated for the holidays, with red-cheeked Santas and strings of lights, flying
reindeer and overweight snowpeople.

But the best of them, aways the best of them, was The Fun House. The toy store's front window was
crowded with ddights. Miniature deighs, enormous stuffed bears in stocking caps, dolls both elegant and
homely, shiny red trucks, castles made of wooden blocks.

Thelook was ddightfully jumbled and... fun, Kate thought. One might think the toys had smply been
dropped wherever they fit. But she knew that great care, and a deep, affectionate knowledge of children,
had gone into the design of the display.

Bdls chimed cheerfully asthey stepped indde.
Customers wandered. A toddler banged madly on axylophonein the play corner. Behind the counter,

Annie Maynard boxed aflop-eared stuffed dog. "He's one of my favorites," she said to thewaiting
customer. "Your nieceisgoing to love him."



Her glasses did down her nose as shetied the fuzzy red yarn around the box. Then she glanced up over
them, blinked and squedled.

"Brandon! Tash! Come see who's here. Oh, come give me akiss, you gorgeous thing."

When he came around the counter and obliged, she patted her heart. "Been married twenty-five years,”
she said to her customer. "And thisboy can make mefed like a co-ed again. Happy holidays. Let me go
get your mother."

"No, I'll get her." Kate grinned and shook her head. "'Brandon can stay here and flirt with you."

"Well, then." Anniewinked. "Takeyour time."

Her brother, Kate mused, had been leaving femaes puddled at hisfeet since held been five. No, since
he'd been born, she corrected as she wandered through the aides.

It was more than looks, though hiswere stellar. Even more than charm, though he could pump out plenty
when hewasin the mood. She'd long ago decided it was Smply pheromones.

Some men just stood there and made women drool. Susceptible women, of course. Which she had
never been. A man had to have more than looks, charm and sex gpped to catch her interest. Sheld
known entirely too many who were pretty to look at, but empty once you opened the package.

Then she turned the corner by the toy cars and very nearly turned into a puddie.

He was gorgeous. No, no, that was too fema e aterm. Handsome was too fussily male. Hewasjust...

Man.

Six-two if hewas an inch, and dl of it brilliantly packaged. Asadancer she appreciated awell-toned
body. The specimen currently studying rows of miniature vehicles had his packed into snug and faded
jeans, aflanne shirt and adenim jacket that was scarred and too light for the wesather.

Hiswork boots looked ancient and solid. Who would have thought work boots could be so sexy?

Then there was dl that hair; dark, streaky blond masses of it waving around alean, sharp-angled face.

Not rugged, not classic, not anything she could label. His mouth was full, and gppeared to be the only
soft thing about him. His nose was long and straight, his chin, well, chisded. And hiseyes...

She couldn't quite see his eyes, not the color, with al those wonderful lashesin the way. But they were
heavy-lidded, so she imagined them adeep, dumberous blue.

She shifted her gaze to his hands as he reached for one of the toys. Big, wide-pamed, blunt-fingered.
Strong.

Holy cow.

And while indulging in amoment's fantasy—a perfectly harmless moment's fantasy—she leaned and
knocked over asmall traffic jam of cars.



The resulting clatter dapped her out of her daydream, and turned the man's eyes—his surprising and
intense green eyes—in her direction.

"Oops," shesaid. And grinning at him, laughing at herself, crouched down to pick up the cars. "'l hope
there were no casudties.”

"Weve got an ambulanceright here, if necessary." He tapped the shiny red-and-white emergency
vehicle, then hunkered down to help her.

"Thanks. If we can get these back before the cops get here, | may just get off with awarning.” He
smelled as good as he looked, she decided. Wood shavings and man. She shifted, ddliberately, and their
knees bumped. "Come here often?”

"Yeah, actudly.” He glanced up at her, took agood long look. She recognized the stirring of interest in
hiseyes. "Guys never outgrow their toys.”

"So I've heard. What do you liketo play with?'

His eyebrows shot up. A man didn't often come across a beautiful—provocative—woman in atoy store
on aWednesday afternoon. He very nearly stuttered, then did something he hadn't done in years—spoke
without thinking fird.

"Depends on the game. What's yours?"

She laughed, pushed back atendril of hair that tickled her cheek. "Oh, I like adl kinds of
games—epecidly if | win."

She started to rise, but he beat her to it, straightening those yard-long legs and holding out a hand. She
gripped it, discovered to her pleasure it was as hard as sheld imagined, and as strong.

"Thanksagain. I'm Kate."
"Brody." He offered the tiny blue convertible he was till holding. "In the market for acar?!

"No, not today. I'm more or less browsing, until | seewhat | want..." Her lips curved again, amused,
flirtatious

Brody had to order himself not to whistle out a bresth. He'd had women come on to him from time to
time, but never quite like this. And held been in a slf-imposed fema e drought for... For what was
beginning to seem entirdly too long.

"Kate." Heleaned on ashef, angled his body toward her. Funny, how the moves came back, how the
system could pick up the dance asif it had never sat one out. "Why don't we—"

"Katie. | didn't know you'd comein." Natasha Kimball hurried across the shop, carting an enormous toy
cement mixer.

"l brought you asurprise.”

"l love surprises. But first here you are, Brody, as promised. Just camein Monday, and | put it aside for
you."



"It'sgreat." The cool-eyed, flirtatious expression had vanished into addighted grin. "It's perfect. Jackll
flip."

"The manufacturer makesitstoysto last. Thisis something hell enjoy for years, not just for aweek after
Christmas. Have you met my daughter?' Natasha asked, diding an arm around Kate's wai <.

Brody's eyesflicked up from the truck in its open-fronted box. " Daughter?*
So thisisthe bdlering, he thought. Doesn't it just figure?

"Wejust met—over adight vehicular accident.” Kate kept the smile on her face. Surely she had
imagined the sudden chill. "Is Jack your nephew?!

"Jack's my son.”

"Oh." Shetook along step back in her mind. The nerve of the man! The nerve of themarried manflirting
with her. It hardly mattered who had flirted first, after dl. She wasn't married. "I'm sure hell loveit,” she
said, coolly now and turned to her mother.

"Mama—"

"Kate, | wasjust tdling Brody about your plans. | thought you might like him to look at your building.”

"Whatever for?'

"Brody's a contractor. And awonderful carpenter. He remodeled your father's studio last year. And has
promised to take alook a my kitchen. My daughter insists on the best,” Natasha added, her dark gold
eyeslaughing. "So naturaly, | thought of you."

"| appreciateit.”

"No, | do, because | know you do quality work at afair price." She gave hisarm alittle squeeze.
"Spence and | would be grateful if you looked the building over.”

"l don't even settle for two days, Mama. Let's not rush things. But | did run into something annoying in
the building just abit ago. It'sup in the front charming Annie."

"What... Brandon? Oh, why didn't you say so!" As Natasharushed off, Kate turned to Brody. "Niceto
have met you."

"Likewise. Givemeacadl if you want meto look at your place.”

"Of course." She placed thelittle car held handed her neatly back on the shelf. "I'm sure your son will
love histruck. Isheyour only child?'

"Yes. Theresjust Jack.”
"I'm sure he kegps you and your wife busy. Now if you'll excuse me—"

"Jack's mother died four years ago. But he keeps me plenty busy. Watch those intersections, Kate," he



suggested, and tucking the truck under hisarm, walked away.
"Nicegoing." She hissed under her breath. "Redly nice going.”

Now maybe she could run out and seeif there were any puppies she could kick, just to finish off the
afternoon.

* k % % %

One of the best things about running your own business, in Brody's opinion, was being ableto prioritize
your time. There were plenty of headaches—responsihilities, paperwork, juggling jobs—not to mention
making damn sure there were jobs to juggle. But that one element made up for any and dl of the
downsde.

For thelast six years held had one priority.
His name was Jack.

After he'd hidden the cement truck under atarp in the back of his pickup, had run by ajob site to check
on progress, called on asupplier to put abug in their ear about a specia order and stopped at yet
another sSteto give apotentia client an estimate on a bathroom rehab, he headed home.

Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, he made a point to be home before the school bus grumbled to the
end of thelane. The other two school days—and in the case of any unavoidable delay—Jack was
delivered to the Skully house, where he could spend an hour or two with hisbest pal Rod under the
watchful eye of Beth Skully.

He owed Beth and Jerry Skully agreat deal, and most of it wasfor giving Jack a safe and happy place
to be when he couldn't be home. In the ten months Brody had been back in Shepherdstown he was
reminded, on an dmogt daily bas's, just how comforting small towns could be.

Now, at thirty, he was amazed at the young man who had shaken that town off his shoesasfast ashe
could manage alittle more than ten years before.

All for the best, he decided as he rounded the curve toward home. If he hadn't left home, hadn't been so
hardheadedly determined to make his mark € sawhere, he wouldn't have lived and learned. He wouldn't
have met Connie.

He wouldn't have Jack.

Hed come nearly full circle. If he hadn't completely closed therift with his parents, he was making
progress. Or Jack was, Brody corrected. His father might still hold a grudge againgt his son, but he
couldn't resst hisgrandson.

He'd been right to come home. Brody looked at the woods, growing thick on either side of theroad. A
few thin flakes of snow were beginning to drift out of the leaden sky. Hills, rocky and rough, rose and fell
asthey pleased.

It was agood place to raise aboy. Better for them both to be out of the city, to start fresh together in a
place Jack had family.



Family who could and would accept him for what he was, instead of seeing him as areminder of what
waslogt.

Heturned into the lane, stopped and turned off the truck. The buswould be aong in minutes, and Jack
would legp out, race over and climb in, filling the cab of the truck with the thrillsand spills of the day.

It was too bad, Brody mused, he couldn't share the spills and thrills of his own with asix-year-old.

He could hardly tdll his son that held felt his blood move for awoman again. Not just amild stir, but a
full leap. He couldn't share that for amoment, abit longer than a moment, he'd contemplated acting on

that leap of blood.

It had been so damn long.

And what harm would it have done, realy? An atractive woman, and one who obvioudy had no
problem making thefirst move. A little mating dance, acouple of civilized dates, then some
not-so-civilized sex. Everybody got what they wanted, and nobody got hurt.

He cursed under his breath, rubbed at the tension that had settled into the back of his neck.

Someone dways got hurt.

Stll, it might have been worth therisk... if she hadn't been Natasha and Spencer Kimball's pampered
and perfect daughter.

He'd gone that route once before, and had no intention of navigating those pitfalls a second time.

He knew plenty about Kate Kimbal. Primaballering, society darling and toast of the arty set. Over and
above the fact that held rather have histeeth pulled—one at atime—than st through abalet, he'd had his

fill of the cultured class during his dl-too-brief marriage.

Connie had been oneinamillion. A naturd in aseaof pretense and pomp. And even then, it had been a
hard road. Hed never know if they'd have continued to bump their way over it together, but he liked to
believe they would have.

Asmuch ashed loved her, his marriage to Connie had taught him lifewas easier if you stuck with your
own. And easier yet if aman just avoided any serious entanglements with awoman.

It was agood thing he'd been interrupted before held followed impul se and asked Kate Kimball out.
A good thing held learned who she was before that flirtation had shifted into high gear.

A very good thing he'd had the time to remember his priority. Fatherhood had kicked the stuffing out of
the arrogant, carel ess and often reckless boy. And had made aman out of him.

He heard the rumble of the bus, and sat up grinning. There was no place in the world Brody O'Connell
would rather be than right here, right now.

The big yellow bus groaned to astop, its safety lights flashing. The driver waved, acheerful little salute.
Brody waved back and watched his lightning bolt shoot out the door.



Jack was a compact boy, except for hisfeet. It would take some yearsfor him to grow into them. At the
end of the lane, he tipped back his head and tried to catch one of those thin snowflakes on histongue.
Hisface was round and cheerful, hiseyes green like hisfather's, his mouth still the innocent bow of youth.

Brody knew when Jack stripped off hisred ski cap—as he would at the first opportunity—his pale
blond hair would shoot up in sunflower spikes.

Watching his son, Brody fdlt love swvarm him, fill him so fast it was aflood of the heart.
Then the door of the truck opened, and the little boy clambered in, an eager puppy with oversize paws.

"Hey, Dad! It's snowing. Maybeit'll snow eight feet and there won't be any school and we can build a
million snowmen in the yard and go dedding.” He bounced on the seet. "' Can we?"

"Theminuteit snows eight feet, we sart the first of amillion snowmen.”
"Promise?’

Promises, Brody knew, were dways a solemn business. "Absolutely promise.”
"Okay! Guesswhat?"'

Brody started the engine and drove up the lane. "What?"

"It'sonly fifteen daystill Christmas, and Miss Hawkins saystomorrow it'll be fourteen and that's just two
weeks."

"| guessthat means one from fifteen isfourteen.”

"Yeah?' Jack's eyeswent wide. "Okay. So it's Christmasin two weeks, and Grandma says that time
flies, soit's practicaly Christmasnow.”

"Practicdly." Brody stopped the truck in front of the old three-story farmhouse. Eventualy held have the
whole thing rehabbed. Maybe by thetime hewas digible for socid security.

"So okay, if it'sadmost practicaly Christmas, can | have a present?!

"Hmm." Brody pursed hislips, wrinkled hisbrow and gppeared to give this due consideration. ™Y ou
know, Jacks, that was good. That was areally good one. No."

"Aw."

"Aw," Brody echoed in the same sorrowful tone. Then he laughed and snatched his son off the sest. "But
if you give meahug, I'll make O'Connéll's Amazing Magic Pizzafor dinner.”

"Okay!" Jack wrapped his arms around hisfather's neck.

And Brody was home.

Chapter Two
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"Nervous?' Spencer Kimball watched his daughter pour a cup of coffee. She looked flawless, he
thought. Her mass of curling hair wastied neetly into atail that streamed down her back. Her stone-gray
jacket and trousers were trim and tailored in an understated chic he sometimes thought she'd been born
with. Her face—L ord, she looked like her mother—was composed.

Y es, shelooked flawless, and lovely. And grown up. Why was it so hard to see his babies grown?
"Why should | be nervous? More coffee?’

"Y eah, thanks. It's D-Day," he added when she topped off his cup. "Deed Day. In acouple hours, you'l
be a property owner, with al the joys and frustrations that entails.”

"I'm looking forward to it." She sat to nibble on the half bagel sheld toasted for breskfast. "1've thought it
al through very carefully.”

"You awaysdo."

"Mmm. | know it'sarisk usng so much of my savings, and agood portion of my trust fund in this
investment. But I'm financialy sound and | know | can handle the projected expenses over the next five
years."

He nodded, watching her face. Y ou have your mother's business sense.”

" liketothink so. | dso liketo think I'll have your skill for teaching. After dl, I'm an artist, who comes
from two people who are artists. And thelittle bit of teaching | did in New Y ork gave me ataste for it."
She picked up the cream, added alittle more to her coffee. "'I'm establishing my businessin my
hometown, where | have solid contacts with the community.”

"Absolutdy true."

She st the bagel aside and picked up her coffee. "The Kimball name is respected here, and my nameis
respected in dance circles. I've studied dance for twenty years, sweated and ached my way through
thousands of hours of ingtructions. | should have learned more than how to execute acleantour jute.”

"Without question.”

She sighed. There was no fooling her father. He knew her insde and out. He was dl that was solid, she
thought, al that was steady. "Okay. Y ou know how you get butterfliesin your somach?"

"Yegh"
"Minearefrogs. Big, fat, hopping frogs. | wasn't this nervous before my first professond solo.”

"Because you never doubted your taent. Thisis new ground, honey." Helaid ahand over hers. "Y ou're
entitled to thefrogs. Fact is, I'd worry about you if you didn't have the jumps.”

"You'redso worried I'm making abig mistake."



"No, not amistake." He gave her hand a squeeze. "'1've got some concerns—and afather's entitled to
the jumps, too—that in afew months you might miss performing. Miss the company and the life you built.
Part of mewishesyou'd waited a bit longer before making such abig commitment. And the other part's
just happy to have you home again.”

"Well, tell your frogsto settle down. Once | make acommitment, | keepit.”
"l know."
That was one of the thingsthat concerned him, but he wasn't going to say that.

She picked up her bagdl again, grinning alittle. She knew just how to distract him. " So, tell me about the
plansto remodd the kitchen."

Hewinced, his handsome face looking pained. "'I'm not getting into it." As he glanced around the room
he raked a hand through his hair so the gold and silver of it tangled. "Y our mother's got thisbug over a
full redo here. New this, new that, and Brody O'Conndll's aiding and abetting. What's wrong with the
kitchen?'

"Maybe it has something to do with the fact it hasn't been remodeled in twenty-odd years?*

"So what's your point?* Spencer gestured with his coffee cup. "It's greet. It's perfectly comfortable. But
then he had to go and show her sample books."

Her lipstwitched at the betraya in her father's voice, but she spoke with sober sympathy. "The dog.”

"And they're talking about bow and bay windows. We've got awindow." He gestured to the one over
thesink. "It'sfine. Y ou can look through it al you want. | tell you, that boy has seduced my wifewith
promises of solid surface countertops and oak trim."

"Oak trim, hmm. Very sexy." Laughing, she propped an elbow on the table. "Tell me about O'Connell.”
"He does good work. But that doesn't mean he should come tear up my kitchen."
"Hashelivedin the arealong?"

"Grew up not far from here. Hisfather's Ace Plumbing. Brody |eft when he was about twenty. Went
down to D.C. Worked congtruction.”

All right, Kate thought. She'd haveto pry if that was all she could shakeloose. "I heard he hasalittle
boy.”

"Yeah, Jack. A real pistol. Brody's wife died severa years ago. Cancer of somekind, | think. My
impression is he wanted to raise his son closer to family. Been back about ayear, | guess. HeE's
established anice business, with areputation for quality work. Helll do agood job for you.”

"If | decideto hirehim."
She wondered what he looked likein atool belt, then reminded herself that was not onlynot the kind of

question awoman should ask her doting father, but also one that had nothing to do with establishing a
business relationship. But she bet he looked just fine.



It was done. Thefrogsin her somach were till pretty lively, but she was now the owner of abig,
beautiful, dilapidated building in the pretty college town of Shepherdstown, West Virginia

A building that was ashort wak from the house where she'd grown up, from her mother'stoy shop,
from the university where her father taught.

She was surrounded by family, friends and neighbors.

Oh God.

Everyone knew her—and everyone would be watching to seeif she pulled it off, stuck it out, or fell flat
on her face. Why hadn't she opened her school in Utah or New Mexico or someplace shewas

anonymous, somewhere with no expectations hovering over her?

And that, she reminded hersdlf, wasjust stupid. She was establishing her school here because it was
home. Home, K ate thought, was exactly where she wanted to be.

There would be no faling, flat or otherwise, Kate promised herself as she parked her car. She would
succeed because she would personaly oversee every detail. She would take each upcoming step the
way she'd taken dl the othersthat had led here. Carefully, meticuloudly. And she would work like a
Trojan to seeit through.

She wouldn't disappoint her parents.

The important thing was that the property was now hers—and the bank's—and that those next steps
could be taken.

She walked up the steps—her steps—crossed the short, dightly sagging porch and unlocked the door to
her future.

It smelled of dust and cobwebs.

That would change. Oh, yes, shetold hersdlf as she set her bag and keys aside. That would begin to
change very soon. In short order, the air would smell of sawdust and fresh paint and the swest of a
working crew.

Shejust had to hire the crew.

She started to cross the floor, just to hear her footsteps echo, and saw thelittle portable stereo in the
center of the room. Baffled, she hurried to it, picked up the card set on top of the machine and grinned a
her mother's handwriting.

She ripped open the envelope and took out the card fronted with alovely painting of abalerinaat the
bane.

Congratulations, Katiel
Herésasmal housewarming gift so you'll dways have music. Love, Mom, Dad and Brandon

"Oh, you guys. You just never let medown.” A little teary-eyed, she crouched and turned the stereo on.



It was one of her father's compositions, and one of her favorites. She remembered how thrilled, and how
proud she had been, when she had danced to it the first time on stage in New Y ork.

Kimball dancing to Kimbal, she thought, and shrugged out of her coat, kicked off her shoes.

Sow at firsd—along extension. The musclestremble, but hold, and hold. A bend at the knee to change
the line. Turning, begt by best.

Lower. A gentle series of pirouettes, fluid rather than sharp.

She moved around the dingy room, diding into the well-remembered steps. Music swelled into the
space, into her mind, into her body.

Building now, from romance toward passion. Arabesque, quick, light triple pirouette and intobalottes.

Thejoy of it rushed into her. The confining band flew out of her hair.Grande jeté. And again. Again. Fed
likeyou could fly forever. Look like you can.

End it with flair, with joy, in afast rushof fouette turns. Then set! Snap like a tatue, one arm up, one
back.

"l guess I'm supposed to throw roses, but | don't have any on me."

Her breath was already coming fast, and she nearly lost it completely as the statement shoved her out of
dance mode. She pressed a hand to her speeding heart, and panting lightly, stared at Brody.

He stood just inside the door, hands in his pockets and atoolbox at hisfeet.
"Y ou can owe me," she managed to say. "l like red ones. God, you scared the life out of me."

"Sorry. Your door wasn't locked, and you didn't hear me knock." Or wouldn't have, he decided, if hed
thought to knock.

But when hed seen her through the window, he hadn't thought at all. Hed just walked in, dazzled. A
woman who looked like that, who moved like that, was bound to dazzle a man. Heimagined she knew it.

"It'sdl right." Sheturned and walked over to turn down the music. "I wasinitiating the place. Though the
dance looks better with the costumes and lights. So." She pushed at her tumbled hair, willing her
speeding heart to settle. "What can | do for you, Mr. O'Conndll?’

Hewaked toward her, stopping to pick up her hair band. "Y ou lost thisduring aspin.”

"Thanks." Shetucked it into her pocket.

He wished sheld pulled her hair back into it. He didn't care for hisreaction to the way she looked just
now, flushed and touded and... available. "1 get the feding you weren't expecting me.”

"No, but | don't mind the unexpected.” Especialy, she thought, when it comeswith fabulous green eyes
and asexy little scowl.



"Y our mother asked me to come by, take alook at the place.”

"Ah. Y ou're another housawarming present.”

"I beg your pardon?"'

"Nothing." She angled her head. Dancers, she mused, knew as much about body language asa
psychiatrist. Hiswas giff, just alittle defensive. And he was certainly careful to keep agood, safe
distance between them. "Do | make you nervous, O'Connéll, or just annoy you?'

"I don't know you well enough to be nervous or annoyed.”

"Want to?'

Hisbely muscles quivered. "Look, Ms. Kimball—"

"All right, don't get huffy.” She waved him off. A pity, she thought. She preferred being direct, and he,
obvioudy, didn't. "I find you atractive, and | got the impression you were interested, initidly. My
mistake."

"Y ou make a habit of coming on to strange men in your mother'stoy store?”

She blinked, aquick flicker of temper and hurt. Then she shrugged. "Oh, wel. Ouch."

"Sorry." Disgusted with himself, he held up both hands. “"Way out of line. Maybe you do annoy me after
al. Not your fault. I'm out of practice when it comesto... aggressve women. Let'sjust say I'm not in the
market for any entanglementsright now."

"Thisisablow—I'd dready picked the band for the wedding, but | expect I'll recover."
Hislipscurved. "Oh, well. Ouch."

He had agreat smile when he used it, Kate thought. It was adamn shame he was so stingy with it where
she was concerned. "Now that we have dl that out of the way. What do you think?" She spread her
arms to encompass the room.

Since here he was on solid ground, Brody relaxed. "It'sagreat old place. Lots of atmosphere and
potentia. Solid foundetion. Built to lagt.”

Thelittle prickle of annoyance that till chilled her skin faded away. Warmth radiated. "That'sit. Now |
loveyou."

It was histurn to blink. He'd already taken a defensive step in retreat when Kate laughed. "Boy, youare
out of practice. I'm not going to throw mysdf into your arms, Brody—though it'stempting. It'sjust that
you're thefirst person who's agreed with me on this. Everyone dse thinks I'm crazy to snk so much time
and money into thisbuilding.”

He couldn't remember having awoman make him fed like an idiot so often in such a short space of time.
He shoved his handsinto his pockets again. "It's agood investment—if you do it right and you'rein for
thelong haul."



"Oh, I'min. Why don't you tell me how you'd do it right?*
"Firg thing I'd do is have the heating system looked &t. I1t'sfreezing in here."

Shegrinned a him. "We may just get dong after al. Thefurnaceisin the basement. Want to take a
look?"

She came down with him—which he didn't expect. She didn't bolt when they came across a startled
mouse—or the old shedded skin of a snake that had likely dined on the rodent's relatives. And that he
had expected.

In his experience, women—wadll, intensely female women types—generally made aquick retrest when
they came across anything that dithered or skittered. But Kate just wrinkled her nose and took alittle
notebook out of her jacket pocket to jot something down.

Thelight was poor, the air thick and stde, and the ancient furnace that squatted on the origina dirt floor,
alost cause.

He gave her that bad news, then explained her options, the pros and cons of e ectric heat pumps, gas,
oil. BTU's, efficiency, initid cost outlay and probable monthly expenses.

Heimagined held do just aswell speaking in Greek and offered to send brochures and information to
her father.

"My father's acomposer and a college professor,” she said with cool politeness. "Do you assume held
understand all of this better than | would because we have different chromosomes?”

Brody considered for amoment. "Y eah.”
"Y ou assume incorrectly. Y ou can send me your information, but at this point I'm moreinclined to the
steam hest. It seems smpler and more efficient as the pipes and radiators are aready in place. | want to

keep as much of the building's character as possible, while making it more livable and attractive. Also, I'll
have secondary hesat sources, if and when | need them, when the chimneys are checked—repaired if

necessary."

Hedidn't much carefor theicy tone, even if he did agree with the content. "Y ou're the boss."

"There, you're absolutely correct.”

"Y ou have cobwebsin your hair. Boss"

"So do you. I'll need this basement area cleaned, and however authentic the dirt floor might be, I'll want
cement poured. And an exterminator. Better lighting. Asitis, it'svirtually wasted space. It can be put to
usefor storage.”

"Fine." Hetook a notepad and pencil out of his breast pocket and began scribbling notes.

Shewalked to the stairs, jiggling the banister as she started up. "The stairs don't have to be pretty, but
they haveto be safe”



"You'll get safe. All thework will be up to code. | don't work any other way."
"Good to know. Now, let me show you what | want on the main level.”

She knew what she wanted. Maybe alittle too precisdly for histaste. Still, he had to give her pointsfor
not intending to smply gut the building, but to make use of its eccentricities and charm.

He couldn't see abalet school, but she apparently could. Right down to the bench she envisioned built in
under the front windows, and the canned celling lights.

She wanted the kitchen redone, turning it into asmaller, more efficient room and using the extra space
for an office.

Spaces that had metamorphosed over the years from bedrooms to storage rooms to display rooms
would become dressing areas with counters and wardrobes built in.

"It seemsalittle daborate for asmal town dance school.”

She merdly lifted an eyebrow. "It's not elaborate. It's correct. Now these two bathrooms.” She stopped
inthe hall beside two doorsthat were sde by side.

"If you want to enlarge and remodel, | can open the wal between them.”

"Dancers haveto forgo agreat deal of modesty aong the way, but let's draw the line at coed
bathrooms."

"Coed." He lowered the notebook, stared at her. "Y ou're planning on having boys?' Hisgrin came fast.
"Y ou think you're going to get boysin here doing what'sit? Pirouettes? Get out."

"Ever hear of Baryshnikov? Davidov?' She wastoo used to the knee-jerk reaction to be particularly
offended. "I'd put awd| trained dancer in his prime up againgt any other athlete you name in atest of
strength and endurance.”

"Who wearsthe tutu?'

She sighed, only because she was perfectly aware thiswas the sort of bias shed befacinginarural
town. "For your information, male dancers are real men. Infact, my first lover was apremier danseur who
drove aHarley and could execute agrande jeté with more height than Michaegl Jordan can pull off for a
dam dunk. But then Jordan doesn't wear tights, does he? Just those cute little boxers.”

"Trunks," Brody muttered. "Basketbd| trunks."

"Ah, well, it'sal perception, isn't it? The bathrooms stay separate. New stals, new sinks, new floors.
One sink in each low enough for achild to reach. White fixtures. | want clean and streamlined.”

"| got that picture.”

"Then moving right long.” She gestured toward the stairs at the back end of the corridor. "Third floor,



"Y ou're going to live here—over the school 7'

"I'm going to live, breathe, eat and work here. That's how you turn a concept into redlity. And | have
very specific ideas about my living quarters.”

"l bet you do."

Specific ideas, Brody thought an hour later, and good ones. He might have disagreed with some of the
details she wanted on the main level, but he couldn't fault her vison for the third floor.

She wanted the origina moldings and woodwork restored—and added that she'd like whoever had
painted al that gorgeous oak white caught, dragged into the street and horsewhi pped.

Brody could only agree.

Portions of the woodwork were damaged. He liked the prospect of crafting the replacement sections
himself, blending them in with the old. She wanted the floors sanded down, and coated with aclear sedl.
Hed have done precisdly the same.

As hetoured the top roomswith her, he felt the old anticipation building. To make hismark on
something that had stood for generations, and to preserveit asit was meant to be preserved.

There had been atime when held done no more than put in his hours—do the job, pick up the pay.
Pride and respongbility had come later. And the smple pleasure they gave him had pushed him to better
himsdlf, to hone his craft—to build something more than rooms.

Tobuildalife.

He could make a difference here, Brody thought.

And he wanted, badly, to get his hands on this place and make that difference. Eveniif it meant dealing
with Kate Kimball, and hisirritating reaction to her.

He hoped—if he got the job—she wouldn't be one of those clients who hovered. At least not while she
was wearing that damn perfume.

Then they were back to bathrooms. The old cast iron tub stayed. The beige wall hung sink went, and
Brody was directed to find a suitable white pedestal Sink to replaceit.

The boss aso wanted ceramic tile—navy and white—though she agreed to look at product samples
before making thefind decison.

Shewasjust as decisive in the kitchen, but there he stopped her.
"L ook, are you actualy going to cook in here, or just heat up takeout?'

"Cook. | do know how."



"Then you want solid work space there, instead of breaking it up." Brody gestured. "Y ou want efficient
traffic flow, so you work from the window. Y ou want your sink under the window instead of on that wall.
Y ou movetherefrigerator there, the stove there. See, then you've got flow instead of zigzagging back
and forth. Wasted effort, wasted space.”

"Yes, but there—"

"That'sfor your pantry,” he interrupted, the room clear in hismind. "It gives you anice line of counter.
You angleit out here..." He pulled out his measuring tape. "Y eah, angle it out and you've got room for a
couple of stools, so you get work space and seating space instead of dead space.”

"l wasthinking of putting atable—"

"Then you'll dwaysbewaking around it, and crowding yoursef in."

"Maybe." She thought of the kitchen table where she'd sat with her father only that morning. And had sat
with her family on countless mornings. Sentimentd, she decided. And in this case probably impractica.

"L et me get the measurements, and I'll draw it up for you in the next few days. Y ou can think about it.”
"All right. Plenty of time. Themain levd'smy priority."

"It'l take me sometimeto work it up and get you abid. But | can tell you now, you're cruising toward
sx figures and agood four months work for the complete rehab.”

Sheld cometo that conclusion hersdlf, but hearing it was still ajolt. "Work it up, draw it up, whatever it
isyou do. If | decideto hire you for the job, when would you be able to start?!

"| can get the permits pretty quick. And put in amaterials and supply order right off. Probably start work
fird of theyear."

"Those are magic words. If | go with you, | want to get started right away. Get me abid, Mr. O'Conndll,
and welll seeif we can do business”

She left him to measure and calculate, and went down to stand on her little front porch.

She could hear the light traffic from the main street, only ahaf block over. And smell the smoke from
someone's fireplace or woodstove. Her bumpy little front lawn was adisgrace of dead and dying weeds
and asad and ugly stump of what had once been arega maple.

Across the narrow side street was another brick building that had been converted into gpartments. It
wasold, tidy and utterly quiet at thismidday hour.

Another hundred thousand, she thought. Well, it could be done. Fortunately she hadn't lived
extravagantly over the past few years. And she did, indeed, have her mother's head for business. Her
savings had been carefully invested—and the trust fund was there as a cushion.

If shefdt too much was going out, while nothing was coming in, she could agree to do afew guest
appearances with the company. That door had been left open.



The fact was, with al the weeks of congtruction ahead, it would make sense to do so—and not only for
financid reasons.

She was used to working, used to being busy. Once the work began on the building there would be
nothing for her to do but wait until each stage was complete.

It was an easy trip to New Y ork, and the smplest thing in the world to stay with family there. Rehearse,
train, perform, come home again. Y es, that might be the best solution al around.

But not yet. Not quite yet. She wanted to see her plans get off the ground first.
"Kate?' Brody stepped out, her coat in hishand. "It's cold out here.”

"A bit. | was hoping it would snow. We got teased the other day.”

"Aslong asit'snot eight feet."

"Hmm?'

"Nothing." Helaid her coat over her shoulders, automatically lifting her hair out of the collar. There was
S0 damn much of it, he thought. Soft, curling miles of it.

His hands were till caught in it when she turned, when she looked up, met his eyes. Interested after all,
sheredized with alovedy liquid tug in the bely. "Why don't we walk around the corner. Y ou can buy me
acup of coffee” Shemoved in, addiberate test for both of them. "We can discuss... counter space.”

She clogged hisbrain, hislungs, and did ahdll of ajob on hisloins. ™Y ou're coming onto me again.”

Her samilewas dow, devagtatingly femde. "I certainly am.”

"Y ou're probably the most beautiful woman I've ever seen.”

"That's the good fortune of birth, but since | look agreat deal like my mother, thank you. | particularly
like your mouth." She shifted her gazetoit, lingered. "l just kegp coming back to it."

Histhroat was dry asthe Sahara. What had happened with women since he'd been out of the game? he
wondered. When had they started seducing men on the front porch in the middle of the afternoon?

He could fed the chill December wind whipping againgt hisface. And the heat swarming into his blood.
"Look." In self-defense, he took her by the arms. Her coat did off her shoulders, and he felt the taut
sculpted muscle beneath her suit jacket.

"I've been looking." Her gaze flicked up to hisagain. So male, she thought. So frustrated. "l just happen
to likewhat | see”

Her eyeswere pure gray, he thought. Mysterious as smoke. He had only to lower his head, or better,
yes better, to yank her to her toes. Then his mouth would be on those sultry, sdf-satisfied lips of hers.

He had afeding, abad one, it would be like bare-handing alive wire. Thrilling, and potentialy deadly.

"l told you | wasn't interested.”



"Yes, you did. But you lied." To proveit, sherose up to her toes and took aquick, hard nip into his
bottom lip. His handstightened like vises on her arms. " See?" she whispered when he held her there, only
abreath away. "Y ou're very interested.”

Amused at both of them, she lowered to the flats of her feet, eased back. "Y ou just don't want to be."

"It comes down to the samething." He let her go, bent to pick up histoolbox. Damn it, his hands weren't
even closeto Steady.

"I don't agree, but | won't pushit. I'd like to see you socidly, if and when that suits you. Meanwhile,
sncewe have smilar views on this building, and | liked most of your idess, | hope well be able to work
together."

He hissed out a breath. Cool as January, he noted. While he was flustered, heated up and churning.
"You'reared piece of work, Kate."

"I am, that'strue. | won't apologize for being what | am. I'll look forward to getting the brochures and
information we discussed, and your bid on the job. If you need to get back in for more measurements or
whatever, you know how to reach me."

"Yeah, | know how to reach you."

She stayed where she was, watched him stride down to the curb, climb into histruck. Hed have been
surprised if he'd heard the long shaky breath she expelled as he drove away.

Surprised aswell if held seen her dowly lower hersdlf to the top step.

She was nowhere near as cool as January. She sat in the brisk breeze waiting to cool off. And for the
frogsin her belly to settle down again.

Brody O'Conndll, she thought. Wasn't it strange and fascinating that aman sheld only met twice should
have such astrong effect on her? It wasn't that she was shy around men—far from it. But shewas
sdlective. Thelover sheld tossed in Brody's face had been one of the three men—all of whom she'd
cared for deeply—that she'd allowed into her life, and into her bed.

Y e, after two meetings—no, she thought, ordering hersdlf to be brutally honest—after one mesting,
sheld wanted Brody in her bed. The second meeting had only sharpened that want into a keen-edged
desire she wasn't prepared for.

So shewould do thelogica and practicd thing. She'd settle hersalf down, clear her mind. Then shed
begin to plan the best way to get him there,

Chapter Three
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Jack sat at the partner's desk in what he and his dad called their office and carefully printed out the



alphabet. It was hisjob. Just like Dad was doing his job, on hisside of the desk.

The drafting paper and rulers and stuff looked like alot more fun than the aphabet. But Dad had said, if
he got it al done, he could have some paper to draw with, too.

He thought he would draw abig, giant house, just like their house, with the old barn that was Dad's
workshop. And there would be lots of snow, too. Eight whole feet of snow and millions and billions of
showmen.

And adog.

Grandpa and Grandma had a dog, and even though

Buddy was sort of old, he was fun. But he had to stay at Grandma's. One day held have adog al of his
own and its name would be Mike and held chase balls and deep in the bed at night.

He could have one as soon as he was old enough to be responsible. Which could even be tomorrow.
Jack peeked up to study hisfather's face and seeif it was maybe time to ask if he was responsible yet.

But hisdad had that |ook where he was kind of frowning but not mad. Hisworking look. If you
interrupted the working look, the answer was amost aways. Not now.

But the al phabet was boring. He wanted to draw the house or play with histrucks or with the computer.
Or maybejust look outside and seeif it was snowing yet.

He butted hisfoot against the desk. Squirmed. Butted hisfoot.

"Jack, don't kick the desk."

"Do | haveto write thewhole aphabet?

"Yep.

"How come?'

"Because.”

"But | got dl theway up to theP ."

"If you don't do the rest, you can't say any wordsthat have the lettersin them you left out.”
"BU—"

"Can't say 'but.'B-U-T "

Jack heaved the heavy sigh of asix-year-old. He wrote the next three | etters, then peeked up again.
"Dad."

"Hmm."



"Dad, Dad, Dad, Dad.D-A-D "
Brody glanced up, saw hisson grinning a him. "Smart aeck.”
"1 know how to spell Dad and Jack.”

Brody narrowed his eyes, lifted afist. "Do you know how to spell knuckle sandwich?!

"Nuh-uh. Doesit have mustard?'
The kid, Brody thought, was sharp as a bucket of tacks. "How'd you get to be such awise guy?'

"Grandmasays| got it from you. Can | see what you're drawing? Y ou said it'sfor the dancing lady. Are
you drawing her, too?"

"Yes, it'sfor the dancing lady, and no, you can't seeit until you're finished your job." However much he
wanted to set his own work aside and justbe with his son, the only way to teach responsbility wasto be

responsible.

That was one of those sneaky circles of parenthood.

"What happens when you don't finish what you start?"

Jack rolled hiseyes. "Nothing."

"Exactly."

Jack heaved another sigh and applied his pencil. He didn't see hisfather's lips twitch.

God, what akid. Brody wanted to toss his own pencil down, snatch Jack up and do whatever this
magor miracle of hislife wanted to do for the rest of the evening. The hell with work, with responsibility,

with what needed to be done.

There was only one thing he wanted more than that. To finish what he started. There was no job more
vitd than Jack O'Conndll.

Had his own father ever looked at him and wondered, and worried? Probably, Brody thought. It had

never showed, but probably. Still, Bob O'Connell hadn't been one for wrestling on the rug or foolish
conversations. He'd gone to work. Hed come home from work. He'd expected dinner on the table at

SX.

He'd expected his son to do his chores, stay out of trouble, and to—above al—do what he was told
without question. One of those expectations had been to follow, precisdy, in hisfather's footsteps.

Brody figured he'd disappointed hisfather in every possible area. And had been disappointed by him.
He wasn't going to put those same demands and expectations on his own son.
"Zeel Zee, Zee, Zee!" Jack picked up the paper, waved it madly. "I finished.”

"Hold it still, hotshot, so | can see.” A long way from neet, Brody noted when Jack held the paper up.



But it was done. "Good job. Y ou want some graph paper?'

"Can | come over there and help work on yours?”'

"Sure." So held stay up an extra hour and work, Brody thought as Jack scrambled down from his stool.
It would be worth it to have thistime with his son. He reached down, hauled Jack up on hislap. "Okay,
so0 what we've got here isthe apartment above the school .

"How come they wear those funny clothes when they dance?!

"I have no idea. How do you know they wear funny clothes?’

"I saw acartoon, and there were ephantsin funny skirts. They were dancing on their toes. Do
elephantsredly have toes?'

"Yeah." Didn't they?"WEell look it up later so you can see. Here, take the pencil. Y ou can draw thisline
here, right againgt the straight edge.”

"Okay!"

Father and son worked, heads close together, with the big hand guiding the small.
When Jack began to yawn, Brody shifted him, laying Jack over his shoulder as herose.
"I'm not tired,” Jack claimed even as his head drooped.

"When you wake up, itll only befive daystill Chrismas."

"Can | haveapresent?’

Brody smiled. His son'svoice was thick, his body aready going limp. He paused in the living room, by
thetree, swaying dightly as he had when Jack had been an infant, and fretful in the night. As Chrissmas

trees went, Brody mused, this one wasn't pretty. But it was festive. The mix of ornaments covered every
avallableinch. Wads of tinsel shonein the multicolored lights Jack had wanted.

Rather than an angdl or adtar, there was agrinning Santa at the top. Jack till believed in Santa Claus.
Brody wondered if hewould thistime the following yeer.

Thinking of that, of the years passed and passing till, he turned hisface into his son's hair. And just
bresthed himiin.

After held carried Jack up to bed, he came down and brewed a fresh pot of coffee. Probably a mistake,
Brody thought even as he poured thefirst cup. It would very likely keep him awake.

Still he stood, looking out the dark window, Spping it black. The house was too quiet with Jack adeep.
There were times, God knew, when the boy made so much noise, caused so much chaos, it seemed
there would never be amoment of peace and quiet.

Then when he got it, Brody wanted the noise.

Parenting, he thought, had to be the damnedest business going.



But the problem now was restlessness. It was afedling he hadn't experienced for quite sometime. With
parenting, establishing a business, making ahome, soliciting jobs, he hadn't had much excesstime.

Still don't, he thought, and began to pace the kitchen while he drank his coffee.

There was enough work to be done on the house to keep him busy for... probably therest of hislife.
Should have bought something smdler, he thought, and less needy. Something more practicd—and hed
heard variations on those thoughts from hisfather snce heldd dug up the down payment.

Trouble was, held falen head over hedlsfor the old place, and so had Jack. And it was working, he
reminded himsdlf, glancing around the completed kitchen with its glass-fronted cabinets and granite
counters.

Still, work was the bottom line, and he really had to carve out the time to deal with the rooms held put
off.

Hard to find time when there were only days|eft until Christmeas.

Then, there was the job due to be completed the next afternoon. And on the hedls of that came the
school holiday. He should have lined up a babysitte—he'd meant to. But Jack didiked them so much,
and the guilt was adow burn.

He knew Beth Skully would take Jack at least part of thetime. But after awhile, it fet likeimposing. In
an emergency, he could cal on his mother. But that was atricky business. Whenever he passed Jack off
inthat direction, hefdt likeafailure.

He'd make it work. Jack could come aong with him some of the time, go to hispal Rod's some of the
time. And in apinch, hed vist hisgrandmother.

And that wasn't the problem at al, Brody admitted. That wasn't the distraction, lodged like asplinter in
hismind.

The splinter was Kate Kimbadll.

He didn't have the time nor theinclination for her.

All right, damn it, he didn't have the time. Whatever he did havefor her wasa hdl of awaysup from
inclination. He dragged a hand through his mass of sun-streaked hair and tried to ignore the sheer sexua
frustration eating a hisgut.

Had he ever fet this much pure physicad hunger for awoman before? He must have. Hejust didn't
remember clearly, that was dl. Didn't remember being churned up thisway.

And it redly ticked him off.

It was only because it had been along time. Because she was so openly provocative. So unbelievably
beautiful.

But he wasn't akid anymore who could grab pretty toys without considering the consequences. He was
no longer free to do whatever heliked, when he liked. And he wouldn't want it any other way.



Not that taking her up on her obvious invitation had to have consequences. Inthelong run. Eveninthe
short. They were both adults, they both knew the ropes.

And that kind of thinking, he decided, would only get him in trouble.
Do your job, he told himself. Take her money. Keep your distance.
And stop thinking about that amazing, streamlined body of hers.

He poured a second cup of coffee—knowing he was damning himself to a deepless night—then went
back to work.

The next afternoon, Kate opened the door to find Brody on her doorstep. Her pleasure at that was
Sdetracked by the bright-eyed little boy at hisside.

"Wdll, hello, handsome.”

"I'm Jeck."

"Handsome Jack. I'm Kate. Comein."

"I'm just dropping off the drawings, and the bid." Brody held them out, kept ahand firm on Jack's
shoulder. "My card'sin there. If you have any questions or want to discuss the drawings or the figures,

just get intouch.”

"Let's save time and ook them over now. What's your hurry?' She barely looked a him, but beamed
smilesat Jack."Brr. It's cold out there. Cold enough for cookies and hot chocolate.”

"With marshmdlows?'

"Inthishousg, it'sillegdl to serve hot chocolate without marshmallows." She held out ahand. Jack'swas
dready init ashebolted insde.

"LiﬂEﬂ n

"Oh, come on, O'Connell. Be asport. So, what grade are you in, Handsome Jack?' She crouched
down to unzip his coat. "Eighth, ninth?'

"No." Hegiggled. "Firg."

"You're kidding. Thisis such acoincidence. We happen to be running aspecia today for blond-haired
boysinfirst grade. Y our choice of sugar, chocolate chip or peanut butter cookies."

"Can | have one of each?"
Il‘h:l(_ll

"Ah, aman after my own heart,” Kate said, ignoring Brody. She straightened, handed Brody Jack's coat
and cap and muffler, then took the boy's hand.



"Areyou the dancing lady?

Shelaughed as she started back with him toward the kitchen. "Yes, | am." With that sultry smile on her
lips, she glanced back over her shoulder at Brody. Gotcha, she thought. "Kitchen'sthisway."

"l know where the damn kitcheniis."

"Dad said damn," Jack announced.

"So | hear. Maybe he shouldn't get any cookies.”

"It's okay for grown-upsto say damn. But they're not supposed to say sh—"
" Jackl™

"But sometimes he says that, too," Jack finished in a conspirator's whisper. "And once when he banged
hishand, he saiddl the curse words.”

"Redly?" Absolutely charmed, she pulled achair out for the boy. "In arow, or al mixed up?'

"All mixed up. He said some of them lots of times." He gave her abright smile. "Can | have three
marshmdlows?'

"Absolutely. Y ou can hang those coats on the pegs there, Brody." She sent him asunny smile, then got
out the makingsfor the hot chocolate.

And not alittle paper pack, Brody noted. But abig hunk of chocolate, milk. "We don't want to take up
your time," he began.

"I havetime. | put in afew hours a the store this morning. My mother's swamped. But Brandon's taking
the afternoon shift. That's my brother's ball mitt," she told Jack, who ingtantly snatched his hand away
fromit.

"l wasonly looking."

"It'sokay. Y ou can touch, he doesn't mind. Do you like basebd |7

"| played T-ball last year, and I'm going to play Little League when I'm old enough.”

"Brand played T-ball, too, and Little League. And now he playsfor areal mgjor league team. He plays
third basefor the L.A. Kings."

Jack's eyes rounded—little green gems. "For red ?'

"For red.” She crossed over, dipped the glove onto the delighted Jack's hand. "Maybe when your
hand's big enough to fit, you'l play, too."

"Holy cow, Dad. It'sared basebal guy's mitt."

"Yeah." He gave up. He couldn't block anyone who gave his son such athrill. "Very cool." Heruffled
Jack's hair, smiled over at Kate. "Can | have three marshmallows, too?"



"Absolutdly.”

The boy was ajewd, Kate thought as she prepared the hot chocolate, set out cookies. She had a
weakness for kids, and this onewas, as her father had said, apistol.

Even more interesting, she noted, was the obvious link between father and son. Strong as stedl and
swest as candy. It made her want to cuddle both of them.

IILaW?I
"Kate," she said and put hismug of chocolatein front of him. "Careful now, it's hot."
"Okay. Kate, how come you wear funny clothes when you dance? Dad has no idea.”

Brody made asmal sound—it might have been agroan—then took an avid interest in the selection of
cookies.

Kate arched her eyebrows, set the other mugs on the table, then sat. "Welike to call them costumes.
They help ustell whatever story we want through the dance.”

"How can you tell orieswith dancing?1 like storieswith talking.”

"It'slike talking, but with movement and music. What do you think of when you hear 'Jngle Bells'
without the words?!

"Chrigmes. It'sonly five daystill Chrigmas.”
"That's right, and if you were going to danceto

Jngle Bdls, the movements would be happy and fast and fun. They'd make you think of deigh ridesand
snow. But if it was'Silent Night," it would be dow and reverent.”

"Likein church."

Oh, aren't you quick, she thought. "Exactly. Y ou come by my school sometime, and I'll show you how
to tell agtory with dancing.”

"Dad's maybe going to build your school.”
"Yes, maybeheis."

She opened the folder. Interesting, Brody thought, how she set the bid aside and went straight to the
drawings. Possibilitiesrather than the bottom line.

Jack got down to business with the hot chocolate, his eyes huge with anticipation as he blew on the
frothy surface to cool it. Kate ignored hers, and the cookies. When she began to ask questions, Brody
scooted his chair over so they bent over the drawings together.

She sméled better than the cookies, and that was saying something.



"Wheét isthis?"

"A pocket door—it didesinstead of swings. Saves space. That corridor's narrow. | put one here, too,
on your office. Y ou need privacy, but you don't have to sacrifice space.”

"l likeit." Sheturned her head. Faces close, eyeslocked. "I likeit very much.”
"| drew some of thelines," Jack announced.

"Youdid afinejob," Kate told him, then went back to studying the drawings while Brody dedlt with the
tangle of knotsin hisbdly.

Shelooked a each one carefully, congdering changes, rgecting them, or putting them aside for future
possihilities. She could seeit dl quite clearly—the lines, the angles, the flow. And noted the details Brody
had added or dtered. She couldn't find fault with them. At the moment.

More, she was impressed with his thoroughness. The drawings were clean and professiond. She
doubted she'd have gotten better with an architect.

When she was done, she picked up the bid—meticuloudy clear—ran down the figures. And swallowed
thelump of it.

"Well, Handsome Jack." She set the paperwork down again. ™Y ou and your dad are hired."
Jack let out a cheer, and since nobody told him not to, took another cookie.

Brody didn't redlize he'd been holding his bresth, not until it wanted to expel in one greast whoosh. He
controlled it, eased back. It was the biggest job he'd taken on since moving back to West Virginia.

Thework would keep him and his crew busy al through the winter—when building work was often
dow. Thered be no need to cut back on his men, or their hours.

And theincome would give him awholelot of breathing room.

Over and abovethevita practicalities, hed wanted to get his hands on that building. Thetrick would be
to keep them there, and off Kate.

"| appreciate the business”
"Remember that when | drive you crazy."
"Y ou started out doing that. Got a pen?’

She smiled, roseto get one out of the drawer. Leaning over the table, she signed her nameto the
contract, dated it. 'Y our turn," she said, handing him the pen.

When he was done, she took the pen back, looked over at Jack. " Jack?"

"Huh?' Crumbs dribbled from the corner of his mouth. Catching hisfather's narrow stare, he swallowed.
"l mean, yes, maam."



"Can you write your name?"'
"I can printit. | know al the aphabet, and how to spell Jack and Dad and some stuff.”

"Good. Well, come on over here and makeit officid." Shetilted her head at his blank look. ™Y ou drew
some of thelines, didn't you? 'Y ou want to be hired, or not?"

Pure delight exploded on hisface. "Okay!"

He scrambled down, scattering more crumbs. Taking the pen, he locked his tongue between his teeth
and with painful care printed his name under hisfather's signature.

"Look, Dad! That'sme."
"Yeah, it aureis”

Stupefied by emotion, Brody looked up, met Kate's eyes. What the hell was he going to do now? Sheld
hit him a hisweekest point.

"Jack, go wash your hands.”
"They'renot dirty.”
"Wash them anyway."

"Right down the hdl, Jack," Kate said quietly. " Count one door, then two, on the side of the hand you
write your namewith."

Jack made little grumbling sounds, but he skipped out of the room.

Brody got to hisfeet. She didn't back off. No, she wouldn't have, he thought. So their bodies bumped a
little, and hiswent on full dert.

"That was nice. What you did, making him fed part of it."

"Heispart of it. That isclear." And so was something else that needled into her heart. "It wasn't a
drategy, Brody."

"| said it wasnice"

"Y es, but you're dso thinking—at |east wondering if—it was dso clever of me. A dick little ploy to get
to you. | want to deep with you, and I'm very god oriented, but | draw theline at usng your son to
achievethe desred end.”

She snatched up his empty mug, started to turn. Brody laid ahand on her arm. " Okay, maybel
wondered. Now I'll gpologizefor it."

"FirB."

He shifted, gripped her arm until she turned to face him. "Sincerdly apologize, Kate."



Sherdaxed. "All right. Sincerely accepted. He's beautiful, and he's great. It's tough not to get stuck on
him right off the bat.”

"I'm pretty stuck on him mysdlf."

"Yes, and he on you. It shows. | happen to like children, and admire loving parents. It only makesyou
more atractive.”

"I'm not going to deep with you." He wasn't gripping her arm now, but diding his hands down the length.
Sheamiled. "So you say."

"I'm not going to mess up thisjob, complicate it and my life. | can't afford..."

Hed had something definite to say. Decisive. But she did her hands up his chest, over his shoulders.

"Y ou're not on the clock yet," she murmured and lifted her mouth to his.

He closed the gap and lights exploded inside his head. Eruptions blasted inside his body. Her mouth was
warm, tart, persuasive. The sensations smply took control of the two of them. Of him.

He meant to take her by the shoulders, pull her back. He meant to. He could hold her at arm's length.
And would.

Inalittlewhile

But for now, for right now, he wanted to just lose himsdlf in the sheer sensation. He wanted to have to
hold her to keep his balance. She smelled dark. And dangerous.

It wasirresstible. Hewasirresgtible. He kissed like adream, she thought, letting out athroaty little purr.
Asif itwasal hed ever done, dl he ever wanted to do.

His mouth was soft, and hot. His hands hard, and strong. Was there anything sexier in aman than
strength? The strength that came from muscles and from the heart.

He made her mind spin adozen lazy pirouettes, with her pulse throbbing thick to keep the beat.

She wanted to send that, rhythm speeding. Wanted it more than she'd anticipated. And floating on that
lovely mix of anticipation, sensation and desire, shelet her head fal back.

"That wasnice." Her fingersdid up into hishair. "Why don't we do that again?'

He wanted to—to start and finish in one huge gulp. And his six-year-old son was splashing in the sink
downthehdl. "I can't do this"

"| think we just proved you could.”

"I'm not going to do this." Now he did hold her at arm'slength. Her eyeswere dark, her mouth soft.
"Damn, you muddleaman'sbrain.”

"Apparently not enough. But it'sabeginning.”



Helet her go. It was the safest move. And stepped back. "Y ou know, it'sbeen along timesincel...
played thisgame.”

"1t'1l come back to you. Y ou may have been on the bench for awhile, but it'll come back. Why don't we
go out to dinner and start your training?'

"] washed both sides," Jack announced as he hopped back into the room. "Can | have another cookie?"

"No." He couldn't take his eyes off hers. Couldn't ssem to do anything but stare and want. And wonder.
"We haveto go. Say thank you to Kate."

"Thanks, Kate."

"Y ou're welcome, Jack. Come back and see me, okay?"

"Okay." He grinned at her as hisfather bundled him into his coat. "Will you have hot chocolate?
"Il meke sure of it."

She walked them to the door, stood in the opening to watch them climb into the truck. Jack waved
enthusiadtically. Brody didn't look back at all.

A cautious man, she thought asthey drove off. Wéll, she could hardly blame him. If shed had something
as precious asthat little boy to worry about, sheld have been cautious, too.

But now that sheld met the son, she was even more interested in the man. He was agood father, one
who obvioudy paid attention. Jack had been warmly dressed, hedlthy, friendly, happy.

It couldn't be easy, raising achild alone. But Brody O'Connell was doing it, and doing it well.
She respected that. Admired that. And, was attracted to that.

Maybe shed been allittle hasty, acting on pure chemistry. But she pressed her lipstogether,
remembering the fed and taste of his and wondered who could blame her.

Stll, it wouldn't hurt to take more time, to get to know him better.

After dl, neither of them were going anywhere.

Chapter Four
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"Earthquakes,” Kate said.

"lcestorms," Brandon countered.



"Snow shoves”
Shetossed back her hair. "Thejoy of the changing seasons.”
He pulled her hair. "The beach.”

They'd been having the debate for years—East Coast versus West. At the moment, Katewas using it to
take her mind off the fact that Brandon was leaving in under an hour.

Just the post-Christmas blues, she assured hersdlf. All that excitement and preparation, then the lovely
warmth of atraditional Christmas at home had kept her so busy, and so involved.

The Kimballs had followed their Christmas Day celebrations with atwo-day trip to New Y ork, rounding
everything off with al the chaos and confusion of their sprawling family.

Now it was nearly anew year. Freddie, her sister, was back in New Y ork with her husband, Nick, and
the kids. And Brandon was heading back to L.A.

She glanced out &t the tidy, quiet main street asthey walked. And smiled thinly. "Road rage.”
"Hard-bodied blondesin convertibles."
"You areso shdlow."

"Yeah." He hooked hisarm around her neck. ™Y ou love that about me. Hey, check it out. Y ou got men
with trucks™"

Still pouting, she looked down the street and saw the work trucks and laborers. Brody, she mused,
didn't waste any time.

They circled around, picked their way over rubble and hillocks of winter dry grassto the rear of the
building where the activity seemed to be centered. There was noise—someone was playing country
music on a portable radio. There were scents—dirt, sweat and, oddly enough, mayonnaise.

Kate waked around awheelbarrow, stepped cautioudy down aramp and peered into her basement.

Thick orange extension cords snaked to portable work lights that hung from beams or posts. Their
bare-bulb glare made her basement resemble some archaeological dig, fill inits nasty stages.

She spotted Brodly, in filthy jeans and boots, hammering a board into place on aform. Though his breath
puffed out visbly as he worked, he'd stripped off his jacket. She could see theintriguing ripple of muscle
under flannd.

She'd been right, Kate noted, he looked extremely good in atool belt.

A laborer shoveled dirt into another wheelbarrow. And Jack was plopped down, digging with asmal
shove and dumping his take—or most of it—into a bucket.

The boy spotted her first. Hopped up and danced. "I'm digging out the basement! | get adollar. | get to
help pour concrete. | got atruck for Christmas. Y ou wanna see?"



"You bet."

She had taken another step down the ramp before Brody came over and blocked her. ™Y ou're not
dressed to muck around down here."

She glanced down at hiswork boots, then her own suede sneakers. "Can't argue with that. Can you
pare aminute?”'

"All right. Jack, take a bregk.”

Brody came up the ramp, squinting againg the flash of winter sunlight, with his son scrambling behind
him.

"Thisismy brother, Brandon. Brand, Brody O'Connell and Jack."

"Nice to meet you." Brody held up agrimy hand rather than offering to shake. "I've watched you play.
It'sapleasure.”

"Thanks. I've seen your work, same goes.”

"Areyou the basebdll player?' Eyeshuge, Jack stared up at Brandon.
"That'sright." Brandon crouched down. "Y ou like basebal?"

"Uh-huh. I saw your mitt. I've got one, too. And abat and aball and everything.”

Knowing Brandon would keep Jack entertained, Kate moved afew steps away to give them room. "'l
didn't realize you were starting so soon,” she said to Brodly.

"Figured wed take advantage of the break in the weather. Warm spell's supposed to last afew more
days. We can get the basement dug out, formed up and poured before the next cold snap.”

Warm was rdlative, she thought. It would be considerably chillier in the old stone walled basement, and
congderably damper than out herein the sunlight. "'I'm not complaining. How was your Chrismas?'

"Great." He shifted so that his crew could muscle the next barrow of dirt up the ramp. "Y ours?'
"Wonderful. | see you've expanded your crew. Wasthat dollar aday in my bid?"

"School'sout,” he said shortly. "1 keep him with me. He knows the rules, and the men don't mind him."
Shelifted her brows. "My, my. Sengdtive."

Brody hissed out a breath. " Sorry. Some clients don't like me having akid on ajob site.”

"1'm not one of them.”

"Hey, O'Connell, can you spare thisguy for abit?"

Brody glanced over, noted Jack's grimy hand was clasped in Brandon's. "Well..."



"Weve got alittle busness up at the house.”

Brandon went on. "I'll drop him back down on my way to the airport. Half hour.”
"Please, Dad. Can |7

n__n

"My brother'sanidiot," Kate said with an easy smile. "But aresponsible one."

No, Brody thought,he wastheidiot, getting the jitters every time Jack went off with someone new.
"Sure. Wash your hands off in the water bucket first, Jacks."

"Okay! Wait just aminute, okay? Just aminute." Jack raced off to splash some of the dirt away.
"I'll try to stop through on my way to spring training.”

"Yeah. Okay." Shewouldn't cry. Shewouldnat cry. "Stay away from those hard-bodied blondes.”
"Not achance." Brandon snatched her up, held tight. "Missyou," he murmured.

"Me, too." She pressed her face into the curve of his neck, then stepped back with abright smile. "Take
care of that leg, dugger.”

"Hey, you'retalking to Iron Man. Take care of your own. Let'sgo, Jack." He took the boy's marginaly
clean and wet hand, shot a salute to Brody, and started off.

"Bye, Dad! Bye. I'll be back."
"Y our brother got aproblem with hisleg?'

"Pulled some tendons. Bad dide. Well, I'll let you get back to work." She kept the smile on her face until
she'd rounded to the front of the house. Then she sat on the steps and had anicelittle cry.

When Brody walked out to histruck ten minutes later, she was till there. Tears had dried on her
cheeks. A few more sparkled in her lashes.

"What? What's the matter?"
"Nothing."

"Y ou'vebeen crying."

She sniffled, shrugged. "So?"

Hewanted to leaveit at that. Redlly wanted to just get his... what the hell had he come out for? The
problem was he'd never been able to walk away from tears. Resigned, he crossed the sidewalk and sat



besde her.
"What'swrong?"

"| hate saying goodbye. | wouldn't have to say goodbyeif he didn't indgst on living three thousand miles
away in stupid Cdlifornia. The dope.”

Ah, her brother. "Well..." Because afresh tear had spilled over, Brody yanked a bandannafrom his
pocket. "He worksthere.”

"Excuse me, but I'm not feeling particularly logica." Shetook the bandanna. "Thanks.”
"Dont mention it"

She dabbed at tears, then stared across the street. "Do you have any siblings?’

"No."

"Want one? I'll sell him cheap." She sighed, leaned back on the steps. "My sigter'sin New Y ork.
Brand'sinL.A. I'min West Virginia. | never thought we'd end up so scattered.”

He remembered the way she and her brother had embraced, that naturd flow of love. "Y ou don't look
scattered to me.”

Kate looked back at him. In amoment, her eyes cleared. "Y ou'reright. Y ou're absolutely right. That
was exactly theright thing to say. So." She drew in abreath, handed him back his bandanna. "Take my
mind off al thisfor aminute. What'd you do for Chrismas? The big, noisy family thing?"

"Jack makes plenty of noise. He got me up at five." Remembering made Brody smile. "I think | peded
him off the ceiling around two that afternoon.”

"Did he makeit through Christmas dinner?’

Brody's amilefaded. "Y eah, bardy.” He moved his shoulder. "We went over to his grandparents for
that. We livein the sametown,” he said. "But you could say were scattered.”

"I'm sorry."
"They dote on Jack. That's the important thing."

And why the hell did he bring it up? Maybe, he thought, maybe because it was stuck in his craw. Maybe
because hisfather continued to dismiss everything hed done with hislife, everything he wanted to do.

"I'm having the dirt dumped around the other side of the house. Y ou might want to have it spread there,
dart agarden or something in the spring.”

"That'sagood thought."
"Well." He got to hisfeet. "I've got to get back to work, before the boss docks my pay.”

"Brody—" She wasn't sure what she meant to say, or how she meant to say it. Then the moment passed



as Brandon pulled up to the curb in his spiffy renta car.

"Dad!" Jack was dready fighting to free himsdlf from the seet belt. "Walit till you see! Brand gave me his
mitt, and a baseball with hisnamewrote on it and everything.”

"Written on it," Brody said automaticaly, then caught the bullet of his son as Jack shot toward him.
"Let'shave alook." He examined the mitt and ball, both warm from Jack'stight grip. "These are redly
gpecia, and you'll have to take specia care of them.”

"I will. I promise. Thanks, Brand. Thanks! I'm going to keep them forever. Can we show the guys now,
Dad?'

"You bet." Brody hitched Jack higher on his hip, looked down a Brandon. "Thanks."
"My pleasure. Remember, Jack. Keep your eye on the ball."

"l will! Bye"

"Safetrip,” Brody added, and carted Jack around to show off histreasuresto the crew.

Katelet out alittle Sigh, leaned down into Brandon's open window. "Maybe you're not such ajerk, after
al"

"Hell of akid." He pinched Kate's chin. "Y ou got an eye on the dad, | noticed.”

"No. I've got both eyes on the dad.” Laughing, she leaned into give him akiss. "Y ou go ahead after
those Cdiforniagirls, pa. | like country boys."

"Behaveyoursdf."

"Not achance."

He laughed, turned on the engine again. " See you, gorgeous.”
She stepped back, waved. "Hy safe,”" she murmured.

* * % % %

It was traditional for Natasha to close the shop on New Y ear's Eve. She spent the day in the kitchen,
preparing the myriad dishes she'd set out for the open house she held every New Y ear's Day. Family,
friends, neighbors would crowd the house for hours.

"Brand should have stayed until after the party.”

"I wish he could have." Natasha checked the apricots and water she was boiling for kissdl, turned the
mixture down to smmer. "Don't sulk, Katie. There were times your life and your work kept you away."

"I know." Kate continued to roll out pastry dough as she'd been taught. "I just need alittle more sulk
time. | missthejerk, that'sal.”

"Sodol."



On the stove, pots puffed steam. In the oven, an enormous ham was baking. Y ears ago, Natasha
thought, she'd have had three children underfoot while she was juggling these chores. Therewould have
been squabbling, giggling, spillsto mop up. Her patience would have been sorely tried adozen times.

It had been wonderful.

Now she only had her Kate, pouting over the pastry dough.

"You'rerestless." Natasha tapped a spoon on the Side of apot, set it on itsholder. "Y ou don't have
enough tofill your timewhilethe building isgoing on."

"I'm making plans

"Yes, | know." She poured two cups of tea, brought them to thetable. "Sit."

"Mama, I'm—"

"Sit. So, you'relike me," Natasha continued as they both took seets at the crowded table. "Plans,
details, goals. These are so important. We want to know what happens next, because if we know, we
can have control."

"What's wrong with thet?"

"Nothing. When | came here to open my store, it was very hard. Hard to leave the family. But | needed
to. | didn't know I'd meet your father here. That wasn't planned.”

"It wasfate"

"Yes" Natashasmiled. "We plan, you and I, and we caculate. And till, we understand fate. So maybe
fate, for dl your plans, brought you back."

"Areyou disappointed?' She blurted it out, and felt both relief and dread that it had finally been asked.
"Inwhat?Y ou? Why would you think so?*

"Mama." Searching for words, Kate turned her cup around and around. "I know how much you and
Dad sacrificed—"

"Wait." Dark eyeskindling, Natashatapped her fingers hard on the table. "Maybe, after all these years
my Englishisfailing. | don't understand the word sacrifice when it comes to my children. Y ou have never
been a sacrifice”

"1 meant, you and Dad did so much, supported me in every way when | wanted to dance. Please,
Mama," Kate said when Natasha started to speak. "Just let mefinish this. It's been on my mind. All the
lessons, dl those years. The costumes, the shoes, the travel. Letting me go to New Y ork when | know
Dad would have preferred 1'd gone to college. But you let me have what | needed mogt. | always knew
that. | wanted you to be proud of me."

"Of course we were proud of you. What nonsense have you put in your head?'



"1 know you were. | know. | could fed it, seeit. When | was dancing and you were there, even when |
couldn't see you through the footlights, | couldsee. And now I've tossed it away."

"No, you've st it asde. Kate, do you think we're only proud of you when you dance? Only proud of
the artist, of that kill?*

Her eyes were brimming. She couldn't help it. "I worried that you might be disgppointed that | gaveit up
to teach.”

"Of dl my children," Natasha said with ashake of her head, "you are the one forever searchingin
cornersto seeif there'sa speck of dust. Even when thereisn't, you can't help but poke in with the
broom. Answer methis, do you want to be a good teacher?"

"Yes, very much.”

"Then you will be, and welll be proud of that. And between these times, between the dancer and the
teacher, we're proud of you. Proud that you know what you want, and how to work for it. Proud that
you're alovely young woman with akind heart and astrong mind. If you doubt that, Katie, you will
disgppoint me."

"l don't. | won't. Oh." Shelet out along breath and blinked at the tears. "1 don't know what's wrong with
me. I'm so weepy lately.”

"Y ou're changing your life. It'san emotiona time. And you give yoursdlf too much timeto think and
worry. Kate, why aren't you out with your friends? Y ou have so many ill inthe area. Why aren't you
going out to a party tonight, or with some handsome young man, instead of staying home on New Year's
Eve to bake a ham with your mama?'

"I like baking hamswith my mama."

"Kete"

"All right." But she got up to finish the pastry. She needed to keep her hands busy. "I thought about
going to one of the partiestonight. But most of my friends are married, or at least coupled off. But I'm not
acoupleand I'm not redlly... shopping around. Y ou know?"

"Mmm. And why aren't you... shopping around?"'

"Because I've aready seen something that appedsto me."

"Ah. Who?'

"Brody O'Connéll."

"Ah," Natashasaid again, and lifted her teato Sp and consider. "l see."”

"I'm very attracted to him."

"He'savery atractive man." Natasha's eyes began to dance. "Y es, very attractive, and | like him very



"Mama—you didn't send him down to look at the job to throw us together, romanticaly?'

"No. But | would haveif I'd thought of it. So, why aren't you out with Brody O'Connell for New Year's
Eve?'

"He's scared of me." Kate laughed when her mother made adismissing noise. "Wéll, uneasy might bea
better word. | might have come on alittle strong, initialy."

"You?' Natasha ddiberately rounded her eyes. "My shy little Ketie?"
"Okay, okay." Laughing now, Kate set aside theralling pin. "'l definitely came on too strong. But when |
ran into him thefirg timein the toy store when he was getting atoy for Jack, and we wereflirting, |

thought we were on the same wavelength.”

"Inthetoy store," Natasha murmured. She and Spence had met the first time in the toy store, when he
had been picking out adoll for his daughter, Freddie.

Fate, she thought. Y ou could never anticipateit.

"Y es, then when | redlized he was buying that truck for his son, | assumed he was married. So | was
annoyed hed flirted back."

"Of course." Natashawas grinning now. It just got better and better.

"Then, of course, | found out he wasn't, and the field was open. He's interested, too,” she muttered and
banged the rolling pin. " Just stubborn about it."

"He'slondy."

Kate looked up, and the little spark of temper sheld hoped to fan into flame flickered out. "Yes, | know.
But he keeps stepping back from me. Maybe he does that with everyone, but Jack."

"He'svery warm and friendly with me. Y et when | asked him to come by tomorrow, he made excuses.
Y ou should change hismind," Natasha decided. She rose to get back to work. "Y es, you should go by
his house later, take him adish of the black-eyed peasfor luck in the new year, and change his mind
about coming by tomorrow."

"It's pretty presumptuous, dropping by aman's house on New Year's Eve,” Kate said, then grinned. "It's
perfect. Thanks, Mama."

"Good." Natasha dipped afinger into the pastry filling, licked it off. "Then your father and | will havea
little New Y ear's Eve party of our own."

Brody nursed a beer and wished he hadn't eaten that last dice of pizza. He was sprawled on the couch,
with Jack, in the center of the disaster that had been their living room. Some B horror flick involving giant
dieneyebdlswason TV.

Heloved B movies—couldn't help himsdlf.

In acouple of hours, held switch it over to the coverage of Time's Square. Jack wanted to see the ball
drop—and had ingsted he could stay awake until midnight.



He'd done everything but prop his eydids open with toothpicks to make it, which explained the sate of
the house. Held finally dropped, snuggled into the crook of Brody's arm.

Brody would hold the fort until five minutes before midnight, then wake Jack up to see the new year in.
Brody sipped his beer and watched the giant eye menace the humans.
And nearly jumped out of his skin when the knock sounded at his door.

Cursing, he did Jack down onto the couch so he could lever himsdlf off. The odds of someone coming
to hisdoor after ten at night, he figured, were about the same as giant dien eyeballs threatening the Earth.

He stepped over and around toys, shoes, socks, and headed for the door. Somebody lost or broken
down, he decided. Everyone he knew was celebrating the New Y ear, one way or the other.

Not everyone, herealized with ajolt as he opened the door to Kate.

"Hi. | took achance you'd be home. My mother sendsthis.”

He found the sma| covered bowl thrust into his hands. "Y our mother?!

"Yes. You hurt her fedings saying you were too busy to come by tomorrow."

"l didn't say | wastoo busy, |..." What the hell had he said? Hed made it up on the spot, and for thelife
of him couldn't remember.

"The black-eyed peas arefor luck,” Katetold him. "Mamareally hopes you'll change your mind and
stop by. Therell be plenty of kidsfor Jack to hang out with. Ishe up? I'll say hi."

She dipped past him into the house. He'd been too distracted to stop her. Or even try to. But hewas
aready hurrying after her acrossthe little foyer and into the big, messy living room wherethe TV blared.

Mortified, he snatched up toys and debrisin her wake.

"Oh, don't start that." She waved a hand impatiently. "1 know what houses with children look like. | grew
upinone. What agrest tree!"

Armsfull, he sared at it. Hed seen the onein her parents living room. Beautiful ornaments, placed with
care. Hisand Jack'slooked like it had been decorated by drunk elves.

"We had one that looked like this. Freddie, Brand and | nagged Mamauntil she agreed to let usdo the
tree one year. We made ahell of amess. It wasgrest."

There was afire snapping in the hearth so she walked over to warm her hands. She'd spent over an hour
dressing, so that she could look completely casud. The deep purple swester was lightly tucked into gray
trousers. Tiny gold hoops glinted at her ears. Sheld left her hair loose after a heated sdlf-debate, so thet it
streamed down to her waist.

Sheimagined held taken less than ten minutesto look fabulousin his jeans and sweatshirt. "Terrific
house," she commented. "Native stone, right? Such a quiet spot. Must be great for Jack, all thisrunning



room. Youll need to get him adog.”

"Y eah, heés made noisesin that area.” What the hell was he supposed to do? Now? With her? " Thank
your mother for the pess.”

"Thank her yoursdlf." Kate turned, then spotted Jack facedown on the couch, one arm dangling.
"Conked out, did he?" she went to the boy, automatically lifting his arm back on the cushion, draping the
ancient afghan over him. "Trying to stay awaketill midnight?'

"Yesh"

Helooked baffled, Kate thought. Baffled, rumpled and mouthwatering standing there with her mother's
bowl and Jack'stoyspiled in hisarms. "I lovethismovie" shesaid eadily, glancing a the TV. "Especidly
the part where they open up that doorway and it'sfull of aien eyeballs and tentacles. Why don't you offer
me adrink? It'straditiona.”

"Beer'sit.”

"Oh, mgjor caories. Okay, I'll live dangeroudy.” She waked over, took her mother's bowl. "Wher€'s
the kitchen?'

"It's..." Shewaswearing perfume—something just diding toward hot. The room had never experienced
that sort of seductive female scent before. He glanced to the | eft, dropped atoy car on hisfoot.

"I'll find it. Went arefill ?*

"No, I've got—" For God's sake, he thought, dumping the toys and going after her again. "L ook, Kate,
you caught me at abad time."

"Boy, look at these ceilings. Have you been doing the rehab yourself?"
"When | have some sparetime. Listen—"

He broke off, swore, when she strolled into the kitchen. "Wow." She scanned the room. Granite
countertops, date floor, oak cupboards and a charming little stone hearth.

And every inch covered with dishes, pots, school papers, newspapers, discarded outerwear.

"Wow," shesaid again. "Thistook somered effort.” She stepped over to the counter where what was
left of the pizzahad yet to be put away. Broke off a corner. Nibbled. "Good."

Thedrunk elves, he thought, had nothing on the war-crazed monkeys that had invaded his kitchen. "It's
usudly not thisbad."

"Y ou had a party with your son. Stop gpologizing. Beer in the fridge?"
"Yeah, yeah." Hdl withit. "Why aren't you at a party?"

"l am. | just camelate." She handed him the beer. "Open that for me, will you?' She sniffed theair while
he twisted off the cap. "I smel popcorn.”



"We pretty much finished that off."

"Well, that'swhat | get for being late. She leaned back against the counter, took asip of beer. "Want to
go sSit on the couch, watch the rest of the movie and make out?!

"Yeah. No."
"No to which, the movie or the making-out?'

Shewas laughing a him. He wanted to be enraged. But was only aroused. "Y ou keep getting in my
way."

"So what are you going to do about it?"

With his eyes on hers, he closed the distance between them. Took the bottle from her hand, st it aside.
New Y ear's Eve, he thought. Out with the old. In with the... who knew?

"Well." Pulses thrumming, she started to dide her hands up his chest, but he caught themin his.

"No. My turn."

He lowered his head, and his mouth began to whisper over hers.

"Dad?'

"Oh God." It came out on alow moan as Brody stepped back.

Jack stood in the doorway, rubbing deepy eyes. "What are you doing, Dad?"

"Nothing." And the doing of nothing with Kate was very likely to kill him.

"Actudly your dad was going to kissme."

"Kate." Hesad it in precisaly the same tone he'd used when Jack said something unfortunate.

"Nah." Jack, in his oldest Power Ranger pgjamas, studied them owlishly. Hishair stood up in pae
pikes, and his cheeks were dtill flushed from deep. "Dad doesn't kiss girls.”

"Redlly?' Before Brody could back too far away, Kate smply grabbed ahold of hisshirt. "Why not?"
"Because they'regirls” To emphasize the point, Jack rolled hiseyes. "Kissing girlsisyuck.”

"Oh, yeah." She bumped the father aside, crooked afinger to the son. "Come here, pal.”

"How come?'

"So | can kissyou dl over your face."



"Nuh-uh!" His eyeswidened, and danced. "Y uck-0."

"Okay." She peded off her coat, tossed it to Brody, then pushed up her deeves. "That'sit. You're
doomed.”

She made agrab, giving him enough timeto yelp and run for cover. She played dodge and dart for afew

minutes, surprising Brody at how easily she avoided trampling on toys. Jack squedled for help, obvioudy
having agreet time.

She caught him, wrestled him to the couch, pinned him while he laughed and screamed for mercy.

"Now... the ultimate punishment.” She dashed kisses over his cheeks, punctuating them with loud
smacks. " Say yummy," she ordered.

"Nuh-uh!" He was breathless and his belly waswild with laughter and delight.
"Say yummy, yummy, yummy or I'll never stop.”

"Yummy!" he shouted, choking on giggles. Y ummy, yummy."

"There." She sat back, whistled out abreath. "My work isdone.”

Jack crawled right into her lap. She wasn't soft like Grandma, or hard like Dad. She was different, and
her hair was soft and tickly. "Are you going to ay till midnight whenit's new year?"

"I'd loveto." She glanced over her shoulder a Brody. "If your dad saysit's okay."

Some battles, he thought, were lost before they were waged. "I'll get your beer.”

Chapter Five

Contents-Prev [Next

"Now." FredericaKimball LeBeck dragged her sster into Kate's bedroom, firmly closed the door. That
would, she calculated, insure them gpproximatdly five minutes of quiet and privacy. "Tdl me
everything—from the beginning.”

"Okay. According to scientific evidence, there was agreat explosion in space.”

"Haha. About Brody O'Connell." Eight years Kate's senior—light where Kate was dark, petite where
Kate waswillowy, Freddie flopped on the bed. "Mamatold me you've got him in your crosshairs.”

"He'snot arabbit." Kate flopped on the bed in turn. "Gorgeous, though, huh?'

"Oh, yeah. Excdllent shoulders. So what's the ded ?'

"The ded ishesawidower, doing abang up job raising aterrific boy. Y ou saw Jack right?"



"Can't misshim. HEs giving my Max arun for hismoney," she added, speaking of her own six-year-old
son. "They're bonding over video games.”

"Grest, that'll push Brody into the socia mix. | don't think he's given himself much chanceto play.”

"He's getting one now, whether he wantsit or not. Grandpa and Uncle Mik shanghaied him. | saw them
shoving him out the door so they could dl go look at your building and make manly carpenter-guy noises
overit."

"Perfect.”

"So, isit just glands, or isit more?’

"Well, it started with glands. My glands are very susceptible to big, strong men—and their tool belts.”

While Freddie snorted with laughter, Kate rolled over on her back, studied the celling. "Could be more.
He seems like—I don't know, just avery nice man—solid, responsible, loving. The kind of man | haven't
seen much of. Gun-shy, too, in aredly sweet way, which makes him awonderful chalenge."

"And nobody likes a challenge more than you."

"True. Unlessit'syou. And I wouldn't mind pursuing thewhole thing at thet level. But every timel see
him with Jack, theresthislittle... tug ingde. Y ou know?"

"Yeah." Freddie had Sarted experiencing those tugs where her own husband Nick was concerned at
goproximatdy the age of thirteen. "Areyou fdling for him?"

"Too soon to know. But | redly like him on dl theimportant levels, which baances out nicely with dl this
wildlug."

Shelifted her leg, pointed her toe at the ceiling. "I redly want to get him aone somewhere and rip his
clothes off. But | know | can aso have agood conversation with him. Last night we watched the last part
of that movie about the giant eye from space.”

"Yeeh. | lovethat movie"

"Me, too. That'swhat | mean. It was redly comfortable and easy." And sweet, she thought with along,
lazy stretch. Absolutely swest. "Even though he gives methat zing in the blood, it'sniceto just St onthe
couch and watch an old movie. Mot of the guys| dated, it was either dancing, partying, dancing, art
shows, dancing. There was never any let'sjust stay homefor anight and relax. I'm really ready to do
that.”

"Small town, ballet school, aromance with a carpenter. It suitsyou, Kétie."

"Yeah." Ddighted Freddie could think so, sherolled over again. "It redly does.

Y uri Stanidaski, abull of aman with afringe of stone-gray hair, stood in the center of the room destined
to be adance studio.

S0, thisis good space. My granddaughter, she knows the value of space. Strong foundation." He
walked over, gavethewall apunch with the sde of hisfist. "Good bones."



Mikhail, Y uri's oldest son, stood at the front windows. " Shell relive her childhood out here. It's good for
her. And—" heturned, flashed a smile "—people ook in, see the dancers. Advertisement. My nieceisa
clever girl."

There were pounding feet on the steps. Brody had no idea how many of the young people had come
down with them. He thought most of them belonged to Mik, but it wasimpossible to keep track when
there were so many of them, and al almost ridiculously good-looking.

Hewasn't used to large families, dl the byplay and interaction. And he had afeding the Stanidaskis
were about as big asafamily could get without just bursting at the seams.

"Pgpal Come on up. Y ou gotta seethisplace. It'sancient. It's great!"

"My son, Griff," Mik said with atwinkle. "Helikes old things."

"S0, we go up.” Yuri gave Brody apat on the back that could have toppled an el ephant. "We see what
it isyou do with thisancient great place to make my little girl safe and happy. Sheisabeauty, my Katie.
Yes?'

"Yes" Brody sad, cautioudly.

"And grong."

"Ah." Unsure of hisground, he glanced toward Mikhail for help and got only that thousand-watt grin.
"Sure”

"Also good bones.™ Y uri let out another hearty laugh, and twinkling at his son in what wasan
unmistakable inside joke, started up the Sairs.

Brody didn't know how it happened. He'd meant to do no more than drop in on the Kimballs. To be
polite, to thank Natashafor thinking of him and Jack.

He'd gotten swept in. Swallowed was more like it, he decided. He wasn't sure held ever seen that many
peoplein one place a one time before. And most of them were related in one way or the other.

Since hisown family consisted of himsdlf and Jack, his parents—with three aunts and uncles and six
cousins scattered down south—the sheer number of Stanidaskis had been an eye-opener.

Frankly he didn't see how they kept track of each other.

They were loud, beautiful, boisterous, full of questions, stories and arguments. The house had been so
full of people, food, drink, music, that although held ended staying until nearly eight, he/d had no more
than afew snatches of conversation with Kate,

He'd been dragged off to the building, grilled over his plans—and he wasn't dim enough to have been
fooled that the grilling had been exclusively on rehab.

Kate'sfamily had been sizing him up. Conni€'s had done the same, he remembered. Certainly not with
thisgood humor or affection or, well, sheer amusement, Brody decided. But the bottom line was
identicd.



Wasthis guy good enough for their princess? In Conni€'s case the answer had been an unquaified no.
The resentment on both sides had tainted everything that had happened afterward with shadows.

Hisimpression was the Stanidaski verdict was till pending. Nothing held doneto tactfully demondrate
he wasn't looking to sweep the ballerina off her toe shoes had stopped them from cornering
him—goodnaturedly. Asking questions—politely. Or giving him the old once-over—without the least bit
of subtlety.

It was more than enough to make aman glad he was single, and intended to Stay that way.

Now the party was over. The holidays were, thank the Lord, behind him. He could get back to work,
remembering that Kate Kimball wasaclient. And not alover.

He spent aweek tearing out, cleaning out, prepping walls, checking pipes.
She never came by.

Every day when he arrived on the site, heimagined sheld stroll down at some point and check the
progress. Every evening when he loaded histools back into histruck he wondered what she was up to.

Obvioudy shewas busy, had other thingsto deal with. Didn't care as much as she'd indicated about the
job. Very obvioudy, she wasn't asinterested in him as she'd pretended to be.

Which waswhy held been very smart to avoid getting tangled up with some sort of fling with her. She
was probably staying out haf the night living it up, and spending the other haf with some dick New

Y orker. He wouldn't be surprised at al. Not one bit. He wouldn't be surprised if she was aready making
plansto sall the property and shake the small town dust off her dancing shoes.

But he was surprised to find himsdlf striding up the stepsto her front door and banging onit.

He paced the porch. She was the one who'd wanted to nail down every detail, wasn't she? He strode
back to the door, banged again. The least she could do was maintain some pretense of interest in the
project for alousy week.

He zigzagged back and forth across the porch again. What the hell was he doing? Thiswas stupid. It
was none of hisbusinesswhat she did or how she did it, aslong as she paid the freight. He drew adeep
breath, let it out dowly and had nearly camed himself down when the door opened.

There shewas, looking al heavy-eyed and deepy, her face flushed, her hair just alittletumbled. Likea
woman who'd just did hersdlf out of bed, and had plansto dide right back in again.

Damnit.
IIBrwy?l
"Y eah. Sorry to wake you up. After dl it'sonly four in the afternoon.”

Her brain wastoo fuzzy to register the insult, so she gave him adeepy amile. "It'sdl right. If | go down
for more than an hour in the afternoon, | don't deep well at night. Come onin. | need coffee.”



Assuming he'd follow, she turned and walked back toward the kitchen. She heard the door dam, but
snceit often did in this house, she didn't think anything of it. "I just got in acouple of hoursago." She
darted afresh pot, willed it to hurry. To stretch out fatigued muscles, she automatically moved into the
firdt pogtion. "How are things going on my job?"

"Your interest in stuff dways blow hot and cold?”

"Hmm?What?' Third position, rise to toes. Get coffee mugs from cupboard.
"Y ou haven't been to the sitein aweek."

"l was out of town. Y ou teke it black, right? A little emergency in New York."
Ingtantly his annoyance shifted into concern. ™Y our family?'

"Oh, no. They'refine." Shearched her back, twisted alittle, winced. "Can you... I've got this spot right
back..."

She curved her arm over her back, trying to reach a sore muscle between her shoulder blades. "Just
pressin there with your thumb for aminute. A little lower," she said when he complied. "Oh. Mmm, that's
it. Harder." Shelet out alow, throaty groan, tipped her head back, closed her eyes. "Oh, yes. Yes. Don't
sop.”

"The hell with this." Vicioudy aroused, he spun her around, dammed her back against the counter and
crushed hismouth to hers.

Hest flashed through her logy system, lights dashed through her deep-dulled brain. Her lips parted on a
gasp of surprise, and he took the kiss deep. Took her deep before she could find her balance. Shelifted
her hands, a helplessflutter, as she tried to catch up.

She was trapped between his body and the counter, two unyielding surfaces. All the fatigue, the vague
aches, burned away in the sudden fireball of sensation.

Frustration, need, temper, lust. They'd dl been bottled up ingde him since the first moment held seen
her. Now that the cork was popped, the passion poured out. He took what he hadn't allowed himsdlf to
want, ravaging her mouth to feed the hunger.

And when she gripped his shoulders and began to tremble, he took more.

They were both breathless when he tore his mouth from hers. For along moment they stayed asthey
were, staring at each other, with hishandsfisted in her hair, and her fingers digging into his shoulders.

Then their mouths were locked again, arecklesswar of lips and tongues and teeth. Her hands tugged at
his shirt, his rushed under her sweater. Groping, gasping, they struggled to find more. His back rapped
againg therefrigerator; her teeth scrgped dong his neck. He circled around until they bumped the kitchen
table. He molded her hips, was about to lift them onto that hard, flat surface.

"Katie, isthat fresh coffeel..." Spencer Kimball stopped short in the doorway, dapped hard in the heart
by the sight of hisbaby girl wrapped like avine around his carpenter.

They broke apart, with the guilty jerk of achild caught with its hand in the cookie jar.



For an awkward, endless five seconds no one spoke nor moved.
"I, ah..." Dear God, wasal Spencer could think. "I need to...hmm. In the music room."
He backed out, walked quickly away.

Brody dragged his hands through his hair, fisted them there. "Oh, God. Get me agun. I'd like to shoot
mysdf now and get it over with."

"Wedon't have one." She gripped the back of aladder-back chair. The room was still spinning. "It'sal
right. My father knows | kiss men on occasion.”

Brody dropped hishands. "I was about to do a hdll of alot more than kiss you, and on your mother's
kitchen table"

"I know." Wasn't her pulse dtill banging like akettledrum? Couldn't she see the blind heet of desirein
those wonderful eyes of his?"It'sadamn shame Dad didn't have late classestoday.”

"Thisisnot good." He hissed out a breath, turned on his hedl and yanked a glass out of a cupboard. He
filled it with cold water from the tap, considered splashing it in hisface, then gulped it down instead. It
didn't do muchintheway of cooling him off, but it was astart. " This wouldn't have happened if you
hadn't ticked me off."

"Ticked you off?" Shewanted to smooth down dl that streaky hair sheld mussed. Then she wanted to
mussit dl agan. "About what?'

"Then you get me to touch you and you start making sex noises.”

The hell with coffee, she decided, she wanted adrink. "Those weren'tsex noises." She wrenched open
the fridge, took out a bottle of white wine. "Those were muscle relief noises, which, | suppose, could
amount to roughly the same thing. Get me down a damn wineglass, because nowI'm ticked off."

"You?' He dammed open another cupboard, plucked out asmple ssemmed glass, shoved it at her.
"You go traipsing off to New Y ork for adamn week. Don't tell anybody where you are.”

"I beg your pardon.” Her voice cut likeice. "Both my parents knew exactly where | was." She poured
the wine, dammed the bottle down on the counter. "1 was unaware | was required to check my schedule
withyou."

"You hired meto do ajob, didn't you? A big, complicated job which you stated—clearly—you intended
to beinvolved in, step by step. It so happens severa steps have been taken during this week while you
pulled your vanishing act.”

"It couldn't be helped." Shetook along sip of wine and tried to find the control button on her temper. "If
you'd had any problems, any questions, either my mother or father could have put you in touch with me.
Why didn't you ask them?”

"Because..." There had to be areason. "My clients are usualy old enough to leave me a contact number
and not expect me to hunt them down through their parents.”



"That'slame, O'Conndll," she said, though the statement stung a bit. "However, in the future, you are
directed to consult with either of my parents should you not be able to contact me. All right?"

"Fine" Hejammed his handsinto his pockets. "Dandy."

"And keen," she finished. It was aridiculous argument, she decided. And though she didn't mind agood
fight, she did object to being ridiculous. "Listen, | had to go to New Y ork. When | |eft the company, |
gave the director my word that should | be needed, and it was possible, | would fill in. | kegp my word.
Severd of the dancers, including principas, were wiped out with the flu. We dance hurt, we dance sick,
but sometimesyou just can't pull it off. | gave him aweek. Eight performances, while sick dancers
recovered—and a couple more dropped.”

She leaned back againgt the counter to take the weight off her legs. "My partner and | were unfamiliar
with each other, which meant long, intense rehearsds. | haven't danced professionaly in nearly three
months. | was out of shape, 0 | took some extramorning classes. Thisdidn't leave me alot of time or
energy to worry about aproject | assumed was in capable hands. It didn't occur to me you'd need to
reach methis early inthe project, after we'd just spoken. | hope that clearsthings up for you.”

"Y eah, that clearsit up. Can | borrow aknife?"

"What?'

"Y ou don't have agun handy, but | can use aknifeto dit my throat.”

"Why don't you wait until you get home?* She sipped her wine again, watching him over therim. "My
mother hates blood on the kitchen floor."

"Y our father probably doesn't like his daughter having sex on the kitchen table, either.”
"l don't know. The subject's never come up before.”

"I didn't mean to grab you that way."

"Redly." Shehdd out her glass. "Which way did you mean to grab me?"

"Not." With ashrug he took the wine from her hand, sampled it. "' ou can see thisis aready getting
complicated and jJumbled up. Thejob, you, me. Sex."

"I'm very good at organizing and compartmentalizing. Some consider it one of my best—and most
annoying—skills"

"Yeah, | bet." He handed her back the glass. "Kate."

She amiled. "Brody."

Helaughed alittle, and with his hands back in his pockets, roamed the room. "I've done alot of
screwing up in my life. With Connie—my wife—and Jack. | worked redlly hard to change that. Jack's
only sx. I'mdl he'sgot. | can't put anything aheed of that."

"If you could, I'd think agreat dedl less of you. If you could, | wouldn't be attracted to you."



Heturned back, studying her face. "I can't figure you.”

"Maybe you should seeif you can organize your schedule, so you can spend alittle time on that
problem?"

"Maybe we should just rent amotel room on Route 81 some afternoon and pretend thereisn't a
problem.”

To hissurprise, shelaughed. "Wéll, that's another aternative. Persondly, I'd like to do both. Why don't |
leaveit up to you, for the moment, asto which part of the solution we gpproach first?!

"Why don't we..." He glanced at the clock on the stove, swore. "I've got to go pick up Jack. Maybe
you could come down to the job tomorrow lunchtime. I'll buy you a sandwich and show you what we're
doing."

"I'll dothat." Shetilted her head. "Want to kiss me goodbye?'

He glanced at the kitchen table, back at her. "Better not. Y our father might have aweapon in the house
you don't know about.”

Spencer Kimbal wasn't |oading a shotgun. Kate found him in his studio going over hislesson plansfor
the current semester. HeE'd been going over the same page for the last ten minutes.

She crossed to where he sat at his desk looking out the window. She set a cup of coffee at his elbow,
then wrapped her arms around him and propped her chin on his shoulder. "Hi."

"Hi. Thanks."

She rubbed her cheek againgt his and studied hisview of their pretty backyard. She would ask her
mother to help her plan the gardens for the schooal.

"Brody seemsto be concerned you may shoot him."
"l don't haveagun.”

"That'swhat | said. | dso told him that my father knows I've kissed men. Y ou do know that, don't you,
Daddy?'

She only caled him Daddy when she was trying to charm him. They both knew it. "What | know
intellectudly isafar cry fromwalkinginon... He had hishandson your..." Spencer set histeeth. "He
hed hishandson my littlegirl."

"Your little girl had her hands on him, too." She scooted around, wiggled into her father's|ap.

"I hardly think the kitchen isthe proper place for youto..." What? Exactly what?

"You'reright, of course." She made her voice very prim, very proper. "The kitchen isfor cooking. I've
certainly never seen you and Mamakissing in the kitchen. I'd have been horrified.”



Hislips wanted to twitch, but he overcame the urge. " Shut up.”

"I always knew, if | happened to walk into the room and you and Mamaappeared to be kissng, you
wereredly practicing lifesaving techniques. Can't be too careful .

"Y ou're going to need lifesaving techniquesin aminute.”
"Until then, let me ask you this. Do you like Brody, asaman?’

"Yes, of course, but that doesn't mean I'm going to do handsprings of joy when | walk into my kitchen
and see... what | saw."

"Well, thereésapossihility of amote room on Route 81 in my future.”
"Ah." Spencer dropped hisforehead to hers. "Kate."

"Y ou and Mom taught me | never had to hide anything from you. My fedlings, my actions. | have fedings
for Brody. I'm not completely sure what those fedings entail, but my actions are going to reflect them."”

"Y our actions have aways reflected your fedlings, with atiff dose of logic tossed in.”
"Thiswon't be any different.”
"What about hisfedings?'

"He doesn't know. Well figureit out." "Doesn't know?' Hiseyes, s0 like hers, went to smoky dlits.
"WEell, the boy better make up hismindin ahurry, or—"

"Oooh, Daddy." Kate blinked rapidly, shivered.

"Areyou going to go beat him up for me? Can | watch?'

"Redlygoing to need those lifesaving techniques,”" Spencer muttered.

"l loveyou." She pressed akissto his cheek. "Y ou raised achild, on your own, for anumber of years.
;1% know what it means when you do that, when you love the child, when you're committed to the
HisFreddie. Hisfirst baby, now with babies of her own. "Yes, | do."

"How could | not be attracted to that part of him, Daddy, that | love so much in you?"

"And how am | supposed to argue with that?' He cuddled her closer, sghed. "You can tell Brody | don't
plantobuy agun. Yet."

Shewent down for lunch the next day. Then made ahabit of dropping by, taking pastries and coffee,
subs or sandwiches, to Brody and his crew.

Some might have caled it abribe. Infact Brody cdled it exactly that, as the offerings tended to make his
men more cooperative when Kate skewered them with questions, or asked for changesto the origina

plan.



It didn't stop him from anticipating her vigts, or gauging histime so he could spare twenty minutesor a
half hour to walk with her around town, or share acup of coffee with her in the little cafe up the street.

He knew his men werewiggling their eyebrows or giving each other elbow nudges whenever hewaked
off with Kate. But since held gone to high school with most of them, hetook it in the spirit it was meant.

And if he caught one of them, occasiondly, checking out her butt or her legs, it only took one hard stare
to havethat individua getting busy € sewhere.

He till couldn't figure her. She sauntered down to the job looking, aways, like something clipped from
the glossy pages of amagazine. Perfect and female. But she poked around the dust and grime of the Site
asif shewere one of the crew, asking pointed questions about things like the wiring.

He'd come across her having a heated debate with one of his men over baseball. And an hour later, he
overheard her on her cdll phone, chatting away in precise and fluent French.

No, after two weeks of this easy routine, he still couldn't figure her. But neither could he stop thinking
about her.

Now, as she wandered the main studio, he couldn't stop looking at her.

She wore some soft sweater in degp blue over gray leggings. Her hair was bundled up in some
fascinating way that |eft her ngpe bare and sexy.

The room was warm thanks to the new heating system. The plaster work was well underway, and hed
brought in the first samples of the woodwork he had molded himself to match the origind.

Hisfather had |eft only ashort time before, after putting in Six hours on plumbing. A difficult and tense Sx
hours, Brody thought now. It was a pleasure to put that aside and look at Kate.

"The plasterer'sdoing agrest job," she said after touring thewalls. "1 dmost fed guilty that we're going
to cover so much up with mirrors.”

"Your glassison order. It'll bein middle of February.”

She picked up the sample of woodwork. "Thisis beautiful, Brody. Y ou'll never be ableto tell it from the
origind.”

"That'stheidea"

"Yes, itis" She set thewood down again. ™Y ou're moving adong, right on schedule. Job wise. But..."
She started toward him. "In the personal department, you'relagging.”

"Takesawhileto lay the groundwork."
"Depends what you're planning on building, Brody." Shelaid her hands on his shoulder. "I want adate.”
"We had lunch.”

"A grown-up date. The sort reasonable, unattached adultsindulge in from timeto time. Dinner,



O'Connell. Maybe amovie. Y ou may not be aware, but many restaurants stay open after the lunch shift.”

"I've heard that. Look, Kate." He backed up, but she moved forward with him. "There's Jack, and
school nights, and complications.”

"Yes, there's Jack. | enjoy spending timewith him, but I'd like alittle one-on-one with Jack'sfather. |
don't think your son will be scarred for lifeif you go out one evening. In fact, heréswhat were going to

do. You, me, Friday night. Dinner. I'll make the arrangements. Pick me up at seven. Y ou, me, Jack,
Saturday afternoon. Movies. My trest. I'll pick you both up at one. Settled.”

"It's not that Smple. There's the whole baby-sitter dedl. | don't know who I'd—"
He turned, desperately relieved when the door jangled open.

"Dad!" And the man of the hour shot in like abullet. "We saw your truck, so Mrs. Skully said we could
stop. Hi, Kate." He dumped his Star Wars backpack on the floor, grinned. "Listen, it echoes. Hi, Kate!"

She had to laugh, and even before Brody could, scooped Jack off hisfeet. "Hi, Handsome Jack. Ready
tokissme?'

"Nah." But it was obvious he was haf hoping shed kisshim again.

"That'sared problem with the menin your family.” She put him on hisfeet asawoman, aboy and agirl
came through the door. The woman blew spiky bangs out of her eyes.

"Brody, saw your truck. | thought I'd drop Jack off, save you atrip. Unless you want meto take him
home awhileyet."

"No, thisis great, thanks. Ah, Beth Skully, Kate Kimball."

"Kate and | sort of know each other. Rod, no running in here. Y ou probably don't remember me," she
continued without missing abedat. "My sster JoBeth was friendswith your sster Freddie.”

" JoBeth, of course. How is she?'

"She'sgreat. She and her family livein Michigan. Shel's anurse-practitioner. | hope you don't mind me
dropping in with the troops thisway. |'ve been wondering what you're doing in thisold place.”

"Mom." Thelittlegirl, blond and big-eyed tugged on deeve.
"All right, Carrie, just aminute.”
"I'll giveyou atour," Kate offered. "If you can sand it.”

"Actudly, I'd loveit, but werre still on the run. Having kids turns you into abus driver. | guessyou don't
know, right yet, when you'll be opening your dance school 7"

"I hope to Sart taking afternoon and evening sudentsin April." She glanced down at Carrie, recognized
the hopein those big eyes. "Areyou interested in ballet, Carrie?"



"l want to be abdlerina”

"Balerinasare Ssses" Her brother sneered.

"Mom!" Carriewailed.

"Rod, you just hush. I'm sorry about my little moron here, Kate."

"No, don't gpologize. Sissies?' she sad, turning to Rod, who looked pleased with himsdlf.

"Y eah, uh-huh, 'cause they wear dopey clothes and go around like this." Rod boosted himsdlf on tiptoe
and took severd smdll, rather mincing steps.

Theresult had his sster wailing for her mother yet again.

Before Beth could speak, Kate smiled and shook her head. "That'sinteresting. How many sissiesdo you
know who can do this?'

Kate brought her leg up, braced ahand on her thigh and bringing her leg tight against the side of her
body, pointed her toe at the ceiling.

Oh, my God, was the single thought that tumbled around in Brody's mind.

"Bet | can." Challenged, Rod grabbed hisankle, tried to pull hisleg up, logt his balance and tumbled
onto his butt.

"Rod, you'll snap yoursdlf like aturkey wishbone," his mother warned, and with an arm around Carrie's
shoulder smiled at Kate. "Doesn't that hurt?"

"Only if you think about it." Shelowered her foot to the floor. "How old are you, Carrie?’

"I'm five. | can touch my toes."

Five, Kate thought. The bones were gtill soft. The body till ableto learn to do the unnaturd. "If you and
your mama decide you should come to my school next spring, I'll teach you to dance. And you'll show

your brother that ballet isn't for Ssses.”

Shewinked at Carrie, then let her body flow back into asmooth back-bend. She kicked her legs
gracefully to the ceiling, held there amoment, then smply flowed upright again.

"Wow," Rod whispered to Jack. "She's cool .”
Brody said nothing. Sdlivahad pooled in his mouth.

"Bdletisfor athletes." Tossng back her hair, she angled her head a Rod. "A number of professond
footbal playerstake rudimentary ballet, to help them move fast and smooth on thefield.”



"Noway," Rod sad.
"Way. Come with your sister afew times, Rod. I'll show you."
"Now, that's asking for aheadache." With alaugh, Beth signaed her son. "Come on, trouble.”

Brody dapped himsdf out of aparticularly detailed fantasy that involved that stupendoudly flexible bodly.
"Thanks for seeing to Jack, Beth."

"Oh, you know it's no bother. Happy to have old Jack anytime.”

"Redly?' Kate murmured, sending Brody along look.

"Sure, he's..." Beth shifted her eyes between Brody and Kate, then bit down on agrin. Well, well, well.
It was about damn time the man started looking past his nose. "He's a pure pleasure,” Beth went on. "'In
fact, | wasthinking about cooking up abig pot of spaghetti one night thisweek and seeing if Jack wanted
to have dinner with Rod."

"Friday'sagreat night for spaghetti,” Kate said sweetly. "Don't you think, Brody?"

"I don't know. I—"

"Y ou know, Friday'sjust perfect.” Thrilled to help Kate execute the squeeze play, Beth nudged her kids
to the door. "WEell count on that then. Jack'll just come over after school, and stay for dinner. He and the
kids can watch avideo after. Maybe you should plan on him spending the night. That'll work out. Just
send him to school Friday with achange of clothes. Nice to see you again, Kate."

"Very nice seeing you."

"| get to have adeep-over a Rod's." Thrilled, Jack plopped down to do some somersaults. " Thanks,
Dad."

"Yeah." Katetrailed afinger down Brody's chest, chuckled at his shell-shocked expression. "Thanks,
Dad."

Chapter Six
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Friday was not turning out to be aterrific cap to the work week. One of hismen cdled in sick, felled by
the flu that was glesfully making the rounds. Brody sent another man home at noon who was too sick to
be out of bed much less swinging ahammer.

Since the other haf of hisfour-man crew wasfinishing up atrim job acrosstheriver in Maryland, that
left Brody to dedl with the plumbing ingpector, to hang the drywall for the partition between Kate's office
and the schoal's kitchen, and to finish stripping the woodwork in those two aress.

Most of al, and most stressful, wasthat it left him aone on the job with hisfather for the best part of the
day.



Bob O'Conndll was under the sink to hiswaist. His ancient work boots had had their soles glued back in
place countless times. He'd staple them back on, Brody thought, before held spring for another pair.

Don't need what | don't need, the old man would say. About every damn thing.

His business, hisway, Brody reminded himself and wished he could stop digging up reasonsto be
resentful.

They rubbed each other raw. Always had.
Bob clanged pipes. Brody measured drywall.

"Turn that damn noise off," Bob ordered. "How's aman supposed to work with that crap ringing in his
eas?'

Saying nothing, Brody stepped over and snapped off the portable stereo. Whatever music hed listened
to was considered noise to hisfather's ear.

Bob swore and muttered while he worked. Which was, Brody thought, exactly why held had the music
on.

"Damn stupid idea, cutting this kitchen up this-away. Waste of time and money. Office space, my ass.
Wheat's anybody need office space for to teach a buncha twinkle-toes?"

Brody had put off working on the kitchen side of the partition aslong as possible. Now he hefted the
drywall section he'd measured and cut, set it into place. "I've got thetime," he said and plucked a drywall
nail out of hispouch. "The client's got the money."

"Y eah, the Kimballs got plenty of money. No point in tossing it away, though, isthere? Y ou shoulda
oughtatold her she's making a mistake sectioning this kitchen off."

Brody hammered wall to stud. Told himsdlf to keep his mouth shut. But the words just wouldn't stay
down. "I don't think she's making amistake. She doesn't need a kitchen this size down here. It was
designed to cook up bar food. What's a dance school going to do with asmall restaurant kitchen?
"Dance school.” Bob made asound of disgust. "Open and close insde a month. Then how's she going to
sl thisplace dl cut up like this? Kid-height sinksin the bathrooms. Just have to pull them out again.
Surprised the plumbing ingpector didn't bust his gut laughing at the rough-in.”

"When you teach kids, you have to have accommodationsfor kids."

"We got the eementary school for that, don't we?"

"Last | heard they weren't teaching ballet at the dementary schoal.”

"Ought to tell you something,” Bob muttered, rankled by his son'stone.

Bob told himsdlf to keep his mouth shut, to mind his own business. But, like Brody, the words just

wouldn't stay down. "Y ou're supposed to do more than take a customer's money, boy. Y ou're supposed
to know enough to point them in theright direction.”



"Aslong asit'syour direction.”

Bob wormed out from under the sink. His faded blue gimme cap sat askew on a head topped with
short, grizzled gray hair. His face was square and lined deep. It had once been sternly handsome. His
eyeswere asgreen ashisson's.

At times they seemed to be the only thing father and son shared.
"Y ou want to watch that mouth of yours, boy."

"Ever think about watching yours?' Brody felt the band tightening around his head. A temper headache.
A Bob O'Conndll headache.

Bob tossed down hiswrench, got to hisfeet. He was a big man, but had never run to fat. Even at Sixty
he was mostly muscle and grit. "When you got the years | got of living and working in the trade, you can
Say your piece asyou please.”

"Redlly." Brody muscled another sheet of drywall onto the sawhorses, marked his measuring cuts.
"Y ou've been saying the same damn thing to me since | was eight. 1'd say I've got enough years behind
me by now. Thisismy job—sited, designed, bid and contracted. It goestheway | say it goes."

He picked up his scoring knife, lifted his gaze to meet hisfather's. "The client gets what the client wants.
And aslong as she's satisfied there's nothing to discuss.”

"Fromwhat | hear you're doing alot more than satisfying your client on the job."

He hadn't meant to say that. Holy God, he hadn't meant to say that. But the words were out. Damn it,
the boy dwaysriled him so.

Brody's hand clenched on the knife. For amoment, too long amoment, he wanted to punch hisfist into
that hard, unyielding face. "What's between me and Kate Kimball is my business.”

" livein thistown, too, and so does your ma. People talk about my blood, it washes over on me. You
got akid to raise, and no business running around with some fancy woman stirring gossip.”

"Dont you bring Jack into this. Don't bring my soninto this."

"Jack's my kin, too. Nothing's going to change that. Y ou kept him down in the city al that time so you
could do your running around and God knows, but you're here now. My home. I'm not having you
shame me and that boy in my own front yard."

Running around, Jack thought. To doctors, hospitd's, specidists. Then running around, trying to out-race
your own grief and do what was right for a motherless two-year-old.

"Y ou don't know anything about me. Wheat I've done, what | do. What | am." Determined to hold his
temper, he began to score the drywall dong his mark. "But you've sure always managed to find the worst
of itand rubitinmy face."



"If I'd've rubbed it harder, maybe you wouldn't be raising akid without hisma."

Brody's hand jerked on the knife, bore down and diced it over hisown hand.

Bob let out an oath over the bright gush of blood and grabbed for his bandanna. His shocked concern
came out in hot disapproval. "Don't you know better'n to watch what you're doing with tools?'

"Get the hell away from me." Clamping ahand over the gash, Brody stepped back. He couldn't trust
himsdlf now. Wasn't sure what he might do. " Get your tools and get off my job.”

"Y ou get on out in my truck. Y ou're gonna need stitches."

"| said get off my job. You'refired." Therapid beat of hisown heart pumped blood through hisfingers.
"Pack up your tools and get out.”

Shame warred with fury as Bob dammed hiswrenchesinto hiskit. "We got nothing to say to each other,
from here on.” He hauled up histools and stalked out.

"Wenever did," Brody murmured.

Brody O'Connell was going to get an earful. If he ever showed up. He was going to learn, very shortly,
that seven o'clock meant seven o'clock. Not seven-thirty.

She was sorry sheld convinced her parents to have an evening out. Now she had no one to complain to.
She prowled the living room, glared at the phone.

No, shewould not call him again. Sheld caled at seven-twenty and had gotten nothing but the
annoyance of hisanswering machine,

She had amessage for him, dl right. But she was going to deliver it in person.

And when she thought of the trouble she'd gone to for tonight. Selecting just the right restaurant, the
perfect dress. Now they'd be lucky to keep their reservation. No, she was cancedling the reservation, and
right thisminute. If he thought shed waltz out to dinner with aman who didn't have the common courtesy

to be on time, he was very much mistaken.

She reached for the phone just as the doorbell rang. Kate squared her shoulders, lifted her chintoits
haughtiest angle and took her sweet time going to the door.

"I'm late. I'm sorry. | got hung up, and should have called.”

Theicy words she'd planned went right out of her head. Not discourtesy, she redlized after onelook at
hisface. Upheavd. "Is something wrong with Jack?"

"No, no, he'sfine. | just checked. I'm sorry, Kate." Helifted ahand in flustered gpology. "Maybe we
can do thisanother time."

"What did you do to your hand?" She grabbed it by the wrist. She could see the white gauze and
bandage and the faint stain of antiseptic at the edges.

"Just stupidity. It'snothing redlly. A couple stitches. The ER was dow, and | got hung up.”



"Areyouinpan?'
"No, it'snothing,” heingsted. "Nothing."

Oh, yes, she decided. It was something—and more than aphysicd injury. "Go home," shetold him. "I'll
betherein thirty minutes."

"What?'
"With dinner. WEll do the restaurant part some other time."
"Kate, you don't haveto do this."

"Brody." She cupped hisfacein her hands. Oh, you poor thing, she thought. "Go home, and I'll beright
along. Scram,” she ordered when he il didn't move. And shut the door in hisface.

Shewas, asdways, precisely on time. When he opened the door, she breezed by him, hauling ahuge
hamper. "Y ou're going to have a stegk,” she announced. "L ucky for you my parents had one thawing out
in the fridge before | convinced them to go out for aromantic dinner.”

She headed straight back to the kitchen as she spoke, and setting the hamper on the counter, shrugged
out of her coat, then began to unpack. "Can you open the wine, or will your hand give you trouble?"

"I can handleit." Hetook the coat—it smelled of her—and hung it on one of the kitchen pegs. It didn't
belong there, he thought, looking all female and smooth next to his ancient work jacket.

She didn't belong there, he decided, looking amazing in some little blue number that looked like it might
have been painted on by some creative artist who'd been delightfully minimaist and stingy with the brush.

"Look, Kate—"
"Here"
He took the bottle, the corkscrew she held out. "Kate. Why? Why are you doing this?'

"Because | likeyou." Shetook two enormous potatoes to the sink to scrub. " And because you looked
like you could use a stegk dinner.”

"How many men fdl onthar facein love with you?'

She amiled over her shoulder. "All of them. Open the wine, O'Conndl."

"Yesh."

He put on music, fiddling with theradio did until he found the classical he thought shedd like. He dug out
the good dishes he hadn't seen in months and set them on the trestle table in the forma dining room
where he and Jack had their celebratory meals.

He had candles—for emergency power outages. But nothing fancy and dick. He debated just plunking
them down on the table anyway, then decided they'd just look pitiful.



When he came back in the kitchen, she was putting a salad together—and there were two white tapers
in smple glass holders on the counter.

Shedidn't missatrick, he decided.

"Y ou know you have a severe deficiency of fresh vegetablesin your crisper.”

"I buy those sdlad thingsthat are al made up and in abag. Then you just, you know, dump it in abowl.”
"Lazy," shesad and made him amile.

"Efficient.” Because her handswerefull, he picked up her wine, lifted it to her lips.

"Thanks." She sipped, watching him. "Very nice."

He st the glass down, and after amoment's hesitation, lowered his head to touch hislipsto hers.
"Mmm." She touched her tongue to her top lip. "Even better. And, sSince you're injured, you're allowed
to st down and relax while | finish this. Y oull have timeto call and check on Jack one more time before

dinner.”
Hewinced. "Shows, huh."
"It looks good on you. Tell him | said hi, and I'll see him tomorrow."

"Y ou redly want to do that? The movie thing?'

"I do things| don't want, but | never volunteer to do them. Go call your boy. Y ou're getting your steak
medium rarein fifteen minutes”

Sheliked fussing with the medl. Liked fussng over him. Maybe it was because he so clearly didn't
expect it, and was so appreciative of thelittle things other people tended to take for granted.

And though shed never considered herself anurturer, it made her fedl good to be needed.

Shewaited until they were at the table, until hewaswell into hismea and on his second glass of wine.
"Tdl mewhat happened.”

"Just alousy day. Wheat did you do with these potatoes? They're amazing."

"Secret Ukrainian recipe,” shetold him in athick and exaggerated accent. "If | tdl you, then | must kill
you."

"l couldn't do it anyway. My kitchen wizardry with potatoes ends with my poking afew holesinto one
and tossing it into the mike. Y ou spesk Ukrainian? | heard you speaking French the other day.”

"Yes, | gpeak Ukrainian, moreor less. | also speak and understand English very well. So talk to me,
Brody. What happened in your lousy day?'

"Onething, then the other." He moved his shoulders. "1 got two guys out Sck—your balet flu's making



an gppearancein West Virginia. Since | had the rest of the crew on another job, it left me pretty
short-handed. Then I mistook my own hand for asheet of drywall, bled dl over the damn place, fired my
father and spent a couple hourswaiting to get sewn back together in the ER."

"Y ou had afight with your father." Shelaid ahand over hisuninjured one. "I'm sorry."

"Wedon't get dong—never have."

"But you hired him."

"He'sagood plumber.”

He did hishand out from under hers, reached for hisglass. "Brody."

"Yeah, | hired him. It was amigtake. It'stolerable when the other guys are around, but when it'sjust the
two of uslikeit wastoday, it's asking for trouble. I'm a screwup, dwayswas, dwayswill be. Thejob's
not being done right, my lifeisn't being done right, I'm chasing around after afancy woman instead of
seaing to my own."

"Now I'm afancy woman?'

Brody pressed hisfingersto hiseyes. "I'm sorry. That was stupid, and typical. Once |l start on him, |
can't seem to stop.”

"It'sdl right. | don't mind being afancy woman." She stabbed a bite of steak. Her temper was on dow
burn, but arant wasn't what Brody needed right now. "He's probably as miserable and frustrated about
what happened as you are. He doesn't know how to talk to you any more than you know how to talk to
him. But that's not your fault. | hope you can make it up with him, in your own way."

"He doesn't see me.”

Her heart broke for him. "Honey, that's not your fault, either. | wanted my parentsto be proud of me,
maybe wanted it too much, so | worked, sometimes brutaly hard, to be sure they would. That wasn't
their fault."

"My family'snot likeyours."

"Few are. But you're wrong. Y ou and Jack—the family you've made—it'salot like mine. Maybe,
Brody, your father seesthat, and wonders why he never made that connection with his own son.”

"l was ascrewup.”

"No, you weren't. Y ou were awork-in-progress.”

"Redlly rough work. | couldn't wait to get through—to get through high school, to get through my
eighteenth birthday. To get through so | could get out. That'swhat | did, on my eighteenth birthday. |
packed up and headed down to D.C. Had about five hundred dollars, no job, no nothing. But | was out
of there."

"And you madeit work."



" lived by the skin of my teeth for three years. Working construction, blowing my pay on beer and...
fancy women," he said with asudden grin. "Then | was twenty-one, broke, cardess, supid. And | met
Connie. | was on the crew doing some work on her parents guest house. | hit on her, and much to my
surprise we started seeing each other.”

"Why to your surprise?'

"She was a college girl—conservative daughter of a conservative family. She had money and class,
education, style. | was the next step up from abum.”

She studied him. Strong face, she thought. Strong hands. Strong mind. "Obvioudy she didn't think so."

"No, she didn't. She wasthefirst person who ever told me | had potential. Who ever believed in me.
She made me believe in myself, made me want to, so | could be what she saw when she looked a me. |
stopped screwing up, and | started to grow up. Y ou don't want to hear this."

"Yes, | do." To keep him talking, shetopped off hiswine. "Did she help you start your business?"

"That came later." He'd never talked about thiswith anyone, Brody redlized. Not his parents, not his
friends, not even Jack. "I was good with my hands, and | had agood eye for building. | had a strong
back. I'd just never put them all to use a the sametime. Then | figured out | liked mysdlf awhole lot
better when | did."

"Of course, because then you respected yoursdlf.”

"Yeah." Nail on the head, he thought. Did she ever miss?"Still, | was skilled labor, not adoctor or a
lawyer or abusiness exec. Her parents objected to me—strongly."

She toyed with her potatoes, much more interested in what he told her than in the med. "Then they were
short-sighted. Connie wasn't."

"It wasn't easy for her to buck them, but she did. She was going to Georgetown, studying law. | was
working full days and going to schoal at night, taking business classes. We started making plans. Couple
of years down the road, we'd get married. She'd stay in schooal till she passed the bar, then I'd start my
own business. Then she got pregnant.”

He studied hiswineglass, turned it around and around, but didn't lift it to drink. "We both wanted the
baby. She more than me at first, because the whole thing didn't seem red to me. We got married. She
kept up with her sudies, and | took some extrajobs. Her parents were furious. Thiswas what she got
for throwing hersalf away on somebody like me. They cut her off, and that twisted her up pretty bad.”

She could imagine it very well, because, she thought, she'd dways had just the oppositein terms of a
family that wastherefor her. "They didn't deserve her.”

Brody lifted hiseyes, met Kate's. "Damn right they didn't. The rougher it got, the more we dug in. We
made it work. She madeit work. A thousand times| panicked, and some of those thousand times | saw
mysalf walking away. She'd go back to her parents, and everyone would be better off."

"But you didn't. Y ou stuck."

"Sheloved me," hesaid smply. "The day Jack was born, | wasin the delivery room, wanting to be



pretty much anywhere el se in the world. But she wanted me there, it was redlly important to her. Sol
pretended | wanted to be there, too. All | could think was get this over with, get thisthe hell over with
becauseit'stoo hard. Nobody should haveto do this. Then... there was Jack. Thislittle, squirmy person.
Everything changed. Everything clicked. | never knew you could lovelikethat, in aningtant, ina
heartbesat, so it was everything. Every damn thing. | wanted, had to be, whatever he needed meto be.
They made aman out of me, right there, in that moment. Connie and Jack made me."

Tearswereflooding her cheeks, continued to spill over. She couldn't stop them, and didn't try.
"I'm sorry." Helifted hishands, let them fdl again. "'l don't know what got into me."

"No." She shook her head, could say nothing €lse quite yet. Y ou stupid idiot, she thought. Y ou've gone
and made mefdl inlovewith you. Now what? " That waslovely," she managed to say. "Just givemea
minute." She got to her feet, and dashed off to the bathroom to compose hersdlf.

Asan dternative to banging his head on the table, Brody got up and paced. Hed come to the same
conclusion as Kate—he was an idiot—but for different reasons. He'd taken her very nice gesture of a
casud med a home, one heimagined was supposed to be at least marginaly romantic, and held turned it
into amarathon on histroubles and his past.

He'd made her cry.

Gresat going, O'Conndll, he thought in disgust. Maybe you can round on the evening by talking about
how your dog died when you were ten. That would redlly jazz things up.

Heimagined she'd want to take off as soon as possible, so began to clear the table to give her away
out.

"Sorry," he began when he heard the light click of her footsteps. "'I'm an imbecile, dumping al that on
you. I'll take care of this, and you can..."

Hetrailed off, froze, when her amsdid lightly around him and her head rested on his back.

"O'Conndl, I come from strong Savic blood. Strong and sentimenta. Weliketo cry. Did you know my
grandparents escaped from the Soviet Union when my mother was achild? My aunt Rachel isthe only
onewho was born herein America. They went on foot, with three babies, over the mountainsinto

Hungary."

"No, | didn't know that." Heturned, cautioudy, until he wasfacing her.

"They were cold and hungry and frightened. And when they came to America, astrange country with a
strange language and strange customs, they were poor and they were alone. But they wanted something
enough to fight for it, to make it work. I've heard the story dozens of times. It dways makesmecry. It
aways makes me proud.”

She turned away to stack dishes.

"Why areyou tdling methis?'

"Courage comesin different forms, Brody. There's strength—that's the muscle. But love'sthe heart.
When you put them together, you can do anything. That'sworth afew sentimenta tears”



"Y ou know, | figured thiswasthe kind of day you just crossed off your list, but you've changed that.”
"Well, thank you. Tell you what. Well dedl with these dishes, then you can dance with me.” Timeto
lighten things up, she decided. "The way aman dancestellsmealot, and | haven't tested you out in that
aeayet."

He took the dishes out of her hands. "Let's dance now."

"Can't. Cdll it acharacter flaw, but if | don't tidy up first, I'll keep seeing unwashed dishesin my head.”

He sat them aside, took her handsto draw her out of the room. "That's anal.”

"No, it's organized. Organized people get more done and have less headaches." Shelooked over her
shoulder as he tugged her toward the living room. "Redlly, it'll only take afew minutes."

"It1l only take afew minuteslater, too." Maybe he was rusty in the romance department, but he il
remembered afew moves.

"Hereswhat well do. Y ou pick out the music while| clear up the dishes."

He laughed and pulled her into the living room. "Y ou redlly are compulsive." He switched the Stereo to
CD. "Funny, | wasligening to thislast night. And thinking about you."

"Oh?' Themusic flowed out, dow and sultry. A sexy little shuffle that spoke to the blood.
"Must've been fate," he said and did her into hisarms.

Her heart jerked once. "I'm astrong believer in fate." She ordered hersdlf to relax, then redized she
dready was. Snugged up againgt him, moving with him, her hedls making it eesy—amost mandatory—to
rest her cheek on his.

"Very smooth, O'Conndl," she murmured. "Mgor pointsfor smooth.”

"Like you said, some things come back to you." He spun her out, made her laugh. Spun her back and
had her breeth catching.

"Nice move." Oh-oh. Oh-oh. It was getting hard to think. She'd come to the conclusion when shed
dedlt with her tearsthat she really needed to do some serious thinking about Brody, and where thiswas

al going.
She couldn't drivethistrain if she didn't have her wits about her.

She hadn't expected him to dance quite so well. If held fumbled a bit, she could have taken charge. Kept
her balance. There were entirely too many things that were unexpected about him. And fascinating. And
oh, it felt wonderful to glide around theroomin hisarms.

Her hair smdled fabulous. HEd nearly forgotten al the mysterious and aluring facetstherewereto a
woman. The shape, the softness, the scents. Nearly forgotten the sensation of moving with one, dow and
close. Theimagesit had winding through aman's mind.



Hislips brushed over her hair, trailed along her cheek, found hers.

She sghed into the kiss, walowing in the sensation of her bones melting. So when the song ended and
the next began, they just sood swaying together.

"That was perfect.” Her mind wasfoggy, her heartbest thick. And the needs shed thought she had under
control were tumbling in her belly. "'l should go."

“Why?

"Because." Shelifted ahand to his cheek, eased away, just alittle. "It's bad timing. Tonight you needed a
friend."

"Youreright." Hishandsdid down her aamsuntil their fingerslightly linked. "Thetiming's probably off.
The smart thing isto take thisdow.”

"l believein doing the smart thing."

"Yeah." He walked her toward the doorway. "I've been careful to try to do the smart thing for quite a
whilemysdf.”

He paused, turned her back to face him. "1 did need afriend tonight. Do need one," he added, drawing
her alittle closer. "And | need you, Kate. Stay with me."

He lowered his head, kept his eyes on hers when their lips brushed. "Be with me.”

Chapter Seven

Contents-Prev [Next

Thewals of hisroom were unfinished. A coil of eectrica wire sat on adry wal compound bucket that
stood in the corner. There were no curtains at his windows. Hed removed the closet doors, and they
were currently in his shop waiting to be planed and refinished.

The floors were awonderful random-width oak under years of dull, dark varnish. Sanding them down,
sedling them clear, was down on the list of projects—far down.

The bed had been an impulse buy. The old iron headboard with its dim, straight bars had appealed to
him. But he'd yet to think about linens, and habitually tossed a mismatched quilt over the sheetsand
considered the job done.

It wouldn't be what she was used to. Trying to seeit through her eyes, Brody winced. "Not exactly the
Tg Mahd."

"Another work in progress.” She roamed the room, grateful to have aminute to settle the nerves she
hadn't expected to fed. "It'salovely space.” Sheran her fingers over the low windowsll held stripped
downtoitsnatura pine. "l know potential when | seeit,” she said, and turned back to him.

"I wanted to finish Jack's room first. Then it made more senseto work on the kitchen and theliving
aress. | don't do anything but deep here. Up till now."



A quick thrill spurted through her. She was the first woman he'd brought to this room, to this bed. "It's
going to belovely." She walked to him as she spoke, every pulse point hammering. "Will you usethe
fireplacein here?'

"l useit now. It'sagood heat source. | thought about putting in an insert, for efficiency, but..." What the

hell was he doing? Talking about heat sources and inserts when he had the most beautiful woman in the
world in his bedroom?

"It wouldn't be as charming,” she finished, and with her eyes on his began unbuttoning his shirt.
"No. Do you want meto start afire?'

"Later. Yes, | think that would be lovely, later. But for now, | have afegling we can generate enough
heat on our own."

"Kate." He curled hisfingers around her wrists, and wondered that the need pumping through him didn't
burn through the tips and singe her flesh. "If

| fumblealittle, blameit on this, okay?" Heturned hisinjured hand.

He was nervous, too, she redlized. Good. That put them back on even ground. "I bet aman as clever
with his hands as you can manage a zipper, no matter what the handicap.” Sheturned, lifted her hair.
"Why don't we see?'

"Yeah. Why don't we?'

Hedrew it down dowly, exposing pale gold skin inch by inch. The curve of her neck and shoulder
enticed him, so he lowered his head, brushed hislipsjust there. When she shivered, arched, heindulged
himself, nibbling dong her spine, her shoulder blades.

When he turned her to face him, her breath had aready quickened.

His mouth cruised over hers, along, luxurious savoring that liquefied the bones. And while he savored,
his hands roamed lightly over her face, into her hair, down her back asif she were some exatic delicacy
to be enjoyed dowly. Thoroughly.

She'd expected arepest of the blast of passion that had exploded between them in her mother's kitchen.
And was undone by the tenderness.

"Tel me..." Henibbled hisway across her jaw. "If there's something you don't like."

Her head fell back, inviting him to explore the exposed line of her throat. "I don't think that's going to be
anissue”

His hands, strong, patient, skimmed up her sidesto the shoulders of her dress. "'I've imagined touching
you. Driven mysdf crazy imagining it."

"Y ou're doing a pretty good job of driving me crazy now." She pushed the flannel shirt aside, reached
out to tug the therma shirt he wore benegth it out of the waistband of hisjeans, diding over the hard
muscles of his scomach.



But he eased her back. It had been along time since held been with awoman. He had no intention of
rushing it.

He brought her handsto hislips, kissed her fingers, her pams. And felt her pulse leap, then go thick.

"Let medo this" he murmured. He nudged the dress from her shoulders, watched it dide down her
body to thefloor.

She was s0 dender, so finely built aman could forget those tensile muscles beneath dl that silky
gold-dust skin. Her curves were subtle—a deek female e egance that fascinatedand demanded his touch.

Her breath snagged in her throat when he skimmed his fingertips along the curve of her breast, long the
lace edging of her bra, then under it asif memorizing shape and texture. The hard pad of cdlus brushed
her nipple and turned her kneesto jelly.

Intrigued by her tremble, he shifted his gaze back to her face, watched her as his hands roamed down
her torso, dong her hips, stroked up her thighs.

"I think about your legsalot,” hetold her, and flirted hisfingertips along the top of her stocking.
"Bdlerinalegs, you know?'

"Just don't pay any attention to my feet. Dancers have incredibly unattractive feet."

"Strong," he corrected. "Strong's really sexy to me. Maybe you can show me some of the things you can
do later, like you did for Rod that day. | nearly swallowed my tongue." Though she laughed, her hands
were far from steady when she drew the shirt over his head, let her own fingers explore that tough wall of
muscle. "Sure. | can do even moreinteresting things." They both quivered when helifted her and laid her
on the bed.

If it had been adance, shed have called it awadtz. Sow, circling sepsin amatch rhythm. The kisswas
long and deep, warming the body from the inside out. She sighed into it, into him, and her ams encircled.
This, she thought, dreaming, this was something—someone—she wanted to hold. Love was aquiet
miracle that bloomed in her like arose. And loving, shewould give.

Then his mouth was on the curve of her breast, rubbing aong that edge of lace. Arousing, inciting, and
bringing thefirgt licks of heat toward the warmth. She moaned as histongue did over that swell of flesh,
teasing the point then tugging on it through the thin barrier of lace. Her hipsarched, and her fingers dug
intohis.

Waltz became tango, dow and hotly sexud. Hismind wasfull of her, the scents, the textures, the
sounds. All of it, dl of her ssemed to whirl inside hisbrain, making him dizzy and drunk. She was carved
clean asadtatue, thelong, hot length of her beautifully erotic. He wanted to touch, to taste everything. All
of her.

Absorbed with her, he did as he pleased while she rose and rolled and shuddered with him. And when
he took her up thefirst time, when that lovely body tensed and her breath came and went on a sob, the
thrill of it coursed through him like adrug.

More and still more. A little greedier, alittle faster. He tugged away those barriers of lace. Now he
wanted only flesh. Hot and wet and soft.



She matched him, step for step, rising to him, opening hersdlf. Her mouth found his asthey rolled over
the quilt, diving heedlesdy into the kiss while her hands pleased them both.

As desperation increased, she tugged open the button of hisjeans, dragged them impatiently down his
hips. "Oh, | love your body. | love what you do to mine. Hurry, hurry. | want—"

Her system erupted; her mind blanked. Even as she went limp, hisfingers continued to stroke her. "I
want to do more.”

He used his mouth. Sliding down her, breast, torso, belly. She began to move again. And then to writhe
while pleasure and need pounded together inside her. Her eyes were blind, her body quaking when he
rose over her.

With his heart hammering, and his mind crowded with her, hefilled her with one long stroke. With alow
sound of pleasure he held himsdlf there, sustaining the moment, letting the thrill of it batter his system.

Her hipslifted, then fell away to draw him with her. Beat for beat they moved together, eyes|locked,
breath tangled and ragged. Her hands groped for his, gripped. The dide of flesh to flesh, dow and silky,
the pulse of heart to heart, solid and redl.

And when the wave rose up to swamp them both, he lowered his mouth to hers and compl eted the
joining.

Shelay limp as melted wax, eyes closed, lips curved and enjoyed the sensation of Brody collapsed on
top of her. His heart continued to knock—hard, fast rgps—that told her his system had been as
delightfully assaulted ashers.

It had been awonderful way to discover they were compatible in bed.

It was s0 fascinating to bein love. Redly inlove. Not like the couple of times she'd been enchanted with
theidea of love. Thiswas so unexpected. So intense.

Shedrew along, satisfied breath and told hersdlf sheld give the matter—and the consequences of it—a
great ded of careful thought later. For the moment, she was going to enjoy it. And him.

No one had ever made her fed quite like this. No one had ever opened her up to somany fedings. Fate,
she thought. He was hers. Sheld known in some secret place inside her, the first instant she'd seen him.

And she was going to make certain he understood, when the time was right, that she was his.

Sheld found him, she thought, utterly content as she stroked his back. And she was keeping him.
"For aman who claimsto be out of practice, you certainly held your own."

Hewastrying to decide if he had any brain cdllsleft, and if so, when they would begin to work again.

He managed a grunt. That response seemed to amuse her, as she laughed and |ocked her arms around
him.

He managed to find the energy to turn his head, found his face buried in her hair and decided that was a



fine placeto be. "Want me to move?'

"No."

"Good. Just give mean ebow if | gart to snore.”
"O'Conndl.”

"Just kidding." He lifted his head, levered some of hisweight off her and onto his elbows. The green of
his eyes was blurry with satisfaction. "Y ou're incredible to look at.”

"So areyou." Shelifted ahand to play with hishair. Not redly blond, she thought idly. Not really brown.
But awonderful mix of tones and textures. Like the man himsdif.

"Y ou know, | wanted you here from thefirst timel saw you." She lifted her head just enough to bite
lightly & hisjaw. "Tota lugt a first Sght—that's not usud for me."

"l had pretty much the same reaction. Y ou jump-started parts of my system that had been onidlefor a
long time. Ticked me off."

"I know." She grinned. "1 kind of liked it—the way you'd get dl scowly and turned on at the sametime.
Very sxy. Very chdlenging.”

"WEell, you got me where you wanted." He lowered his head to give her aquick, nipping kiss. "Thanks."

"Oh, my pleasure.”

"And sncel'm here..." He moved hislipsto the Sde of her throat, nuzzled.

Her laughing response turned to agasp as she felt him harden inside her. Begin to move insde her.

"Hope you don't mind. I've got alot of lost time to make up for.”

"No." Her body woke, and pulsed. "Be my guest.”

It wasn't easy, Brody discovered, to have arelationship—at least the physical part of it—with awoman
when you had a child. Not that held change anything, but it took considerable ingenuity to juggle the
demands of the man and the demands of the father.

He was grateful that Kate seemed to enjoy Jack, and didn't appear to resent spending time with him, or
the time Brody devoted to him. The fact was, if she hadn't accepted the boundaries and responsibilities
that went along with Jack, there wouldn't have been arelationship—physica or otherwise—to explore
for long.

He guessed he was having an affair. That was afirst. Hed never considered his relationship with Connie
asan affair. Kidsdidn't have affairs at twenty-one. They had romances. He had to remind himsdlf not to
romanticize his Stuation with Kate.

They liked each other, they wanted each other, they enjoyed each other. Neither of them had indicated
anything more than warm fedlings, and lust. And that was for the best, he decided.



Hewas, firgt and last, afather. He didn't imagine most young women—career women with dozens of
options ahead of them—generdly chose to settle down with aman and his six-year-old son.

In any case, he wasn't looking for anything more than what there was. If he had been, hed have to start
tackling the problem of changes, adjustments and compromisesfor al three of them. That was bound to

be messy.

Certainly agrown man was entitled to asimple affair with alike-minded woman without crowding it in
with plansfor afuture,

Everybody was happy thisway.

He stepped back, lowering hisnail gun to examine the trim he'd just finished on Kate's office. It wasa
rich, elegant look, he decided. Classy. And it suited the woman.

He wondered where she was, what she was doing. And if they could manage to stedl an hour done
before he had to go home and tackle the dinosaur poster Jack had to do for a school project.

Sex, carpentry and first grade, he thought as he moved over to start trimming the window. A man never
knew what kind of mix was going to stir up hislife.

"Hell lovethis™" Kate examined thefierce, snapping jaws of the plastic predator.

"Dinosaurs are ano-fail choice." Annierearranged toysthat didn't need rearranging, and did her gaze
toward Kate. "That Jack O'Conndll's as cute asthey come.”

"Mmm."

"Hisfather's not shabby, either.”

"No, they both ring the bell on the cute scale. And yes, we're ill seeing each other.”
"l didn't say aword." Anniefolded her lips. "I never pry."

"No, you just poke." She tucked the dinosaur under her arm. "That'swhat | love about you. Now, I'm
going to go back and say hi to Mamabefore| go."

"Want me to wrap that beast up for you?'

"No. Wrapped it'sagift. Unwrapped | can snesk it in asaresearch tool for his school project.”

"Y ou dwayswere asmart one, Katie."

Smart enough Katie thought, to know what she wanted and how to get it. It had been two weeks since
sheld made love with Brody for the first time. Since then they'd had one other evening doneand a
handful of hours here and there.

Shewanted alot more than that.

They'd taken Jack to the movies, shared afew medsasatrio, and had engaged in the mother of all
snowball battles the previous Saturday when a solid foot of snow had falen.



She wanted alot more than that asfar as Jack was concerned, too.
She knocked on her mother's office door, poked her head in.

Natashawas at her desk, her hair scooped up and the phone at her ear. She curved her finger ina
come-ahead gesture. "Y es, thank you. I'll expect delivery next week."

She tapped afew keysat her computer, hung up and sighed. "Perfect timing,” shetold Kate. "I need a
cup of teaand a conversation that doesn't involve dolls."

"Happy to oblige. I'll even makethetea" Kate set the dinosaur on her mother's desk before turning to
the tegpot.

Natasha eyed the toy, then her daughter. "For

Jack?'

"Mmm. He hasaschool project. | figured this might earn him some extra points, and be fun.”
"He'saddightful little boy."

"Yes, | think s0." Kate poured the hot water into cups. "'Brody's done awonderful job with him—though
he had terrific materia to work with."

"Yes, | agree. Still, it'snever easy to raiseachild done”

"I don't intend for him to finish thejob done." Kate set her mother's cup on the desk, sat down with her
own. "I'minlovewith Brody, Mama, and I'm going to marry him."

"Oh, Katel" Tears flooded Natasha's eyes even as she leaped up to embrace her daughter. "Thisis
wonderful. I'm so happy for you. For dl of us. My baby's getting married.”

She crouched down to kiss both of Kate's cheeks. "Y ou'll be the most beautiful bride. Have you set the
date? Well have so much planning to do. Wait until wetell your father."

"Wait, wait, wait." Laughing, Kate set her tea asde to grab Natasha's hand. "We haven't set adate,
because | haven't convinced him to ask meyet."

n Bth—"

"I'm certain aman like Brody—he'sredly atraditiona guy under it dl—wantsto do the asking. All |
haveto do is give him anudge to the next stage so helll ask, then we can get on with it."

Asworry strangled the excitement, Natasha sat back on her hedls. "Katie. Brody isn't aproject that has
dages”

"I didn't mean it exactly like that. But still, Mama, relationships have stages, don't they? And peoplein
them work through those stages.”

"Darling." Natasha straightened, sat on the corner of her desk. "I've dways applauded your logic, your



practicality and your sheer determination to earn agod. But love, marriage, family—these things don't
awaysrunonlogic. Infact, they rardy do."

"Mama, | love him," Katie said amply, and tears swam into her mother's eyes again.
"Yes, | know you do. I've seenit. And believe me, if you want him, | want him for you. But—

"l want to be Jack's mother." Now Kate's voice thickened. "I didn't know I'd want that so much. At first
hewasjust addightful little boy, asyou said. | enjoyed him, but | enjoy children. Mama, I'mfdlingin
lovewith him. I'm just faling head over hedsfor that little boy."

Natasha picked up the dinosaur, smiled as sheturned it in her hands. "1 know what itisto fall in love
with a child who didn't come from you. One who walksinto your life dready formed and makes such a
differenceinyour life. | don't question that you would love him asyour own, Katie."

"Then why are you worried?

"Because you're my baby," Natasha said as she set the toy aside. "I don't want you to be hurt. You're
ready to open your heart and your life. But that doesn't mean Brody is.”

"He caresfor me." Shewas sure of it. She couldn't be mistaken. But the worry niggled at her. "He'sjust
cautious”

"He'sagood man, and | have no doubt he caresfor and about you. But, Katie, you don't say he loves
you."

"l don't know if hedoes" Frustrated, Kate got to her feet. "Or if heloves me, if he knowsit himself.
That'swhy I'm trying to be patient. I'm trying to be practica. But, Mama, | ache."

"Baby." Murmuring, Natasha drew Kate into her arms, stroked her hair. "Loveisnt tidy. It won't be, not
evenfor you."

"| can be patient. For alittlewhile," she added on awatery laugh. "I'm going to make it work.” She
closed her eyestight. "I can makeit work."

It was hard not to go over to thejob site. Sheld had to stop hersalf ahalf a dozen timesfrom strolling
over and seeing the progress. And seeing Brody. She made it easier on hersdlf by spending part of the
afternoon making and receiving calsin response to the ad she'd taken for her school.

The Kimbal School of Dance would open in April, and she dready had six potential students. There
was an interview scheduled for the following week for an articlein the local paper. That, shewas sure,
would generate more interest, more cals, more students.

A few more weeks, she thought as she pulled up behind Brody'struck in his driveway, and anew phase
of her professond life would begin. She didn't intend for the next phase of her persond lifeto lag far
behind.

He cameto the door in hisbare feet and smelling of crayons. Thefact that she could find that both sexy
and endearing in agrown man showed her just how far gone she was aready.

"Hi. Sorry to drop by unannounced, but | have something for Jack.”



"No, that's okay." He wiped at the magic marker saining hisfingertips. "Werejust inthemiddle... In
thekitchen," hesaid, gesturing. "But it isn't pretty.”

"The process of school projectsrarely is.”

It surprised him that she'd remembered the project. Had he talked about it too much? Brody wondered
as hefollowed her back to the kitchen. He was pretty sure he'd only mentioned it—maybe moaned a

little—in passing.
She stepped into the kitchen ahead of him. Surveyed the scene.

Jack was knedling on achair at the kitchen table, hunkered over a sheet of poster board and busily
applying his crayon to theinside of an outline that resembled alarge pig—as seen by Salvador Dali.

Severa picture books on dinosaurs were open on the table, along with illustrations probably printed off
the computer. There was a scatter of plastic and rubber toys aswell, and aforest of crayons, markers,

pencils.

A pair of work boots and apair of child's sneakers were kicked into acorner. A large pitcher half full of
some violently red liquid sat on the counter. As Jack's mouth was liberdly stained the same color, Kate
assumed it was a beverage and not paint.

As she stepped in, her shoe stuck to the floor, then released with alittle sucking sound.

"Wejust had alittle accident with Kool-Aid," Brody explained when she glanced down. "I guess|
missed a couple spots on the cleanup.”

"Hi, Kate." Jack looked up and bounced. "I'm making dinosaurs.”

"So | see. And what kind isthis?*

"It's a Stag-e-0-saurous. See? Here heisin the book. Me and Dad, we don't draw very good.”

"But you color redly wdl," she said, admiring the bright green head on his current drawing.

"Y ou gottastay ingdethelines. That'swhy we drew them redly thick."

"Very sensble" Sherested her chin on the top of his head and studied the poster.

She saw thelight pencil marks where Brody had drawn straight linesfor the lettering of the header. Jack
had titled his piece A Parade Of Dinosaurs. She found it apt, as his drawings marched over the poster in
along squiggly dance.

"You're doing such agood job, | don't think you're going to need the tool | brought dong for you."
"Isitahammer?'

"Afraid not." Shereached into her bag, pulled it out. "It's a deadly predator.”

"It'saT-Rex! Look, Dad. They ate everybody."



"Very scary,” Brody agreed and laid ahand on his son's shoulder.

"Can | takeit into school ? 'Cause look, itsarms and legs move and everything. His mouth goes chomp.
Canl?

" think it'd be agood visual aid to your project, don't you, Dad? And there's thislittle booklet here that
talks about how he lived, and when, and how he ate everybody."

"Couldn't hurt. Jack, aren't you going to thank Kate?"

"Thanks, Kate." Jack marched the dinosaur across the poster. "Thanks alot. HE's really good.”
"Y ou're welcome alot. How about akiss?'

He grinned and covered hisface with his hands. "Nuh-uh."

"Okay, I'll just kissyour dad." She turned her head before Brody could react and closed her mouth
firmly over his

He avoided kissing her, touching her, when Jack was around. That, Kate decided, deliberately diding
her arms around Brody's waist, would have to change.

Jack made gagging noises behind his hands. But he was watching carefully, and there was afunny
fluttering in his tomach.

"A woman's got to take her kisseswhere she findsthem," Kate stated, easing back while Brody stood
flustered. "Now, my work isdone, | haveto go."

"Aw, can't you stay? Y ou can help draw the dinosaurs. Werre going to have doppy burgersfor dinner.”
"Asddightful asthat is, | can't. | have an appointment in town." Which wastrue. But she thought the
ambush—the drop-by, she corrected—would be more effectiveif she kept it brief and casual. "Maybe,
thisweekend if you're not busy, we can go to the movies again.”

“All right”

"I'll see you tomorrow, Brody. No, no," she said when heturned. "I know the way out. Get back to
your dinosaurs.”

"Thanksfor coming by," he said, and said nothing else, not even when he heard her close the front door.
"Dad?'

"Hmm."

"Doyou like kissing Kate?'

"Yeah. | mean..." Okay, Brody thought, here we go. Because Jack was watching him carefully, he sat.
"It'skind of hard to explain, but when you get older... Most guyslikekissing girls."



"Just the pretty ones?"
"No, well, no. But girlsyou like."
"And we like Kate, right?"

"Surewe do." Brody breathed asigh of relief that the discussion hadn't degpened into some stickier area
of sex education. Not yet, he thought. Not quite yet.

"Dad?'
"Yegh."
"Areyou going to marry Kate?'

"Am |—" His shock was no lessthan if Jack had suddenly kicked his chair out from under him. "Jeez,
Jack, where did that come from?”

"'Cause you like her, and you like kissing her, and you don't have awife. Rod's mom and dad,
sometimesthey kiss each other in the kitchen, too."

"Not everybody ... people kisswithout getting married.” Oh, man. "Marriageisarealy important thing.
Y ou should know somebody redly well, and understand them, and like them.”

"Y ou know Kate, and you like her."

Brody digtinctly felt asingle line of swest dribble down hisspine. "Sure| do. Yeah. But | know alot of
people, Jacks." Feding trapped, Brody pushed away from the table and got down two clean glasses. "l
don't marry them. Y ou need to love someone to marry them.”

"Don't you love Kate?'

He opened his mouth, closed it again. Funny, he thought, how much tougher it wasto lie to your son
than it wasto lie to yourself. The smplest answer was that he didn't know. He wasn't sure what was
building ingde him when it cameto Kate Kimball.

"It's complicated, Jack."

"How come?"

Questions about sex, Brody decided, would have been easier after dl. He set the glasses down, came
back to sit. "I loved your mother. Y ou know that, right?"

"Uh-huh. She was pretty, too. And you took care of each other and me until she had to go to heaven. |
wish shedidn't haveto go."

"l know. Me, too. Thething is, Jack, after she had to go, it wasreally good for meto just concentrate
on loving you. That worked redly well for me. And weve done dl right, haven't we?'

"Yeah. Wereateam."



"You bet we are." Brody held out his hand so Jack could give him ahigh five. "Now let's see what this
team can do with dinosaurs.”

"Okay." Jack picked up his crayon. His eyes darted up to hisfather's face once. He liked that they were
ateam. But heliked to pretend that maybe K ate was part of the team, too.

Chapter Eight
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Brody set thefirst base cabinet in place, checked hisleve. He could hear, if he paid attention, the whirl
of thedrill from downgtairs as one of his crew finished up the punch-out work onthemain leve. Up here
there was thewhoosh andthunk of nail guns and the whirl of saws, as other men worked in the bedroom
of Kate's gpartment.

It was going to be ahdll of anice space, Brody thought. The perfect apartment for asingle, or acouple
without children. It was alittle too tight to offer afamily acomfortablefit, he thought as he crouched to
adjug hislevd.

Then he just stayed there, Staring into space.

Areyou going to marry her?

Why the devil had Jack put that ideaiinto the air?

Made everything sticky. He wasn't thinking about marriage. Couldn't afford to think about it. He had a
kid to consder, and hisbusinesswas just getting off the ground. He had arambling, drafty old house that
was barely hdf finished.

It smply wasn't thetime to Sart thinking of adding someone else to the mix by getting married.

He'd jumped into that Situation once before. He didn't regret it, not aminute of it. But he had to admit
the timing had been lousy, the Situation difficult for everyoneinvolved. What was the point of heading
back in that sort of direction when hislifewas till so much in flux?

Just asking for trouble, he decided.

Besides, Kate wouldn't be thinking about marriage. Would she? Of course not. Sheld barely settled
back into town herself. She had her school to think about. She had her freedom.

She spoke French, he thought irrelevantly. Sheldbeen to France. And England and Russia. She might
want to go back. Why wouldn't she want that? And he was anchored in West Virginiawith achild.

Anyway, he and Connie had been stupid inlove. Y oung and stupid, he thought with agentle tug of
sentiment. He and Kate were grown-ups. Sensible people who enjoyed each other's company.

Too sensibleto get sarry-eyed.

The hand that dropped on his shoulder had him jerking and nearly dropping the eectric drill on hisfoot.



"Jeez, O'Conndll, got the willies?'

Hissing out a breath, Brody got to hisfeet and turned to Jerry Skully. Rod's father had been a childhood
pa. Even though he was over thirty Jerry maintained his cheerfully youthful looks and goofy smile. It was
spread over hisface now. "1 didn't hear you."

"No kidding. | caled you a couple of times. Y ou werein the zone, man."

Jerry put his hands on his hips and strutted around the room. Put a suit and tie guy in a construction area,
Brody thought, and they looked like strutters. "Need ajob? | got an extrahammer."

"Haha" It wasan old joke. Jerry was awhiz with math, great in socia Stuations and couldn't unscrew a
light bulb without step-by-step written ingtructions.

"Y ou ever get those shelves up in the laundry room?* Brody asked with histongue in his cheek.

"They're up. Beth said elves put them in." He cocked his head. ™Y ou wouldn't know anything about that,
would you?' "l don't hire elves. Ther union'sakiller.”

"Right. Too bad, because I'm redly grateful to those evesfor getting Beth off my back.”

It was dl the acknowledgment and thanks either of them required. "Downgtairsislooking rea good,”
Jarry went on. " Carri€s driving Beth and me crazy about starting up with thisbdlet stuff. | guessit'sgoing
to get going next month after al.”

"No reason it can't. Well be up here awhilelonger, and there's some outside work yet, but shell have
themain leve ready." Brody started to set the next cabinet. "What're you doing hanging out in the middie
of the afternoon? Banker's hours?'

"Banker'swork alot harder than you think, pa."

"Soft hands," Brody said, then sniffed. "Isthat cologne I'm smelling?”

"Aftershave, you barbarian. Anyway, | had an outsde meeting. Got done alittle early, so | thought I'd
come by to seewhat you're doing with thisold place. My bank’'s money's getting hammered and nailed in
here

Brody tossed agrin over his shoulder. "That's why the client hired the best.”

Jerry said something short and rude that symbolized the affection between two men. "So, | hear you and
the ballerina are doing some pretty regular dancing.”

"Smadll towns," Brody sad. "Big noses.”

"Shelsalooker." Jerry wandered closer, watched Brody finesse the angle of the cabinet. Y ou ever seen
ared bdlet?'

"Nope."

"I did. My little sster—you remember Tiffany? Shetook ballet for afew years when we werekids. Did
theNutcracker. My parents dragged me along. It had some moments,” Jerry remembered. "Giant mice,



sword fights, big-ass Chrisgsmas tree. The rest was just people jumping and twirling, if you ask me. Takes
al kinds"

"Guess 0.

"Anyway, Tiffany just came back home. She's been down in Kentucky the last couple of years. Findly
divorced the jerk she married. Going to stay with the folks until she gets her feet back under her."

"Uh-huh." Brody laid hislevel acrossthe top of the two cabinets, nodded.

"So, | was thinking maybe, since you're back in the dating swing, you could take her out sometime.
Cheer her up alittle. A movie, maybe dinner.”

"Mmm." Brody moved the next cabinet to his mark where it would Sit under the breskfast bar.

"That'd be great. She's had atough time of it, you know? Be niceif she could spend sometimewith a
guy who'd treat her decent.”

"Yegh"

"She had alittle crush on you when we were kids. So, you'll give her acdl in the next couple of days?'
"Sure. What?' Surfacing, Brody glanced back. "Givewho acal?'

"Jeez, Brody, Tiff. My sigter. Y ou're going to give her acall and ask her out.”

"l am?'

"O'Conndl, you just said—"

"Wait aminute. Just aminute." Brody set down the drill and tried to catch up. "L ook, | don't think | can
do that. I'm sort of seeing Kate."

"Y ou're not married to her or living with her or anything. What'sthe big ded?'

He was pretty sure there was one. Being out of the stream for afew yearsdidn't mean he didn't
remember how it was supposed to work. Moreover, he didn'twant to ask Tiffany, or anyone else ouit.

But he didn't think Jerry would appreciate him saying that. "Thething is, Jerry, I'm not into the dating
scene”

"You're dating the balerina
"No, I'mnot. That is... Were just—"

Perhapsit was best al around that while he was fumbling for an excuse, he looked away from Jerry.
And saw Kate in the doorway.

"Ah. Kate. Hi."

"Hello." Her voice was cool; her eyes hot. "Sorry to interrupt.”



Recognizing apotentialy sticky situation, Jerry flashed his smile and prepared to desert hisold friend on
the battlefield. "Hey there, Kate. Good to see you again. Gosh, look at thetime. | haveto run. I'll get
back to you on that, Brody. Seeyou later.”

He made tracks.

Brody picked up hisdrill again, passed it from hand to hand. "That was Jerry."

"Yes, I'm aware that was Jerry."

" Setting your cabinetstoday. | think you made the right choice with the natural cherry. We should have
the bedroom closet framed in, and the drywall set with the first coat of mud by the end of the day."

"That'sjust dandy.”

Her temper was alivething, anest of vipers curling and hissing in her gut. She had no intention of beating
them back to keep them from sinking their fangsinto Brody.

"S0, were not dating. We'rejud..." She cameinto the room on the pause. "Would that have been
deeping together? Were just degping together. Or do you have asmpler term for it?"

"Jerry put me on the spot.”
"Redly?Isthat why you told him—so decisvely—that you and | are 'sort of seeing each other'?

| didn't redlize that defining our relationship was such adilemmarfor you, or that whatever that
relationship might be causes you such embarrassment with your friends.”

"Jugt hold on." He &t the drill down again with an impatient sngp of meta on wood. "'If you were going
to eavesdrop on a conversation, you should have listened to the whole thing. Jerry wanted meto take his
gster out, and | was explaining why that wasn't agood idea.”

"l see" Sheimagined she could chew every nal in his pouch, then spit theminto hiseye. "Firdt, | wasn't
eavesdropping. Thisismy place and | have every right to comeinto any roominit. Whenever | like.
Second, in your explanation of why going out with Jerry's Sister isn't agood idea, did the wordno ever
enter your head?'

"Yes. No," he corrected. "Because | wasn't paying—"

"Ah, there. Y ou are capable of saying no. Let metell you something, O'Conndll." She punctuated the
words by stabbing afinger into hischest. "l don't degp around.”

"Well, who the hell said you did?"

"When I'm with aman, I'm withthat man. Period. If heisunable or unwilling to agree to do the same, |
expect him to be honest enough to say so."

III ha/mlt—"

"And,| am not an excuse to be pulled out of the bag when you're scrambling to avoid afavor for a



friend. So don't think you canever use methat way, and with your pitiful, fumbling'sort ofs.' And sinceit
appears we aren't dating, you're perfectly freeto call Jerry'sSster or anyone else.”

"Damnit, whichisit? Are you going to be pissed off because | brush Jerry off, or pissed off becausel
don't?'

Her hands curled into fists. Punching him, she decided, would only give him delusions of grandeur.

"Jerk." She bit the single word off, turned on her hed and, tossing something in Ukrainian over her
shoulder, strode out of the room.

"Femaes," Brody muttered. He kicked histoolbox, and was only moderately satisfied by the clang.
An hour later, the cabinets were in place and Brody was at work on the pantry. Hed aready run
through the scene with Kate a half a dozen times, but with each play, hed remembered things he should
have said. Short, pithy statements that would have turned the tide in hisfavor. And thefirst chance he
got, he was going to burn her ears with them.

Hewas not going to grovel, hetold himself as he nailed in the brackets for ashelf. He had nothing to

gpologize for. Women, he decided, were just one of the many reasons a man was better off going
through hislife solo.

If he was such ajerk, why'd she bother to spend any timewith himin thefirst place?
He backed out of the closet, turned and nearly ran right into Spencer Kimball.
"Whatisit with people?’ Brody demanded.

"Sorry. | didn't think you could hear me with dl the noise.”

"1'm going to post Sgns." Brody stalked over to select one of the shelves held precut and sealed. "No
quits, noties, no femaes.”

Spencer's eyebrows lifted. In al the months held known Brody, thiswas thefirst time hed heard him
anything but cam. "I takeit I'm not the firgt interruption of the day."

"Not by along shot.” Brody tested the shdlf. It did smoothly into its dot. At least something was going
right today, he thought. "If thisis about the kitchen design for your place, once you gpproveit, I'll order
materials. Well be ableto start in acouple of weeks."

"Actudly, I'm staying out of that one. Tash has gotten very territoria over thiskitchen dedl. | just came
by to see the progress here. The considerable progress.”

"Y eah, moving right the hell dong.” Brody snatched up another shelf, then stopped, |et out a bregth.
"Sorry. Bad day."

"Must be going around.” And explained, Spencer decided, why his daughter wasin a prickly mood.
"Kate's downdairs setting up her office."

"Oh." Brody carted his shelvesinto the pantry, began to set them. Very ddiberately. "I didn't realize she
wasdill here



"Furniture she ordered just camein. | didn't get much of awelcome from her, either. So, putting the
evidence together, | conclude the two of you had an argument.”

"It's not an argument when somebody jumps down somebody else'sthroat for no good reason. It'san
attack."

"Mmm-hmm. At the risk of poking my nosein, | cantdll you the women in my family aways have what

they consider agood reason for jumping down aman'sthroat. Of course, whether or not it actudly isa
good reason is debatable.”

"Which iswhy women arejust too much damn trouble.”

"Tough doing without them, though, isn't it?"

"I was getting along. Jack and | were doing just fine." Frustration pumped off him as he turned back to
Spencer. "What isit with women anyway, that they have to complicate things, then make you fed like an
idiot?'

""Son, generations of men have pondered that question. There's only one answer. Because."

With ahdf laugh, Brody stepped back again, automaticaly eyebdling the shelvesfor level and fit. "l
guessthat's as good as it gets. Doesn't matter much at this point anyway. She dumped me.”

"Y ou don't strike me as aman who typically walks away from a problem.”

"Nothing typica about your daughter." Assoon asit was out, Brody winced. " Sorry."

"| took that as a compliment. My impression isthe two of you bruised each other's fedings, maybe each
other'spride. An ingder tip? Kate's usua response to bruised fedings or pride istemper, followed by

1Ce.

Brody dug out the hooks to be used in the pantry. He should leave that job for alaborer, he thought. But
he needed to do something smplewith his hands.

"She made hersdf pretty clear. She cdled me ajerk—then something in Russian. Ukrainian. Whatever."

"She spit a you in Ukrainian?' Spence struggled to conced his amusement. " Sheld have to have been
pretty worked up for that."

Brody's eyes narrowed as he hefted his screwdriver. "I don't know what it meant, but | didn't like the
sound of it."

"It might have been something about you roasting on aspit over Hell fire. Her mother likesto use that
one. Brody, do you have fedingsfor my daughter?' Brody's pamswent ingtantly damp. "Mr. Kimball—"

"Spence. | know it's not asmple question, or an easy one. But I'd like an answer.”
"Would you mind stepping away from the toolbox first? There are alot of sharp implementsin there.”

Spencer did hishandsinto his pockets. Y ou have my word | won't challenge you to aduel with
screwdrivers”



"Okay. | havefedingsfor Kate. They're kind of murky and unsettled, but | have them. | didn't intend to
get involved with her. I'm not in apogtion to.”

"Can| ask why?'

"That's pretty obvious—I'm asinglefather. I'm putting together a decent life for my son, but it's nothing
like what Kate's used to, or what she can have." Spencer rocked back on his hedls. "They gaveyou a
bad time, didn't they?"

"BExcuse me?

"Unlike some families, ours can be nosy, interfering, protective and irritating. But you'll dso find we
respect and support each other's choices and fedings. Brody, it's amistake to judge one Situation by the
dynamics of another.” Spencer paused for amoment, then continued, "But putting that asde for the
moment, Since you care about Kate, let me give you some unsolicited advice. Whether you want to take
it or not isup to you. Dedl with the problem. Dea with her. If you didn't matter to her, sheld have ended
things gently, or worse, politely.”

Deciding he'd given Brody enough to think about, Spencer turned to take asurvey of the total
construction chaos of the kitchen. "So thisiswhat I've got to look forward to." He shot Brody a
miserablelook. "And you think you have problems.”

When Spencer |eft him aone, Brody stood, tapping the screwdriver on his pam. The man was advising
him to fight with his daughter. What kind of a screwy family was that?

His own parents never fought. Of course, that was because hisfather set the rules, and those ruleswere
followed. Or at least it seemed that way.

Hed never fought with Connie. Not redlly. They'd had some disagreements, sure, but they'd just worked
through them, or talked them out. Or ignored them, Brody admitted. Ignored them, he thought, because
they'd both been cut off, isolated, and they only had each other to rely on.

Temper had never gotten him anywhere but in trouble. With hisfather, in schoal, in the early days on the
job. Hed learned to rein it in, to use his head instead of hisgut. Most of the time, he admitted, thinking
about hislast dtercation with hisfather.

Still, maybe it was a mistake to compare what had been with what was. One thing was certain, he wasn't
going to get rid of thisnasty sensation in hisgut until he spoke hismind.

He checked his men first, ran over some minor adjustments and the basic plan for the following day. It
was nearly time to knock off, so he cut them loose. He didn't want an audience.

Kate hit the nail squarely on the head and bared her teeth in satisfaction. Brody O'Connell, the pig,
wasn't the only one who could use ahammer.

Sheld spent the last two hours meticuloudly setting up her office. Everything would be perfect when she
was finished. She wouldn't settle for anything less.

Her desk was precisaly where she wanted it, and its drawers dready organized with the brochures she'd
designed and ordered, her |etterhead, the application formsfor students.



Her filing cabinet was the same golden oak. In time, she expected the foldersinside to befull.

Sheld found the rug at an antique sale, and its faded pattern of cabbage roses set off the pale green
walls, picked up the tone in the fabric of the accent chairsthat now faced her desk.

Just because it was an office didn't mean it couldn't have style.

She hung yet another of the framed black-and-white photos she'd chosen. Stood back and nodded with
approva. Dancers at thebarre, in rehearsal, onstage, backstage. Y oung students at recitass, lacing on toe
shoes.

Swegting, sparkling, limp from exertion or flying. All the aspects of adancer'sworld. They would remind
her, on adaily bas's, what she had done. And what she was doing.

She picked up another nail, set it neatly on her mark, dammed it. And what she wasn't doing, she
thought, rapping it asecond time, was wasting her time on Brody O'Connell. The bastard.

Let him cozy up to Tiffany. Oh, she remembered Tiffany Skully. The busty bleached blonde had been a
year ahead of her in high school. Lots of giggling. Lotsof lipstick. Well, |et the jerk take her out. What
did she care?

Shewas donewith him.

"If you'd told me you were going to cover the entire space with pictures,” Brody commented, "I wouldn't
have worked so hard on finishing the drywall. Nobody'd know the difference.”

She jammed the photograph in place, picked up another nail. "One assumes you have acertain pridein
your work, whether or not it can be admired. And sincel paid for thewall, I'll do whatever the hell | like
withit"

"Y eah, you want to riddle them with nail holes, it's your choice." The pictures |ooked great—not that he
was going to say so. Not just the arrangement of them, which was cohesive without being rigid, but the
theme.

He could see her in severd of them, asachild, ayoung girl, awoman. One of her Sitting cross-legged on
the floor, pounding shoes with a hammer, made him want to grin.

Instead he waved afinger toward it, casualy. "1 thought you were supposed to dance with those.”

"For your information toe shoes need to be broken in. That's one method of doing so. Now, if youl
excuseme, I'd like to get my office finished. | have gppointments here tomorrow afternoon.”

"Then that givesyou plenty of time." Particularly, he thought, since the office aready |ooked perfect. He
should have known shed makeit perfect.

"Let meput it thisway." She pounded in another nail. "I'm busy, and | have no desireto talk to you. I'm
not paying you to stand around and chat in any case."

"Don't pull that on me." He yanked the hammer out of her hand. ™Y ou writing checksfor the job doesn't
have anything to do with therest of it. I'll be damned if you'll put it on that level.”



Hewasright, of course, and it shamed her to have it pointed out. " True enough, but our persona
busnessisdone.”

"The hell itis." Heturned and shoved the pocket door closed.

"Just what do you think you're doing?"

"Getting some privacy. It doesn't seem to bein big supply around here.”
"Open that door—then walk through it. And keep walking."

"Sit down and shut up.”

Her eyes widened, morein shock than temper. "1 beg your pardon?’

To solvethe problem, he set the hammer asde—well out of her reeach—walked over and pushed her
into achair. "Now ligen.”

She started to leagp up, was pushed down firmly again. Temper heated, but it stayed at the bubble from
the sheer surprise of seeing him so furious. "' So, you've proved you're big and strong,” she said derisively.
"Y ou don't have to prove you're stupid.”

"And you don't have to prove you're spoiled and snotty. Y ou try to get up again before I'm done, I'm
going to tieyou in that chair. | was minding my own businesswhen Jerry camein. Hesafriend. Heand

Beth have gone out of their way for me and Jack, so | owe him."

"So naturally you need to pay him back by dating hissgter.”

"Bequiet, Kate. I'm not dating hissigter. | don't intend to date his Sster. He was running off a the
mouth, and | was shimming cabinets. | wasn't listening to him, and by thetime | tuned back in..."

Brody raked a hand through his hair, took arestless rum around the room. "He caught me off guard, and
| wastrying to backtrack without somping al over hisfedings. He and Tiff have dways been tight. He's
worried about her, | guess, and he trusts me. What was | supposed to say? I'm not interested in your

ssea?
Kate angled her chin. "Yes. But that's not redly the point.”

"Then what the hdll isthe point?'

"The point isyou indicated, and obvioudy fedl, there's nothing between us but sex. | require more than
that in ardationship. | demand more than that. Loyalty, fidelity, affection, respect. | expect aman to be
able to say—without tripping over his own clumsy tongue—that he and | are dating. That he cares about

me.

"Damn it, it's been nearly ten years since| dated anyone. Y ou'd think you could cut me some dack.”

"Then you think wrong. Are we done here?'

"Man, you're ahard case. No, were not done." He yanked her to her feet. "I haven't been with anyone
elsesinceyou. | don't want to be. I'll make apoint of making that crystal clear to Jerry or anyone else. |



care about you, and | don't appreciate being made to fedl like an idiot because | don't have agood
handleonit.”

"Fine. Now let go."

"If I could let go, | wouldn't be standing here wanting to strangle you.”

"You insulted me. Y ou insulted us. Y ou're the one who should be strangled.”

"I'm not going to gpologize again." He dragged her toward the door.

"Apologize?| didn't hear any gpology. Whet are you doing?"

"Just be quiet,” he ordered as he shoved the door open, continued to pull her down the corridor.
"If you don't let go of me, thisminute, I'm going to—"

The wind was knocked out of her when he smply hauled her up and over his shoulder. He clamped her
legs till with one arm, yanked open the front door with his free hand.

"Have you lost your mind?" Too shocked to struggle, she shoved her hair up out of her face as he strode
with her across the porch and down the front steps. "Have you completely lost your mind?”

"Theminute | started thinking about you." He scanned the street, spotted awoman coming out of the
goartment building. "Excuse me! Maam?'

Sheglanced over, blinked. "Ah...yes?'

"ThisisKate. I'm Brody. | just wanted you to know that were dating.”
"Oh, my God," Kate whispered, and let her hair fal again.

"l see. Wll..." Thewoman smiled, offered alittle wave. "That's nice."

"Thanks." Brody shifted Kate, set her on her feet in front of him. "Would you like to keep going, or are
you sdtisfied?"

She couldn't get the words out of her mouth. Simply couldn't shove them from where they seemed to be

stuck in her throat. She solved the problem by rapping afist againgt his chest and storming back into the
building.

"Guess not," Brody decided, and strode in after her.

Chapter Nine
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He caught her an ingtant before she could dam her office door in hisface. Not that it would have
stopped him now that he was revved up.



"Not so fast, honey."

"Don't you call me honey. Don't you spesk to me." She rounded on him. ™Y ou're nothing but abully.
Manhandling me that way. Embarrassng me on the street.”

"Embarrassed?’ He kept his eyes, every bit as hot as hers, level as he did the door closed behind his
back. "Why isthat? | smply told aneighbor, without tripping over my—what was it—clumsy tongue,
that we're dating. So what's the problem?”

"Theproblemis..." Sheretreated severa steps as he advanced on her. That was another shocker—not
just that he was backing her into acorner, but that she was letting him. She/dnever backed down from a
confrontation, and certainly never backed down from aman. "Just what do you think you're doing?"

"Being mysdf." Damned if it didn't fed good. "Been awhilesince| cut loose likethis, but it's coming
back to me. We may aswell find out now if you have a problem with that."

"If you think you can—" She broke off as he grabbed her arms, pulled her up to her toes. "You'd just
better cam down."

"Youdjust better catch up." He crushed his mouth to hers and felt her ingtinctive jerk of protest. Ignored
it.

"Y ou got aproblem with it?* he demanded lifting his head and meeting her eyes.
"Brody—" That was all she managed to say before he took her mouth over again.
"Yesor no."

"l don't—" Histeeth scraped dong her neck. "Oh God." She couldn't think. This had to be wrong.
There had to be adozen, two dozen, rationd reasons why this was wrong.

She'd worry about them later.

"Y ou want me to take my hands off you?' They moved over her, rough and possessive. "Yesor no.
Pick now."

"No. Damnit." Shefisted her handsin his hair and dragged his mouth back to hers.

She didn't know who pulled whom to the floor. It didn't seem to matter. She couldn't tell whose hands
were more impatient asthey tugged at clothing. She didn't care.

All she knew was she wanted this rough, angry man every bit as much as shed wanted the gentle,
patient one. Her body was quaking for him, her heart bounding.

So much heat. She was amazed her system didn't smply implode from it. The sharp stabs of pain and
pleasure fused together into one unbearable sensation.

Tangled together, they rolled over the floor. She set her teeth a his shoulder, craving that wild flavor of
flesh,

Hed forgotten what it wasto let himsaf want likethis, to take like this. Without restriction or



boundaries. To rush and plunder. Hisfingerstore at the triangle of lace that blocked her from him. And
he drove her up, hard and high.

The bite of her nails on his back was adark thrill, the blind shock in her eyesaviolent triumph.
Desperate for possession, he yanked up her hips and plunged.

Sherose up, that agile body quivering, her fingers digging into the rug for stability as he pounded into
her. An demental mating that fed on hot blood. Even as she cried out, he dragged her up until her legs
wrapped around hiswaist, her hands found dippery purchase on his swest-dicked shoulders.

She held on, riding the razor-tipped edge of pleasure, clinging to it, to him. When the climax ripped
through her, shredding her system to tatters, she bowed back and let him take his own.

She mdted like candle wax onto the floor when he released her. Then smply lay there, weak and sated.

Sheld been ravaged. She had alowed it. And she felt wonderful.

Though hisvison was till alittle blurry at the edges, Brody studied her, then what was [ eft of their
clothes. "I ripped your shirt." When her eyesfluttered open, he recognized the lazy gleam of asatisfied
woman. "And these things." He held up thetatters of her panties. "Well, I'm not going to apologize.”

"| didn't ask for an apology."

"Good. Becauseif you had, 1'd have been forced to haul you outside again—naked thistime—to find
another neighbor. Instead you can borrow my shirt. I've got a spare in the truck."

She sat up, took the offered shirt. The glow sheld felt was beginning to fade. "Arewe il fighting?”
"I'm done, so | guessthat's up to you."

She looked up. His eyes were clear now, and direct. Thistimeit was she who fumbled—starting to
speak, then shaking her head.

"No, go on. Say it. Let'smake surethe air's completely clear.”

"Y ou hurt my fedings." It waslowering to admit it. Temper, she thought, was so much easier to handle
than hurt.

"| get that." He took the shirt from her, draped it over her shoulders. "And that's something | will
goologizefor. If it helpsany, you hurt mineright back."

"What are we doing, Brody?'

"Trying to figure each other out, | guess. I'm not embarrassed by what we've got going on, Kate. | don't
want you to think that. But | don't have ahandleoniit yet.”

"All right, that'sfair enough.” But it hurt alot, she realized as she shrugged into the borrowed shirt. Hurt
that shed falen inlove, and he hadn't. Still, that didn't mean hewouldn't. She smiled alittle, leaned over
and up tokisshim. "You'renot ajerk. I'm sorry | caled you one."



He caught her chin. ™Y ou called me something worse than that, didn't you?'

Now the smile spread and was genuine. "Maybe."

"I'm going to buy a Ukrainian phrase book."

"Good luck. Besidesthey just don't have certain descriptive words and phrasesin there.”

"I'm getting one anyway." He got to hisfeet, drew her up to hers. "I've got to go pick up my kid."

Hishair was a sexy mess, his eyeslazily satisfied. He was naked to the waist. And, she thought, he was
afather who had to pick up hislittle boy from the school bus.

"That's part of it, isn't it? Part of your problem with getting agrip on our relationship? Trying to juggle the
man and the father together.”

"Maybe. Yes" he admitted. "Kate, there hasn't been anyonein..." Helifted ahand, smoothed it over his
hair in some attempt to order it. "Connie was sick for along time." He couldn't talk about that now,
couldn't go back there. "Jack had arough start. | guess we both did. All | can do ismake up for it."

"You have. And you are. | know how to juggle, too, Brody. | think we can keep the ballsintheair. As
long as we both want to."

"l want to."

Her heart settled. "Then that's aso fair enough. Go get Jack.”

"Yeah." His gaze skimmed down. "Before | do, I'd just liketo say you surelook good in flannd."
"Thanks"

"Y ou want alift home?'

"No. | redly do have somethingsto finish up here.”

"All right." He lowered his head, touched his mouth to hers. Ended up lingering. "Gottago." But when he
got to the door, he glanced back. "Y ou want to go out Saturday night?"

Her eyebrow lifted. It wasthefirst time he'd actually asked her out. It was, she supposed, some sort of
progress. "I'd loveto."

How it got to be spring break when it seemed they'd just gotten through Christmas vacation, Brody
didn't know. School days had certainly not flown by when held been akid.

Added to that, the Skullys had decided to take advantage of the time off to take the kidsto Disney
World. This had caused mgjor problems with Jack who'd begged, pleaded and had fallen back on
whining over theideathat they should go, too.

Brody had explained why it wasn't possible just now, patiently sympathized. Then had falen back on the
parental cop-out—because | said so—when the siege had shown no sign of ending.



Asaresult, hed had asulky kid on his hands for two days, and araging case of the guilts. The
combination made it very crowded in the small bathroom where hewastrying to lay tile.

"Y ou never let me go anywhere," Jack complaned. He was thoroughly bored with the small pile of toys
he'd been dlowed to bring along.

Usualy heliked coming to the job with his dad. But not when hisbest friend wasin Disney World riding
on Space Mountain. It wasagyp. A big fat gyp, he thought, relishing one of the words he'd picked up
from the crew.

When hisfather ignored him and continued to lay tile, Jack stuck out his bottom lip. "How comel
couldn't go to Grandmas?'

"| told you Grandma was busy this morning. She's going to come by and pick you up in acouple of
hours. Then you can go over to her house." Thank God.

"l don't want to stay here. It'sboring. It'snot fair | gotta stay here and do nothing while everybody else
hasfun. | never get to doanything.”

Brody shoved histrowe into thetray of adhesive. "Look. I've got ajob to do. A job that seesto it you
ed regular.”

Damn it, how was hisfather's voice suddenly coming out of his mouth?

"I'm stuck with it," he added, "and so are you. Now keep it up, Jack. Just keep it up, and you won't be
going anywhere."

"Grandpagave mefivedollars" Jack said, tearing up. "So you don't have to buy me any food.”
"Great. Terrific. I'll retiretomorrow.”
"Grandma and Grandpa can take me to Disney World, and you can't go.”

"They're not taking you anywhere," Brody snapped, cut to the bone by the childish dap. "Y ou'll be lucky
to go to Disney World by the time you're thirty. Now, cut it out.”

"I want Grandma! | want to go home! | don't like you anymore.”

Kate walked in on that, and the resulting angry, tired tears. She took one look at Brody's exhausted,
frustrated face, the cranky little boy sprawled weeping on the floor, and stepped into the fray.

"What'sdl this, Handsome Jack?"
"l wannago to Disney World."

He sobbed it out, between hiccups. Even as Brody got to hisfeet to deal with it, Kate crouched down
between father and son. "Oh, boy, me, too. | bet weld dl like to go there more than anyplace.”

"Dad doesn't."



"Sure he does. Dads like to go most of dl. That'swhy it's harder for them, because they have to work."
"Kate, | can handlethis.”

"Who said you couldn't?' she muttered, but picked up the boy and got to her feet. "I bet you're tired of
being cooped up, aren't you, baby? Why don't we go to my house awhile, and let Dad finish hiswork?!

"My mother's coming by to get him in acouple of hours. Just let me—" He reached for his son who only
curled himsdf like a snake around Kate—and effectively cut hisheart in two.

Onelook at the blank hurt on Brody's face made her want to sandwich Jack between them in ahard
hug. But that, she thought wasn't the immediate answer. Distance was.

"I'm done for the day here, Brody. Why don't you let Jack come home with me, keep me company.”
Take anap, she mouthed. "I'll call your mother and ask her to pick him up a my houseinstead.”

"] want to go with Kate." Jack sobbed against her shoulder.

"Fine. Great." The miserable mix of temper and guilt had him snatching up histrowe again. Very much,
Katethought, like acranky boy. "Thanks."

He sat down heavily on an overturned bucket as he heard Jack sniffle out, as Kate carried him off: "My
daddy ydled & me."

"Yes, | know." She kissed Jack's hot, wet cheek as she walked downstairs. "Y ou yelled at him, too. |
bet he fedsjust as sad asyou do."

"Nuh-uh." With aheavy, heavy sigh, Jack rested his head on Kate's shoulder. "He wouldn't take meto
Disney World like Rod."

"I know. | guessthat's my fault."

"How come?'

"Well, your dad's doing thisjob for me, and he promised me it would be done by a certain time,
Because he promised, | made promisesto other people who are depending on me now. If your dad
broke his promise to me, then | broke mine to the other people, that wouldn't be right. Would it, Jack?'
"No, but, maybe just thisonetime.”

"Does your dad break his promisesto you?"'

"No." Jack's head drooped.

"Don't be sad, Handsome Jack. When we get to my house, we're going to read a story about another
Jack. The one with the beangalk."

"Can | have acookie?'

"Yes" Inlove, she gave him ahard squeeze.



He was adeep almost before Jack sold his cow for magic beans.

Poor little boy, she thought, tucking alight throw over him. Poor Brody.

She began to think she hadn't given the man enough credit. Parenthood wasn't al wrestling on the floor
and bal gamesin theyard. It was aso tears and tantrums, disappointments and discipline. It was saying
no, having to say no, when your heart wanted to say yes.

"Y ou're so well loved, Handsome Jack,” she murmured and bent over to kissthe top of hishead. "He
needs you to know that."

And sois he, she thought with asigh. "I wish the man would buy a clue. Because I'm not waiting much
longer. | want both of you."

When the phone rang, she snatched it from the cradle. "Hello. Ah." Smiling now, she walked out of the
room so as not to disturb Jack. "Davidov. What have | done to deserve acall from the master?”’

Later, though she admitted it was foolish, Kate freshened her makeup and tidied her hair. It wasthe first
time she would meet Brody's parents. Since sheintended for them to be her in-laws, she wanted to make
agood impression.

Jack had wakened from his nap energized. This had called for some running around the backyard, a
fierce battle with action figures and a race with miniature cars that had resulted in asatisfying wreck of
ma or proportions.

They finished the entertainment off with a snack in the kitchen.

"My dad'smad at me," Jack confided over dices of apple and cheese.

"I don't think so. | think he's alittle upset because he couldn't give you what you wanted. Inside, parents
want to give their children everything that would make them happy. But sometimesthey can't.”

She remembered throwing some impressive tantrums hersef—snarlsfollowed by sulks. And ending, she
thought, likethisin guilty unhagppiness.

"Sometimesthey can't becauseit's not the best thing, or the right thing just then. And sometimes because
they just can't. When your little boy cries and yells and sscomps hisfest, it makes you mad for awhile. But
it dso hurtsyour heart.”

Jack lifted hisface, al big eyesand trembling lips. "I didnt meanto.”

"I know. And | bet if you tdl him you're sorry, you'll both fed better."

"Did your dad ever ydl at you?"

"Yes, hedid. And it made me mad or unhappy. But after awhile, | usualy figured out | deserved it.”
"Did | deserveit?'

"Yes, I'mafraid you did. There wasthis one thing



| always knew, even when | was mad or unhappy. | knew my dad loved me. Y ou know that about your
dad, too."

"Yeah." Jack nodded solemnly. "Were ateam.”

"You're agrea team."

Jack turned his apple dices around, making pictures and patterns. She was pretty, he thought. And she
was nice. She could play games and read stories. He even liked when she kissed him, and the way she
laughed when he pretended not to likeit. Dad liked to kiss her, too. He said he did, and he didn't lie.

So she could maybe marry his dad—even though Dad said she wasn't going to—and then she could be
Dad'swife and Jack's mother. They'd dl live together in the big house.

And maybe, sometime, they could al go to Disney World.

"What are you thinking about so hard, Handsome Jack?"

"l waswondering if—"

"Oops." She smiled, rising as she heard the doorbell. "Hold that thought, okay? That must be your
grandma.”

She gave Jack's hair aquick rub and hurried out to answer. With her hand on the knob, she took a

quick bracing breath. Silly to be nervous, shetold herself. Then opened the door to Mr. and Mrs.
O'Conndll.

"Hi. It'sgood to see you." She stepped back in invitation. "Jack'sjust in the kitchen, having a snack.”

"It'sgood of you to watch him for Brody." Mary

O'Conndl stepped insde, tried not to make her quick scan of the entrance too obvious. Sheld fussed
with her makeup, too—much to her husband's disgust.

"l enjoy spending time with Jack. He's great company. Please come on back. Have some coffee.”

"Don't want to put you out,” Bob said. Hed been in the house plenty. When you fixed peopl€estoilets,
you weren't particularly impressed by their doodads and furniture.

"I've got afresh pot. Please, come in—unlessyou'rein ahurry.”

"We've got to—"

Bob broke off as hiswife gave him a subtle elbow nudge. "Wed love acup of coffee. Thank you."

"Brody's going to be remodeling the kitchen for my mother,” Kate began asthey waked back. "My
parents love the work he's donein the rest of the house.”

"He aways was good with his hands,” Mary commented and gave her husband a quiet look when he



folded hislipstight.
"He's certainly transformed the old house | bought. Hey, Jack, ook who I've got.”
"Hi!" Jack durped his chocolate milk. "I've been playing with Kate."

Like father like son, Bob thought sourly, but his heart lifted asit aways did a the Sight of Jack's beaming
face. "Where'd you get the chocolate cow, partner?’

"Oh, we keep her in the garden shed," Kate said as she got out cups and saucers. "And milk her twicea
day."

"Kate's got toys. Her mom has awholestore of toys. She said how on my birthday we can go there and
| can pick one out."

"lsn't that nice?" Mary did her gaze toward Kate, speculated. "How isyour mother, Kate?"
"She'sfine, thanks."

Mary approved of the way Kate set out the cups, the cream and sugar. Classy, but not fussy. And the
ease with which she handed Jack a dishrag so he could wipe up abit of spilled milk himself.

Good potentia mother materia, she decided. God knew her little lamb deserved one. Asfor potentia
wife material, well, she would see what she would see.

"Everyonestaking about your balet school," she began, flushing dightly at her husband's soft snort.
"Y ou must be excited.”

"I am. I've got severd studentslined up, and classes begin in just afew weeks. If you know anyone who
might be interested, I'd gppreciateit if you'd spread the word.”

" Shepherdstown's some different from New Y ork City," Bob said as he reached for the sugar.

"It certainly is" Kate's voice was smooth and easy—though she'd heard the snort. "I enjoyed living in
New Y ork, working there. Of courseit helped considerably that | had family thereaswell. And | liked
the traveling, seeing new places, having the opportunity to dance on the great stages. But thisis home,
and where | want to be. Do you think ballet is out of place here, Mr. O'Connel|?’

He shrugged. "Don't know anything about it."

"It happens | do. And | think agood school of dance will do very well here. We're asmal town, of
course," she added, spping her coffee. "But were aso a college town. The university bringsin avariety
of peoplefrom avariety of places.”

"Can | have acookie?'

"Please," Jack's grandmother added.

"Can | please have a cookie?'

Kate started to rise, then let out a gasp as she saw Brody through the glass on the back door. With a



shake of her head, she walked over to openiit. Y ou gave me such ajolt.”

"Sorry." Hewasalittle out of bresth, more from excitement than the quick jog around the house. "'l tried
to call you," he said, nodding in greeting to his parents. "To head you off. Y ou must've been on the road.”

" Said we were coming to pick the boy up at three," Bob said. "Got here at three.”

"Yeah, well. | had alittle change of plans." Helooked at his son who sat with hiseyes on his plate and
his chin nearly on his chest. "Did you have agood time with Kate, Jack?*

Jack nodded his head, dowly looked up. His eyeswere teary again. "I'm sorry | was bad. I'm sorry |
hurt your heart."

Brody crouched down, cupped Jack'sface. "I'm sorry | can't take you to Disney World. I'm sorry |
ydled at you."

"Y ou're not mad a me anymore?"

"No, I'm not mad at you."

Thetearsdried up. "Kate said you weren't.”

"Katewasright." He picked Jack out of the chair for a hug before setting him on hisfedt.
"Can | go back to work with you? | won't be bad.”

"Wdll, you could, except I'm not going back to work today."

"Man knocks off middle of the afternoon isn't putting in agood day'swork."

Brody glanced over at hisfather, nodded. " True enough. And a man who doesn't take afew hours now
and then to be with his son isn't working hard enough at being afather.”

"Y ou aways had food in your belly," Bob shot back as he shoved away from the table.

"You'reright. | want Jack to be able to say more than that about me. I've got something for you,” he
added, cupping Jack's chin asit had begun to wobble as it aways did when Brody and hisfather
exchanged words. "It isn't Disney World, but | think you'l like it even better than aride on Space
Mountain."

"Isit anew action figure?' Thrilled he began tugging at Brody's pockets.

"Nope."

"A car? A truck?'

"You areway off, and it's not in my pocket. It's outside on the porch.”

"Can| see? Can |?" Hewas aready running for the door, tugging the knob. And when he opened it,

looked down, looked up again at hisfather, Brody had, in that wonderful moment of stupefied delight,
everything that mattered.



"A puppy! A puppy!" Jack scooped up the black ball of fur that wastrying to climb up hisleg. "Isit
mine? Can | keep him?"

"Lookslike hewantsto keep you," Brody commented as the pup wriggled in ecstasy, yipping and
bathing Jack's face with histongue.

"Look, Grandma, | got a puppy, and hes mine. And hisnameis Mike. Just like | aways wanted."

"Hesureisapretty little thing. Oh, just look at those feet. Why hélll be bigger than you beforelong. You
have to bered good to him, Jack."

"l will. | promise. Look, Kate. Look at Mike."

"He'sgreat." Unableto resist, she got down and was treated to some puppy kisses. " So soft. So sweet."
Sheturned her head, met Brody's eyes. "Very, very swest.”

"It'sagood thing for aboy to have adog." Still stinging from his son's comment, Bob gestured. "But
who's going to tend to it when Jack'sin school all day and you're working? Problem with you isyou
never think things through, just do what you want at the moment you want it, and don't consider.”

"Bob." Mortified, Mary reached up to pat her husband'sarm.

"l have afenced yard," Brody said carefully. "And I've worked on plenty of jobs where dogs were
around. Hell comewith metill hel's old enough to be on hisown.”

"Y ou buy that dog for the boy, or to patch up your conscience because you can't give him aholiday like
hisfriends?'

"I don't want to go to Disney World," Jack said in aquavering voice. "l want to stay home with Dad and
Mike"

"Why don't you take Mike outside, Jack?" Fixing asmile on her face, Kate walked to the door.
"Puppies like to run around as much as boys do. And you need to get acquainted. Here, put on your
jacket firgt."

Brody held it in until Kate nudged the boy out the door.

"It'snone of your businessif | get my son adog, or why. But the fact is| had this one picked out from a
litter three weeks ago for him, and was waiting until he was weaned. | was going to pick him up Sunday
for Eagter, but Jack needed alittle cheering up today."

"Y ou're not teaching him respect by giving him presents after he's sassed you.”

"All you taught me was respect, and look where that got us."

"Please" Mary dl but wrung her hands. "Thisisn't the place.”

"Don't you tel mewhere | can speak my mind," Bob snagpped. "My mistake wasin not dapping you

back harder and more often. Y ou always did run your own way, as you pleased. Nothing but trouble,
causing it and finding it and giving your mother heartache. Run off to the city before you're dry behind the



ears, and pissng your life away."
"| didn't run off to the city. | ran away from you."

Bob's head jerked back at that, asif he'd been dapped. He went pale. "Now you're back, aren't you?
Scrambling to make do, shuffling the boy off to neighbors so you can make aliving. Stirring up gossip
‘cause you're fooling around with women down the hall from where that boy deeps, and teaching him to
run wild asyou did, and end up the same way."

"Just one minute." If her own temper hadn't hazed her vision, Kate would have redlized she was stepping
between two men very near to coming to blows. "It so happens Brody isn't fooling around with women,
he'sfooling around with me. And though thatis none of your business, the fooling around has never gone
on when Jack's adeep down the hall.

"And if you don't know that Brody would cut his own arm off rather than do anything, anything to hurt
that child, then you're blind aswell as stupid. Y ou should be ashamed to speak to him asyou did, to not
have the gutsto tell him you're proud of what hes making out of hislife, and of thelife heés making for his

"Y ou're wasting your breath,” Brody began, and she rounded on him.

"Y ou shut up. You've plenty to answer for, too. Y ou have no right to speak to your father asyou did.
No right whatsoever to show him disrespect. And in front of your own child. Don't you seethat it
frightens and hurts Jack to watch the two of you claw at each other thisway?'

She spun back, searing both of them with one hot look. "The pair of you haven't got enough sense put
together to equa the brains of amonkey. I'm going outside with Jack. Asfar asI'm concerned the two of
you can pound each other into mush and be done with it.”

She wrenched open the door and sailed outside.

Shewas still Smmering when Brody joined her afew minuteslater. Saying nothing he watched Jack
wrestle with the puppy and try to get Miketo chaseasmdl red ball.

"l want to gpologize for bringing that into your house."

"My house has heard family arguments before, and | expect it will hear them again.”

"Y ou were right about it being wrong for usto start on each other in front of Jack.” When she said
nothing, he jammed his handsinto his pockets. "Kate, that'sjust the way it is between me and my father.
Theway it'saways been.”

"And becauseit's been that way, it hasto continue to be? If you can change one aspect of your life,
Brody, you can change others. Y ou just haveto try harder.”

"We grate each other, that's all. We're better when we keep our distance. | don't want Jack to fed that
way about me. Maybe | overcompensate.”

"Stop it." Impatient again, she turned to him. "Isthat a happy, well-adjusted, healthy boy?*

"Yeah." Brody had to smile as Jack filled the air with belly laughs as he rolled over the grass with the



puppy climbing al over him.

"Y ou know you're agood father. It's taken work, and effort, but for the most part it's easy for you.
Because you love him unconditionaly. It'salot more work, alot more effort, Brody, for youto bea
good son. Because there are alot of conditions on the love you have for your father, and hisfor you."
"We don't love each other.”

"Oh, yourewrong. If you didn't, you couldn't hurt each other.”

Brody shrugged that off. She didn't understand, he thought. How could she?"First time I've ever seen
him shocked speechless. | don't believe he's ever had awoman rip into him that way. Me, I'm getting
usedtoit.”

"Good. Now if you don't want me ripping into you again anytime soon, you'll apologize to your mother
at thefirst opportunity. Y ou embarrassed her.”

"Man, youredtrict. Mind if | play with my dog first?"
She arched abrow. "Whose dog?"
"Jack’s. But Jack and I, were—"

"A team," shefinished. "Yes, | know."

Chapter Ten

Contents-Prev [Next

Kate made her plans, bided her time. And chose her moment.

Sheknew it was calculated. But redlly, what was wrong with that? Timing, approach, method—they
were essentid to any plan. So if sheld waited for that particular moment on aFriday night when Jack was
enjoying anight over at his grandparents and Brody was relaxed after a particularly intense bout of
lovemaking, it was Ssmply rationd planning.

"I've got something for you."

"Something dse?' Hewas, as Jarry would have said, in the zone. "I get dinner, abottle of wineand a
night with abeautiful woman. | don't think thereisanything dse.”

With aquiet laugh she dipped out of bed. "Oh, but thereis."

He watched her—aways he enjoyed watching the way she moved. Hed come to the conclusion there
was moreto this balet bus ness than he'd once thought.

It gave him agreat ded of pleasureto see her here, in hisroom. The room, he thought, he'd been
squeezing in hours late at night to finish. He was doing, thank you God, alot more than deeping there
now.



The walls were finished and painted a strong, deep blue. Kate favored strong colors. The woodwork,
stripped down to its natural tone and glossily sealed, was agood accent.

He hoped to get to the floors soon. Curtains and that kind of thing would be dedlt with eventually.

But for now hejust liked seeing her in here. The dusky skin againgt the smooth blue walls, and the way
the shimmer of light from the low fire danced in shadows.

Sheld left her earrings on hisdresser once. It had given him ahdll of ajolt to see them there the next
morning. They'd looked so... female, he remembered.

Y et held been foolishly disappointed when she'd removed them.
Wheat that had to say about him, about things, held just have to figure ouit.
She put on his shirt againgt the light chill of the room and walked over to her purse.

"I'm going to buy you ahalf dozen flannd shirts," Brody decided. "Just so | can see you waking around
naked under them.”

"I'll take them." She sat back on the bed, and dropped an envelope on his bare chest. "And these are for
you."

"What?' Baffled, he sat up, tapped out the contents. The two airline tickets only increased his confusion.
"What'sthis?"

"Two tickets on the shuttle to New Y ork. Next Friday. One for you, one for Jack."

He eyed them, then eyed her. Cautioudy. "Because?'

"Because | really want both of you to come. Have you ever beento New Y ork?"

"No, but—"

"Even better. | get to introduceit to both of you. The director of my former company called me earlier in
theweek," she explained. "They're putting on aspecia performance—one show only, next Saturday
night. It'sfor charity. Therell be severd selectionsfrom severa balets performed by different artists.
He'd asked me to participate some time ago, but | passed. So much going on, and it'sal but running into
the opening of my schoal.”

"But now you decided not to pass.”

"The dancer who wasto perform thepas de deux fromThe Red Rose —that's aballet Davidov first
performed with hiswife when they were partners—is out with an injury. It's not career-ending, thank
God, but she can't dance for at least two weeks. That's put her out. He's asked meto fill in.”

Simple, shethought. It was al very smple. And she wasn't going to give Brody any wiggle room.
"I've danced this part several times. Fact is, it'swhat he asked me to perform originaly. So when he

cdled, | didn't want to say no. Then, of course, he talked meinto doing another segment fromDon
Quixote. | should leave Monday to get in shapefor it, but | couldn't shuffle everything, so I'm leaving



Tueday.”

Hefdt alittle twingein the gut at the thought of her leaving again. "Y ou'll be grest. But listen, Kate, |
appreciate the gesture, but | just can't grab Jack and take off to New Y ork like that."

"Why not?"

"Well, work, school, for starters. A new puppy for another. Y our basics.

"Y ou can leave after school on Friday, and bein New Y ork before dinner. We can Say a my sister's.
Saturday you can see some of the city, maybe take Jack to the top of the Empire State Building.
Saturday night, you come to the balet. Sunday, we see alittle more of the city, go have dinner at my
grandparents, catch the late shuttle back. Everyone's at school or work Monday."

She moved her shoulders. "Oh, and asfor Mike, you bring him, of course.”

"Bring adog to New Y ork?'

"Sure, my sgter'skidswill loveit.”

Hefdt asthough he were Sitting in abox and shewas dowly closing thelid. "Kate, it'sjust not the kind
of thing peoplelike me do. Flying off to New Y ork for the weekend.”

"It'snot aflight to Mars, O'Connell." Laughing she leaned over and kissed him. "It's alittle adventure.
Jack'll loveit—and..." Sheld saved thecoup de grace, asany good generd. "HEll be ableto give hispd
Rod alittle back for dl the bragging about Disney World. Jack'll see where King Kong fell to histragic
desth.”

It hit the mark and had Brody struggling not to squirm. Forget the box, he thought. Now hefdt likeafish
with ahook firmly lodged in hismouth. "Don't take thisthe wrong way, okay? But I'm redly not into
balet."

"Oh." She amiled, fluttered her lashes. "Which ones have you seen?”’

"I haven't seen apublic hanging, either, but | don't think 1'd get much of a charge out of it."

"Think of it thisway. Youll be ableto give Jack hisfirst look a New Y ork. Y ou'll have two daysto
enjoy yourself and only about two hours to be bored senseless. Not abad dedl. Y ou've never seen me
dance," she added, linking her fingerswith his. "I'd like you to."

Hefrowned at the tickets, shook his head. "Hit al the angles, didn't you?'

"l don't think | missed any. Isit aded?"

"Walt till Jack hears he's going to take hisfirst planetrip. Hell flip."

He did more than flip. By the time they were shuffling onto the plane on Friday afternoon, hewasal but
turning himsdlf ingde out.

"Dad? Can't you ask if Mike can ride up with us? He's going to be scared in that box."



"Jack, | told you it's not alowed. Hell befine, | promise. Remember he's got histoys, and now those
other two dogs are riding in the dog seatswith him."

"Yeah. | guess." Jack's eyes were huge with wonder, excitement and trepidation as they stepped through
the doorway and onto the plane. "Look," he said in adesperate whisper. "There's the pilot guys.”

Theflight attendant clued in ingtantly. Jack was treated to atour of the cockpit and given apair of plastic
wings. By thetime they were preparing for takeoff, he'd decided to be an airline pilot.

For the next fifty minutes, he peppered hisfather with questions, often with hisface pressed up to the

window. Brody's ears were ringing by the time they touched down, but he had to admit, Jack was having
thetime of hislife

Now al he had to do was get through the next couple of days—outnumbered by Kate'sfamily. If that
wasn't enough to give aguy a headache, there was dwaysthe b let.

What the hell are you doing here, O'Connell? he asked himself with a quick twinge of panic. A weekend
in New York. The balet. For God's sake, why aren't you home sanding dry wall and thinking about
making aFriday night pizza?

Because of Kate, he admitted, and the panic bumped up into histhroat. Somehow she'd changed
everything.

With the carry-on in one hand, and Jack’s hand gripped firmly in the other, Brody came through the
gate. He ordered himself to be cam—it was only a couple of days, after all—and looked for Kate.
When atall blond man waved, Brody flipped through his memory files and tried to put anameto Kate's
brother-in-law.

"Nick LeBeck." Nick tugged Brody's bag free to take it himself. "Y ou guys are bunking at our place.
Kate wanted to pick you up hersdlf, but she got hung up at rehearsa.”

"We gppreciate you coming out. We could've taken acab.”
"No problem. Any more luggage?'
"Just Mike"

"Right.” Grinning, Nick leaned down to shake Jack's hand. "Good to see you. Max is pretty excited
about you coming to vigit. You met him on New Year's."

"Uh-huh, and Kate said we can have, like, adegpover for two nights.”

"Y eah. We're having abig celebration dinner, too. Y ou like fish-head soup?”

Jack's eyeswent huge. Slowly he shook his head.

"Good, because we're not having any. Let's go spring Mike."

It wasn't as awkward as he'd expected it to be to find himsdlf dumped in a strange city, in astrange

house with people he barely knew. Jack dived right in, picking up hisfledgling friendship with Max asif
they'd just parted the day before. Mike was a huge hit, and in abuzz of excitement at the attention, peed



ontherug.
"I'mreally sorry. He'samost housebroken.”

"So aremy kids," Freddietold Brody, and handed him a damp rag. "We're used to spills around hereof
al natures—so relax.”

To Brody'ssurprise, hedid. It wasinteresting, and entertaining to watch Jack interact with afamily, to
see how he did into the mix with abrother and sister. It was cute the way he played with three-year-old
Kdsey. Kind of like he wastrying out hisbig brother muscles.

It wasn't dways easy, Brody mused, being an only child.

"Want to escape?' Nick asked and jerked his head. As he walked out of the playroom he called out:
"You bresk it, you buy it." Laughing moans followed them out.

Hetook Brody into the music room with its battered piano—one he'd kept more than a decade out of
sentiment—and its wide, deep leather chairs. There were gleaming Tonys on ashdf and a clutter of sheet
music on abench.

Nick waked over to aclear-fronted minifridge. "Beer?"
"Oh," Brody said with feding. "Y egh.”

"Traveling with kids separates the men from the boys." Nick popped tops, offered abottle. "L et's hear it
for keeping them separate for ten blissful minutes.”

"He never stopped talking, not from the minute | picked him up from schooal. | think he broke his own
record.”

"Wait till you try trans-Atlantic. Nine hourstrapped on a plane with Max and Kelsey." He shuddered.
"Do you know how many questions can be asked in nine uninterrupted hours? No, let's not think about it.
It1l give us both nightmares.”

At Nick's gesture, Brody sank gratefully into one of the chairs. "It'sagreat place you've got here. |
guesswhen | think of New Y ork, | think of little gpartments where the windows al face abrick building,
or big, deek skyscrapers.”

"Wegot al of that. When Freddie and | started writing together, | wasliving over my brother's bar.
Lower East Sde. Grest bar,” Nick added, "and not ahaf bad apartment. But it's not the kind of place
you want to try to raise acouple of kids."

He glanced up, grinned. "Ah, herésthe primanow."

"Sorry I'm late." Kate rushed in, gave Nick aquick peck on the cheek, then turned, bent and gave
Brody amuch longer kiss. "And sorry | couldn't pick you up. Davidov's having one of hismoments. The
man can drive you to drink. Nick, my hero, if you get meaglass of wine, I'll beyour dave."

"Soundslikeaded."

"Tdl FreddieI'll be back in after | catch my breath.”



"Sit," he ordered, and nudged her into the chair he vacated. "Rest those million-dollar feet."
"You bet | will." She groaned, and leaned over to dip off her shoes as Nick Ieft the room.

Brody swore and was ingtantly on his kneesin front of her, lifted her foot in his hand. "What the hell have
you done?' Her feet were bandaged, and raw.

"l danced.”
"Until your feet bleed?’ he demanded.

"Why yes, when necessary. With Davidov, it's often necessary."

"He ought to be shot.”

"Mmm." Sheleaned back, closed her eyes. "I considered it, anumber of times over the last couple days.
Bdlet isn't for wimps, O'Connell. And aching, bleeding feet are part of the job description.”

"Thet'sridiculous."

"That'sthe life." She leaned over again, kissed hisforehead. "Don't worry. They hed."
"How the hell are you supposed to dance on these tomorrow night?"

"Magnificently," shetold him, then let out ahuge sigh of gratitude when Nick came back. "My prince.
Brody thinks Davidov should be shot.”

"So you've said, plenty.” Nick glanced down at her feet, winced. "God, what a mess. Want someice?"

"No, thanks. I'll baby them later."

"Y ou're going to take care of them right now." To settle the matter, Brody got up, plucked her out of the
chair and into hisarms.

"Oh, redlly, Brody, get agrip.”
"Just be quiet,” he ordered and carried her out of the room.
Nick tipped back hisbeer. "Man, heistoast. " He hurried off to find hiswifeand tell her.

"It was so romantic.” Freddie's heart continued to sigh over it now, hours later, as she and Nick

prepared for bed. "He just carried her right into the kitchen, with that wonderful scowl on hisface, and
demanded where he could find abasin and so on to soak Kate's poor feet.”

"| told you." Absently Nick rapped afist on the wall that adjoined their room with his son's. But he didn't
really expect it to quiet the racket on the other side for long. "The man'sagoner.”

"And theway helooks at her—especially when he thinks no one, particularly Kate, is paying attention.



Like he could just gobble her up in one big bite. It'sgreat."
Nick stopped scratching hisbelly and frowned. "I ook at you that way."
Freddie sniffed and started to turn down the bed. "Y eah, right.”

"Hey." He waked over, turned her around by the shoulder. "Right here," he ingtructed, pointing at his
own face, then attempting a smoldering look. " See?!

She snorted. "Yeah, that'sit dl right. | anapuddle.”

"Areyou ingnuating that 1'm not romantic? Are you saying the hammer-swinger's got me beet in that

department?’

Enjoying herself, Freddie rolled her eyes. "Please," she said and wandered over to the dresser to run a
brush through her hair.

The next thing she knew she was being swept off her feet. Her surprised yelp was muffled againgt his
very determined mouth. "Y ou want romance, pal? Boy, are you going to get it."

At the other end of the hall, as children findly fell into reluctant and exhausted deep, Kate belted her
robe. Sheld put in severd long, hard days—days that wore the body to anub and left the mind fussy with
fatigue.

But now, knowing Brody was just afew steps away, she was restless. And needy. Sheimagined hed
congder sneaking into her room rude. But that didn't mean she couldn't sneak into his.

She dipped from her room, walked quietly down the hal to peek in on the children. Even the dog, she
noted, was sprawled out limply. Satisfied, she eased out again, and made her way to Brody's door.

No light shone under it. Wdll, if she had to wake him up, she had to wake him up. She opened it—alittle
creak of sound—and stepped in just as he turned from the window.

He'd been thinking of her—nothing new there, he admitted. And stood now, wearing only hisjeans
loosened at thewaist. His mouth went dry as he saw her reach behind and flip the lock.

"Kate. Thekids."

"Out for the count." She'd bought the robe only the day before, on an hour break. A ridiculous
extravagance of peach-colored silk. But seeing the way his eyes darkened, hearing the way it whispered
as she crossed the room, she considered it worth every penny.

"l just checked on them," she said, and ran her hands up his chest. "And if they wake up, one of the four
of uswill takecare of it. Taking intheview?"'

"It's pretty spectacular.” Hetook her hands. "1 wasjust thinking I'd never be able to deep tonight,
knowing you were so close, and not being able to touch you."

"Touch me now, and neither one of uswill worry about deep tonight.”

He wondered how he had ever considered resisting her. She was every fantasy, every dream, every



wish. All silk and shadows. And shewasred, asred asthat warm yielding mouth, those long, sculpted
ams.

With her, dl the years of emptiness, al the lonely nights were locked away.

He dipped the silk from her shoulders, and found only Kate benegth.

Curves and muscle, sghsand trembles. He did into the bed with her, and into that intimate world they
created together. Perfumed flesh, soft, stroking hands. She was awonder to him, asmoky-eyed
seductress who could beckon with alook. A strong-minded woman who refused to back down from a
fight. An openhearted friend with strong shoulders and a steady hand.

He could no longer imagine what hislife would be like if she stepped back out of it.

Knowing it, finally admitting it to himsdlf, he gathered her close, and just held.

"Brody?" Kate brushed her fingersthrough his hair. His arms had tightened around her so fiercely she
wondered why she didn't Smply snap intwo. "What isit?"

"Nothing." He pressed hislipsto the side of her neck and ordered himsdlf not to think. For God's sake
don't think now. "It'snothing. | want you. It'slike starving the way | want you."

His mouth took hers now. Hot, ravenous, burning away al thoughts, al reason.

There was something different happening between them. Something more. But he was whipping her over
the edge so fast, with akind of quiet intengty that was kin to desperation. She could do nothing but fed,
nothing but respond. Her heart, already lost to him, bounded like a deer.

City lights glanced againgt the dark windows. The sounds of traffic hummed on the street below.
Whatever life pulsed there meant nothing in this tangle of sheets and needs.

Sherose over him, dim and pale in the shadows. Her hair was adark fal, tumbling down her back, then
diding forward to curtain them both as she leaned down to kiss him. The scent of it, of her, surrounded
him. Drowned him.

Then shetook him in, onefluid move that encased him in hest.

Twin moans merged. Eyes|ocked. He reached for her, hishands diding, dippery, up her body, over her
breagts. She covered them with her own, holding him to her. And then she began to move.

Sow. Painfully and glorioudy dow so that each breath was a shudder. Pleasure dithered through the
blood, and began to pulse. He watched her as she took both of them higher—that graceful arch of body,
that delicate line of throat. Her eyes closed as shelost hersalf. Her armslifted until her hands were buried
in her ownrichmassof hair.

A sound rippled in her throat of pleasure rising. She began to drive him, drive hersdf, her hipslike
lightning. It was al speed and power now. With akind of greedy glee they dragged each other toward
the edge. Held there, held until madness had them leaping recklessly over.

When shefolded hersdlf down to him, trembling still, hisarmslocked around her.



Love me, shethought. Her heart wasraw with loving him. Tell me. Why won't you tell me?

He shifted her so that she could curl againgt him, so he could hold her there. "Will you stay?*

Kate closed her eyes. "Yes."

They lay quiet in each other'sarms. But neither dept for along time.

Hewoke reaching for her. Confusion camefirst as he struggled to remember where he was. Hewas
aonein bed, inthe dark. Groggy, he glanced over a afaint sound, and saw Kate, in the faint wash of
light through the window, dipping into her robe.

"What isit?'

"Oh, | didn't mean to wake you." Whispering she stepped over to the side of the bed, bent down to kiss
his cheek. "I haveto go. Dance class."

"Huh?Y ou'reteaching classin the middle of the night?*
"I'm taking class—and it's not the middle of the night. It's nearly Sx.”

Hetried to clear hisbrain, but it objected to functioning on four hour's deep. ™Y ou're taking class?|
thought you knew how to dance.”

"Smart deck.”

"No, wait." He grabbed for her hand before she could move away. "Why are you taking class? And why
areyoutaking it a 9x inthe morning?"

"I'm taking class because I'm adancer, and dancers never realy stop taking class—certainly not if
they're performing. And I'm taking it a seven in the morning because | have adressrehearsd at eleven.
Now go back to deep.”

"Oh. Okay."

"Nick and Freddie are going to take you around later, wherever. Maybe you can drop by the theater."

She waited for aresponse, then leaned down. "Well," she muttered, "you didn't have any trouble taking
that particular order.”

She left him degping and went to prepare for avery long day.

"Areyou sureit's okay?" Brody looked dubioudy at the motley crew approaching the stage door. Three
adults, three kids and a small, mixed-breed puppy.

"Absolutely,” Freddie assured him. "Kate cleared it."

He gtill wasn't convinced, but held aready discovered it was hard to argue with either Kimball sster.

Especidly on five hour's deep.



The kids had bounded awake by the time Kate was taking her class. And they'd created enough noise
to wakethe entireidand of Manhattan. Anyone deaf enough to deep through it, would have been jolted
awake by Mike's high, ferocioudy joyful barking.

They'd had breskfast in addi, which had delighted Jack, then had proceeded to walk their feet off. The
Empire State Building, souvenir shops. Times Square, souvenir shops. Grand Central Station. God help
him, souvenir shops.

Brody decided horning in on Kate's rehearsa wasn't such abad idea after dl. It wasin atheater, and
last time he checked atheater had chairs.

"Lipszipped,” Nick warned. "Or they'll kick us out. That goesfor you, too, furbal," he added,
scratching Mike behind the ears.

"Nothing like backstage." Freddie linked her hand with Nick asthey entered.

A woman behind a high counter glanced up over wire-rim glasses, scanned, then nodded. "Niceto see
you, Ms. Kimball, Mr. LeBeck. See you brought the crew."

"Kate clear the way?' Freddie asked.
"Shedid. Any of these kids understand Russan?"
"No."

"Good. Davidov'sin rareform. Y ou can leave the pup with me. | like dogs, and if he getsfrisky out
there, Davidov'sliableto eat him."

"That kind of day, huh?' Nick grinned, and the woman rolled her eyes.

"Y ou don't know the half of it. What's his name?'

"HisnameisMike," Jack piped up. "Hesmine."

"I'll takereal good care of him."

"Okay." Biting hislip, Jack passed Mike up to her. "But if he cries, you have to come get me."
"That'sadeal. Go on ahead, you know theway."

If they hadn't, after a short twist through backstage, they could have followed the bellows.
"Davidov." Freddie gave amock shudder. "Well just detour thisway and go out front—whereit's safe.”
"Does heredly eat dogs?' Jack asked in ahissng whisper.

"No." Brody took afirm hold of hisson'shand. "Shewas just kidding." He hoped.

Hedidn't eat dogs, but at the moment, Davidov would have cheerfully dined on dancers.

He cut off the music again with adramatic dice of his hand through the air. ™Y ou, you." He pointed at the



couple currently panting and dripping swest. "Go. Off my stage. Soak your heads. Maybe you'll come
back in one hour, like dancers. Kimbal!" he shouted. "Blackstone! Now!"

He paced back and forth, adim man in dull gray sweats and adramatic mane of gold and silver hair. His
face was carved and cold.

"He's scary,” Jack decided.

"Shh." Brody hitched Jack onto his lap after they'd dipped into arow of seats behind alone woman.
Then Kate came onstage, and his mouth smply dropped.

"It'sKate. Look, Dad, she'sal dressed up.”

"Yeah, | see. Quiet now."

Her hair wasloose, raining down the back of aflamboyant costume, boldly red with layers of skirt

flowing out from anipped waist. It stopped just below her knees and showed off long legsthat ended in
toe shoes.

She sauntered, hands on hips, until she wastoe to toe with Davidov. "Y ou ordered me offstage. Don't
do that again.”

"1 order you on, | order you off. That iswhat | do. What you do isdance. You." Heflicked afinger at
thetal, gilt haired man in white who'd come out with Kate. " Step back. Wait.Red Rose," hetold the
orchestra. "Opening solo. Kimball. You are Carlotta," he said to Kate."Be Carlotta. Lightd!™

Kate sucked in abreath. Took her position. Left leg back, foot turned and straight asaruler. Arms
lifted, curved into fluid lines. Head up and defiant. When the music began, the strings, she fdlt the bedts.
The single spatlight hit her like atorch. She danced.

It wasavicioudy demanding solo. Fast, lightning fast and wildly flamboyant. Her muscles responded,
her feet flew. She ended with asnap, in precisdy the same spot and in the same position where she'd

begun.

Heart pounding from the effort, she shot Davidov a defiant, and unscripted |ook, then pirouetted offstage
as her partner leaped into his cue.

Hed never seen anything likeit. Hadn't known there could be anything likeit. Sheldd been... magic,
Brody thought and was il trying to process this new aspect of her when she flew back onstage.

They danced together now, Kate and the man in white. He hadn't realized ballet could be... sexy. But
thiswas, amost raw, certainly edgy, akind of classic mating dance with arrogant male, defiant female.

He didn't see the smdll balancing steps, the sets, the releases. Didn't see how she helped her partner lift
her by springing with her knees, or how the musclesin her legs trembled with the effort to keep them
extended in midair.

He only saw the speed, the dazzle. The magic. And was jerked rudely out of the moment by the shott.

"Stop! Stop! Stop!™ Davidov threw up his hands.



"What isthis, what isit? Do you have hot blood, do you have passion or are you strolling through the
park on Sunday? Whereisthefire?'

"Il giveyou fire"" Katewhirled on him.

"Good." He grabbed her at thewaist. "With me. Show me." He hoisted her up even as she cursed him.
She came down like athunderbolt, hearing the music only in her head now, soaring into a series of jetés.
He caught her again, pun her into atriple pirouette, then lifted her, lowering her until her head nearly
brushed the stage. Sharp moves, challenges, and she was backen pointe, her eyesfiring dartsinto his.
"There, now. Do again. Stay angry."

"| hate you."

"Not me. Him." He flicked a hand and brought the music back.

"What the hell doeshe want?' Brody demanded, forgetting himsdlf. "Blood?!

The woman in the row ahead turned, gave him adazzling smile. "Y es. Exactly. He dways has. A difficult
man, Davidov."

"Daddy says he ought to be shot," Jack added, helpfully.

"Y our father isn't donein thinking that." She laughed, turning farther in her seat asthe dancing, and the
cursing continued onstage. "He's harder, much harder, on the dancers who are the best. | used to dance
with him mysdlf, so | know."

"Did heydl a you?"

"Yes. And | ydled right back. But | was abetter dancer for it, and for him. He still made me very, very
angry, though."

"What did you do?" Jack's eyes were big as saucers. "Did you punch him in the nose?"

"No. | married him." She grinned at Brody. "I'm Ruth Bannion. Y ou must be afriend of Kate's."
"Excuseme, I'd liketo get my foot out of my mouth.”

"No, no." Shelet out alow, delighted laugh. "Davidov brings out the best, and the worst. That's what
makes him what heis. He adores Kate, and is gtill mourning she'sleft the company.” Ruth glanced back

toward the stage. "L ook at her, and you can seewhy."

"All right, dl right. Enough." Onstage, Davidov let out awindy sigh. "Go rest. Perhgps tonight you will
find me some energy.”

The blood was pounding in Kate's ears. Her feet were screaming. But she had enough energy, right
now, for ashort tirade.

When she was done, and smply panting, Davidov lifted his eyebrow. ™Y ou think because I'm Russian |



don't know when a Ukrainian calls me aman with the heart of apig?"
Her chin shot up. "I believe | said theface of a
Fg."

She gaked offstage and left him grinning after her. "See?' Ruth smiled. "He adores her.”

Chapter Eleven
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Kate was busy kissing the Russian when Brody came to her dressing room door after the evening
performance. She was wearing arobe—short and red—and full stage makeup. Her hair was ill pinned
up in some deek and sophisticated knot, the way it had been during her second dance—the Spanish one,
inthe sxy little tutu.

The audience had gone wild for her, and so, Brody thought, had he.

Now, he'd come back to tell her only to find her wrapped around the Russian she'd cursed only that
afternoon.

He wondered which one of them he should kill firgt.
"Sorry to interrupt.”
Kate merdy turned her head, eyes brilliant, and beamed a him. "Brody."

She held out a hand, but Davidov merdly shifted hisarm around her shoulders and eyed the intruder
coally.

"Thisisthe carpenter? The one who wants to shoot me? Now, | think, he wants to shoot me more. He
doesnt likethat | kissyou."

"Oh, don't besdilly."
Brody cut hiseyesback to hers. "I don't like that he kissesyou.”
"That's absurd. Thisis Davidov."

"I know who itis." Brody shut the door behind him. He preferred spilling blood in relative privacy. "1 met
your wifetoday."

"Yes, shelikesyou, and your little boy. | have a son, and two daughters.” Because herarely ressted
impulses, and it was ddlightful to watch the man's fury heat, Davidov kissed Kat€'s hair. " She knows, my
wife, that I've come back to kissthis one. Who was," he continued drawing back, his hands diding down
her armsto link with hers, "magnificent. Who was perfect. Who | don't forgive for leaving me."

"| felt magnificent. | felt perfect.”" Still so perfect none of the aches could push through. "And I'm happy.”



"Happy." Herolled hiseyesto the ceiling. "Asyour director, what do | careif you're happy aslong as
you dance? Asyour friend." He heaved asigh and kissed her hands. "I'm glad you have what you want.”

"Well dl end up alot happier if you step back," Brody commented.

Kate frowned. "Jedl ousy isn't attractive—and in this case certainly misplaced.”

"Murder isnt attractive. But it redly seemsto fit."

"Oneminute," Davidov said, dismissvely, to both of them. ™Y ou want to snarl a each other, wait until |
finish. | wroteThe Red Rose for my Ruth," he said to Kate. "My heart. There's no one but you who has
been Carlotta as she was Carlotta.”

"Oh." Tearsswirled into her eyes, pilled out. "Damn it.”

"Youaremissed. So | insst you be very, very happy, or | will cometo your West Virginiaand drag you
back." Now he cupped her face, spoke quietly in Russan. "Y ou want this man?”

She nodded. "Da."
"W, then." He pressed hislipsto her forehead, then turned to study Brody. "Me, I'm aman who loves
hiswife. Y ou met her, so you should seethat sheisal | treasure. | kissthisone because sheisdsoa

treasure. If you had eyesin your head to watch her tonight, this you should aso know."

His eyes gleamed now in amused chdlenge. "Still, if | find another man kissng what'smine, | bresk his
legs. But I'm Russan.”

"l usudly start withthearms. I'm Irish.”

Davidov'slaugh wasrich, and hisface went brilliant. "I like him. Good." Setisfied, he dapped Brody on
the shoulder on hisway out the door.

"lsn't he wonderful ?'
"A few hours ago, you hated him."

"Oh." She waved ahand and sat down to cream off her makeup. "That was rehearsd. | dways hate him
during rehearsals.”

"Do you dwayskiss him after a performance?”’

"If it goes particularly well. HEs abully, agenius. HEs Davidov," she said smply. "1 wouldn't be the
dancer | am, maybe not even the woman | am without having worked with him. Were intimate, Brodly,
but not sexually. Not ever. He adores hiswife. All right?"

"Youresyingit'san art thing."

"Inanutshell. Not that removed from ballplayers hugging each other and patting each other's butts after
aredly good game."

"l don't remember ever seeing your brother kiss his shortstop after adouble play, but okay. | get it."



"Good. It went beautifully, didn't it?" She spun around on her gool. "Did you likeit?"
"You wereincredible. I've never seen anything like it. Never seen anything like you.”

"Oh." Shelegped off the stoal, threw her arms around him. "I'm so glad! Oh." She laughed and rubbed
at the smear sheld transferred to his cheek. "Sorry. | wanted it to be incredible. | got so nervous when |
redized the family was here. Mama and Dad sneaking up from home, and Grandmaand Grandpa. All
the aunts and uncles and cousins. And Brandon sent flowers.”

She grabbed moretissue, sniffling as she sat again. "'l thought | might be sick, my stomach was churning
s0." She pressed ahand to it now. "But then al | felt wasthe music. When that happens you know. Y ou
just know."

He glanced around the room. It was crowded with flowers, literdly hundreds of roses. Bottles of
champagne, her exotic costumes. All of those glamorous thingsfilled it, and were pae next to her
excitement.

How could sheleave dl this? he wondered. Why should she?
He started to ask, then her door burst open. Her family poured in and the moment waslost.

She seemed to be just as much in her eement the next day in the house in Brooklyn where her
grandparents lived. The exotic sren who'd flamed across the stage the night before had been replaced by
alovely woman comfortablein jeans and bare feet.

It was apuzzle, Brody decided, trying to fit the two of them together into awhole. He intended to take
thetimeto do so.

But for now, the best he could do was experience. The house was crammed with people—so many of
them, he wondered if there was enough oxygen to go around. The noise level was awonder.

A piano stood againgt one wall and was played by various fingers at varioustimes. Everything from rock
to Bach. The scents of cooking wafted through the air. Wine was poured with generous hands, and
nobody seemed to stay ill for more than five minutes.

His son waswallowing init. He could see him, if he angled his head through other bodies, sprawled on
the worn rug with Max, bashing cars together. The last time he'd been able to spot Jack held been sitting
on Yuri's lap having what appeared to have been a serious conversation that had involved a number of
gumdrops.

And before that, he'd raced down the stairsin the wake of acouple of young teenagers. Since Brody
hadn't seen him go up the sairsin thefirst place, he wastrying to keep a closer eye on his son.

"He'sfine" A woman with the trademark Stanidaski looks—wild, bold, beautiful—dropped onto the
couch beside him. "Rachel," she said with aquick grin. "Kate's aunt. Hard to keep us straight, isn't it?'

"Therearealot of you." Rachdl, he thought, trying desperately to remember the details. Kate's mother's
sdter. A judge. That'sright. Married to... the guy who owned the bar. And the guy who owned the bar
was Nick's haf brother.



Weasit any wonder aman couldn't keep them lined up?

"You'll get the hang of it. That's my guy there." She gestured toward atal man who had his arm hooked
around the throat of agangly boy with dark hair. " Currently choking our son Gideon while hetaksto
Sydney—the exceptiona redhead who's married to my brother Mik—and Laurdl, Mik and Sydney's
youngest. Mik's over there, arguing with my other brother Alex, while Alex's wife Bess—the other
exceptiona redhead—appears to be discussing something of great importance with her daughter,
Carmen, and Nick and Freddies Kelsey. Thetdl, handsome young man just coming out of the kitchenis
Mik's oldest, Griff, who seemsto have charmed some food out of my mother, Nadia. Got that?"

"Ah..."

"Y ou absorb that awhile." Shelaughed and patted his knee. "Because there are so many more of us.
Meanwhile, your son'sfine—and you don't have adrink. Wine?'

"Sure, why not?"

"No, I'll getit." She patted him again and dashed off. Almost immediatdly, Griff plopped down and
began to talk carpentry.

That, at least, Brody had ahandle on.

Kate wound her way through the bodies, sat on the arm of the couch and offered him one of two glasses
of wine. "Okay over here?’

"Yeah, fine. | figureit'skind of like the Boy Scout rule—when you'relost Sit down in one spot, and
they'll find you. People drop down here, talk for a couple minutes, then move off. I'm starting to be able
to keep them straight working it that way."

Even as he spoke, Alex settled on the couch, propped his feet on the coffeetable. "So, Bessand | are
thinking about adding a couple of rooms onto our weekend place."”

"See," Brody said to Kate, then shifted. "What did you have in mind?"

Kateleft him to it and wandered into the kitchen. Her mother was at the table, putting the finishing
touches on an enormous salad. Nadiawas at the stove, supervising as Mik's youngest son Adam stirred
something in a pot. "Need some more hands?'

"Alwaystoo many handsin my kitchen," Nadiasaid. Her hair was snow-white now—a soft wave
around a strong face lined with years. But her eyes danced with amusement as she patted Adam. "There,
you have donewdl. Go."

"But we're going to eat soon, right? We're starving.”

"Very soon. Tell your brothers and sgters, your cousins, my table must be set.”

"All right!" He shot out of the room, shouting orders.

"He wantsto bein charge, that one.”

Natashalaughed. "Mama, theydl want to bein charge. How's Brody holding up, Katie?"



"He'staking with Uncle Alex." Kate snitched a crouton then wandered to the sove to sniff at pots. "lsn't
he adorable?

"He hasgood eyes," Nadiasaid. " Strong, kind. And he raises his son well. Y ou show good taste.”
"I learned from the best." She leaned over to kiss Nadias cheek. "Thank you for welcoming him."

Nadiafdt her heart Sgh. "Go, help set the table. Y our young man and hislittle boy will think no one eats
inthishouse"

"They'll soon find out differently.” She snatched another crouton and kissed the top of her mother's head
on theway out.

"Well." Nadia stared hard into a pot. "WEell be dancing at her wedding. Y ou're pleased with him."

"Of course." Natasha could barely see as she prepared to dress the salad. "He's agood man. He makes
her happy. And to be honest, | think if | could have chosen for her mysdlf, it would have been Brody.

Oh,
Mama." Eyes drenched, Natashalooked over at the stove. "She's my baby."

"l know. | know." Nadia hurried over for the hug, then offered Natasha one corner of her apron while
she used the other to dry her eyes.

By midweek, Kate was hard at work and anxious to open her doorsfor the first sudents. The studio
itself was complete. The floors were smooth and gleaming, the walls glistening with mirrors. Her office
was organi zed, the dressing areas outfitted.

And now the front window was finished.

Kimbal School Of Dance

She stood out on the sdewalk, her palms together and pressed to her lips, reading it over and over
agan.

Dreams, she thought, cametrue. All you had to do was believe hard enough, and work long enough.
"Oh, miss?'

"Hmm?' Lost in her own joy, she turned, then blinked at the woman crossing the street. The woman,
Kate remembered with asinking stomach, who'd seen Brody cart her outside over his shoulder. "Oh.

Yes Hdlo."

"Hello. We didn't really meet before.” The woman looked as uneasy as Kate and fiddled with the strap
of her shoulder bag. "I'm Marjorie Rowan."

"Kate Kimbal."

"Yes, | know. Actudly, | sort of know your boyfriend, too. Thelandlord's hired him a couple of timesto
seetothingsin my building.”



"Ah" Katesad. "Hmm."

"Anyway, | picked up one of your brochuresthe other day, from your mother's store. My little girl, she's
eight, she'sjust been nagging me hdf to death about taking ballet classes.”

Relief camefirgt. It was not to be a conversation about creating public scenes on quiet streets. Then
came the pleasure at the possibility of another student.

"I'd be happy to talk to you about it, and to her if you'd like. First classes start next week. Would you
liketo comein, see the school 7'

"Truth is, welve peeked in the window afew times. | hope you don't mind."
"Of course not."

"I've been telling Audrey—that's my girl—that I'd think about it. | guess| have. I'd like her to be ableto
try it

"Why don't you comeinsde, and tell me about Audrey."

"Thanks. Shelll be home from school soon. Thisll beanice surprise” She sarted up the airs, relaxing
now. "You know | always wanted ballet lessonswhen | wasagirl. We couldn't swing it."

"Why don't you take them now?"
"Now?' Marjorie laughed and stepped inside. "Oh, I'm too old for ballet lessons.™

"They're wonderful exercise. It increasesflexibility. And they're fun. No one'stoo old for that. Y ou look
to be in very good shape.”

"l dowhat | can." Marjorie looked around, smiling alittle dreamily at thebarres, the mirrors, the framed
posters. "I guessit would befun. But | couldn't afford classes for both of us.”

"Well talk about that, too. Come on back to my office.”

An hour later, Kate rushed upstairs. She wanted to share with someone, and Brody was elected. She
had two new students—her first mother and daughter team. And the accomplishment had given her yet
one more anglefor her schoal.

Family plans.

She started to dash acrossthelittle living room and stopped in her tracks. Slowly sheturned acircle. It
was done. She hadn't been paying enough attention, she decided, and the progress had zipped right by
her.

The floors and wals were finished. The woodwork glowed like silk.

Dazzled, she waked into her kitchen where everything gleamed. Cabinetswaited only to befilled. The
windowsll cried out for flowerpots.



She ran afingertip along the countertop. Brody had been right about the breskfast bar, she thought. He
had been right—no,they had been right, she corrected, about everything.

The apartment, just like the rest of the building, had been ateam effort. And it was perfect.

She hurried into the bedroom where Brody was knedling on the floor ingtalling the lock sets on her closet
doors. Jack sat crossed-legged, tongue caught in histeeth as he carefully tightened ascrew in abrass
plateonawal plug.

Mike snored contentedly between them.

"There's nothing quite like watching men at work." They glanced up, and made her heart sing. "Hello,
Handsome Jack."

"We're punching out,” he told her. "'l got to come help because Rod and Carrie had to go to the dentist.
| went dready and no cavities."

"Good for you. Brody, I've been so involved downstairsthat | haven't taken in what you've done up
here. It looks wonderful. It's exactly right.”

"Still got afew details. Some outside work, too. But you're pretty much good to go." But he didn't have
that lift of satisfaction he usually experienced toward the end of ajob. HEd been depressed for days.

"l loveit." She crouched down as Mike woke and gamboled over to greet her. "And | just signed two
more students. Now, if | could just find a couple of handsome men who'd like to go out and celebrate, it
would redlly round things off."

"Well go!"

"Jack. It'saschool night.”

"I wasthinking about an early dinner,” Kate improvised as Jack's facefdll. "Burgersand fries at Chez
McDee"

"She means McDondd's," Jack explained, then fell on hisfather's back, hugging fiercely. "Please, can
we?'

Cornered again, Brody thought. " Pretty tough for aguy to turn down afancy med likethat."
"He meansyes." Jack swung over to Kate and hugged her legs. " Can we go now?"
"l got somethingsto finish up here." Brody pushed his hair back. And just looked &t her.

He'd been doing that quite abit, Kate thought, since they'd come back from New Y ork. Looking at
her—and looking at her differently somehow.

Differently enough to havefrogslespingin her bely again.



"An hour okay with you?' he asked.

"Perfect. Do you mind if | stedl your helper here? | want to go tell my mother. We can give Mikealittle
exercise on theway."

"Y eah, sure. Jack? No wheedling."

"Hemeans| can't ask for toys. I'll get Mike'sleash. Dad, can |—" He broke off then ran over to
whisper in Brody's ear.

"Y eah, go ahead.”
"WEelIl be back inan hour.”
"Great." Brody waited until they'd chased Mike downgtairs, then sat back on hishedls.

He was going to have to make some decisions. And soon. It was bad enough he was stuck on Kate, but
Jack was crazy about her.

A man could risk afew bumps and bruises on his own heart, but he couldn't risk his child's. The only
thing to do wasto st down and have atak with Kate. It wastime they spelled out what was going on
between them.

More, he was going to have to have atak with Jack. He had to know what the boy was thinking, what
hewasfeding.

Jack first, Brody decided. Could be, could very well be, his son looked at K ate as nothing more than a

friend and would be upset a the idea of her being a more permanent, more important part of their lives. It
had been the two of them aslong as Jack could remember.

He looked over with alittlejolt as amovement caught the corner of hiseye.

"Y ou turn that noise down," Bob O'Conndl said, "you wouldn't get taken by surprise.”

"l likemusic onthejob." But Brody rose, shut off the radio. " Something you need?!

They hadn't spoken since the scene in the Kimball kitchen. Both men eyed each other warily.

"| got something to say," Bob Stated.

"Thensay it."

"I did my best by you. It ain't right for you to say different, when | did my best by you. Maybe | was
hard on you, but you had awild streak and you needed hard. | had afamily to support, and | did it the
only way | knew how. Maybe you think | didn't spend enough time with you—" Bob broke off, jammed
his handsinto his pockets. "Maybe | didn't. | don't have the knack for it, not the way you do with your
boy. Fact is, you weren't the same pleasure to be around Jack is. He's a credit to you. Maybe |

should've said so before, but I'm saying so now."

Brody said nothing for along moment, adjusting to the shock even ashisfather glared a him. "You



know, I'm pretty sure that's about the longest speech you ever aimed in my direction.”

Bob'sface hardened. "I'm done with it," he said and turned.

"Dad." Brody set hisdrill asde. "l appreciateit.”

Bob let out a breath, the way aman might as the trapdoor opened under hisfeet. "Well." He turned
back, fought with the wordsin his head. "Might aswell finish it off then. Probably | shouldn't have
jumped on you the other day, not in front of your boy and your... the Kimball girl. Y our mother lit into
meover it."

Brody could only stare. "Mom?"

"Yeah." With alook of frustrated disgust, Bob kicked lightly at the doorjamb. "She don't do it often, but
when she does, she can ped the skin off your ass. Hardly speaking to me yet. Says| embarrassed her."

"I got the same line from K ate—she did some pedling of her own.”

"Didn't much care having her claw at me the way she did. But | gotta say, she's got spine. Keep you
draight.”

"It'smy job to keep mysdlf sraight.”

Bob nodded. The weight that had been pressing on his chest for days eased. "Guess| figure you've been
doing your job there. Y ou do good work. For a carpenter.”

For thefirst timein along while, Brody was able to smile at hisfather and mean it. ™Y ou do good work.
For a plumber.”

"Didn't have any problem firing me."
"Y ou pissed me off."

"Hell, boy, you fire every man who pisses you off, how are you going to put acrew together? How'sthe
hend?'

Brody lifted it, flexed hisfingers. "Good enough.”

"Since you've got no permanent damage, maybe you can use that hand to dia the phone. Cdl your ma
and let her know we cleared the air some. She might not take my word on it, given her current state of
mind."

"I'll do that. I know | was a disappointment to you."

"Now, hold on—"

"l was," Brody continued. "Maybe | was a disgppointment to myself, too. But | think | made up for it. |
did it for Connie, and for Jack. For mysdlf, too. And | did it, partly anyway, for you. So | could show

you | wasworth something.”

"Y ou showed me." Bob wasn't good at taking first steps, but he took this one. He crossed the room,



held out his hand. "I guess I'm proud of how you turned out.”

"Thanks." Hetook hisfather'shand in afirm grip. "I've akitchen remodd coming up. Needs some
plumbing work. Interested?”

Bob'slipstwitched. "Could be."

Chapter Twelve
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While father and son were closing agap, Kate strolled with the third generation of O'Connell mae.
"| didn't wheedle, right?"

"Wheedle?' She sent him a shocked stare. "Why Handsome Jack, Mamaand | had to practically force
that plane on you. We had tobeg you to accept it."

Jack grinned up a her. "Youll tell Dad?"

"Of course. HE's going to want to play with it, you know. It'savery cool plane.

Jack swirled it through the air. "It's like the one | got to fly on, all theway to New Y ork and back again.
It wasfun. | told everybody thanksin the cards | sent. Did you like your card? | did it amogt al by
mysdf.”

"l loved my card.” Kate patted her pocket where the thank-you note, painstakingly printed, resided. "It
was very polite and gentlemanly of you to write one to me, and to Freddie and Nick and to my
grandparents.”

"They said | could come back. Papa Y uri said | could sometime spend the night at his house.”

"Youd likethat?"

"Yeah. Hecanwiggle hisears.”

"l know."

"Kae?'

"Hmm." She bent to untangle Mike from hisleash, then glanced up to see Jack studying her. So serious,
she thought, so intent. Just like hisfather. "What isit, Handsome Jack?"

"Canwe... can we st on thewal sowe can talk about stuff?"

"Sure" Very serious, Kate realized as she boosted him up on the wall in front of the college. She passed
Mike up to him, then hopped up beside them. "What kind of stuff?

"l waswondering..." Hetrailed off again while Mike scrambled off to sniff at the grass behind them.



Hed talked it al over with hisbest friends. Max in New Y ork, and then Rod at school. It was a secret.
They'd spit on their padmsto sedl it. "Y ou like my dad, don't you?"

"Of coursel do. | like him very much.”
"Andyoulikekids. Like me?
"l likekids. | especidly like you." She draped an arm around him, rubbed his shoulder. "We're friends.”

"Dad and | likeyou, too. A wholelot. So | waswondering..." Helooked up at her, his eyes so young,
S0 earnest. "Will you marry us?'

"Oh." Her heart sumbled, then fell with asplat. "Oh, Jack."

"If you did, you could come live in our house. Dad's fixing it up good. And we have ayard and
everything, and we're going to plant a garden soon. In the mornings you could have breskfast with us,
then drive to your school and teach people how to dance. Then you could drive home. It's not red far."

Staggered, shelaid her cheek on thetop of his head. "Oh, boy."

"Dad'sredly nice" Jack rushed on. "He hardly ever yells. He doesn't have awife anymore, because she
had to go to heaven. | wish she didnt, but shedid.”

"l know. Oh, baby."

"Maybe Dad's afraid to ask you in case you go to heaven, too. That's what Rod thinks. Maybe. But you
won't, will you?"

"Jack." She fought back tears and cupped hisface. "I plan to Stay herefor avery long time. Have you
talked to your father about this?'

"Nuh-uh, 'cause you're supposed to ask the girl. That'swhat Max said. The boy hasto ask the girl. Me
and Dad'll buy you aring, ‘cause girls need to have one. | won't mind if you kissme, and I'll beredly
good. Y ou and Dad can make babies like people do when they get married. I'd rather have abrother,
but if itsasigter, that's okay. WEell love each other and everything. So will you please marry us?"

Indl her dreams and fantasies, she'd never imagined being proposed to by a six-year-old boy, while
gtting on awall on an afternoon in early spring. Nothing could have been more touching, she thought.
Morelovely.

"Jack, I'm going to tell you a secret. | dready love you.”

"You do?'

"Yes, | do. | dready love your dad, too. I'm going to think redlly hard about everything you said. Really
hard. That way, if | say yes, you're going to know, absolutely, that it'swhat | want more than anything
eseinthewholeworld. If | say yesyou wouldn't just be your dad's little boy anymore. Y ou'd be mine,

too. Do you understand that?'

Henodded, dl eyes. "Y ou'd be my mom, right?'



"Yes, I'd be your mom.”

"Okay. Would you?'

"I'm going to think about it." She pressed her lipsto hisforehead, then hopped down.
"Will it take along timeto think?"

She reached up for him. "Not thistime." She held him close before she set him on hisfeet. "But let's
keep thisa secret, alittle whilelonger, whilel do."

She gaveit dmost twenty-four hours. After al she was awoman who knew her own mind. Maybe the
timing wasn't quite perfect, but it couldn't be helped.

Certainly the way things were tumbling weren't in the nice, neat logical row shedd have preferred. But she
could beflexible. When she wanted something badly enough, she could be very flexible.

She consdered asking Brody out for aromantic dinner for two. Reected it. A proposa inapublic
restaurant would make it too difficult to pin him down, should it become necessary.

She toyed with the idea of waiting for the weekend, planning that romantic dinner for two at Brody's
house. Candldlight, wine, seductive music.

That was her next rgjection. If Jack hadn't spilled the beans by then, she very likely would herself.

It wouldn't be exactly the way sheld pictured it. There wouldn't be moonlight and music, with Brody
looking deep into her eyes as hetold her he loved her, asked her to spend her lifeloving him.

Maybe it wouldn't be perfect, but it would be right. Atmosphere didn't matter at this point, shetold
hersdf. Results did. So why wait?

She gtarted upgtairs. It was good timing after al, sherealized. He wasjudt finishing the job that had
brought them together. Why not propose marriage in the space they had, in avery red way, made
together? It was perfect.

Convinced of it, Kate was very displeased to find the rooms over the school empty.

"Wdll, where the hell did you go?' She fisted her hands on her hips and paced.

Schoal bus, she remembered, spinning for the door. It was one of his daysto pick up Jack. She glanced
at her watch as she sprinted down the stairs. He couldn't have been gone more than afew minutes.

"Hey! Where'sthefire." Spence caught her as she leaped down the last steps.

"Dad. Sorry. Gottarun. | need to catch Brody."

"Something wrong?"

"No, No." She gave him aquick kiss on the cheek and wiggled free. "I need to ask him to marry me."

"Oh, wdll... whoa" Shewas younger, faster, but parental shock shot him to the door intime to snag her.



"What did you say?'

"I'm going to ask Brody to marry me. I've got it al worked out.”

"Kdie"

"I love him. I love Jack. Dad, | don't havetimeto explainit dl, but I've thought it through. Trust me."

"Just catch your breath and let me..." But he looked at her face, into her eyes. Stars, he thought. His
little girl had starsin her eyes. "He hasn't got aprayer.”

"Thanks." Shethrew her asams around her father's neck. "Wish me luck anyway."

"Good luck." Helet her go, then watched her run. "Bye, baby," he murmured.

Brody made a stop for milk, bread and eggs. Jack had devel oped an obsession with French Toast. As
he turned into hislane, he checked hiswatch. A good ten minutes before the bus, he noted. HEd
misimed it abit.

Resigned to the wait, he climbed out, let Mike race up the hill and back. Spring was coming on fine, he
thought. Greening the leaves, teasing the early flowersinto tight buds. It brought something into the air, he
mused.

Maybeit was hope.

The house, the ramble of it, waslooking like ahome. Soon held stick a hammock in the yard, maybe a
rocker on the porch. Maybe a porch swing. He'd get Jack alittle splash pool.

Jack and Mike could play in the yard, roll around on the grass on those long, hot summer evenings. Hed
St on the porch swing and watch. Sit on the swing with Kate.

Funny, he couldn't put ared pictureinto his head anymore, unlessKatewasiniit.
And didn't want to.

Hed have to take histime, Brody mused. Get a sense of where Jack stood in al of it. After that, it
would be amatter of seeing if Kate waswilling to take everything to the next leve.

Maybe it wastimeto give her alittle nudgein that direction. Nothing was ever perfect, wasiit?
Everything in lifewasawork in progress.

It was like building ahouse. Hefigured they had agood, solid foundation. He had the designin his
head—him, Kate, Jack and the kids who came along after. A house needed kids. So it wastimeto start
putting up the frame, making it solid.

Maybe she wouldn't be ready for marriage yet—uwith her school just getting off the ground. She might
need sometime to adjust to the idea of being amother to asix-year-old. He could give her sometime.

He stood, looking over hisland, studying the house on the hill that just seemed to be waiting.

Not alot of time, he decided. Once he started building, he liked to keep right on building. And he



wanted Kate working on this, the most important project of hislife, with him.

The firgt thing to do, he decided as he walked to the mailbox, was to talk to Jack about it. His son had
to feel secure, comfortable and happy. Jack was crazy about Kate. Maybe Jack would be alittle
worried about the changes marrying her would bring, but Brody could reassure his son.

They'd talk about it tonight, he decided, after dinner.

Hejust couldn't wait any longer than that to start things moving.

When he and Jack were square, he'd figure out what to say to Kate, what to do, to move everybody
aong to the next stage of the floor plan.

He got the mail out of the box, and was Sifting through it on the way back to the truck when Kate pulled
inbesdehim.

"Hey." Surprised, he tossed the mail into the cab of histruck. "Didn't expect to see you out this way
today."

After she got out of the car, she picked up the mangled hunk of rope Mike spit at her feet, engaged him
inabrief bout of tug-of-war, then threw it—she had adamn good arm—far enough to keep him busy
awhile

Watching her playing with the dog, dl Brody could think about wasthat he couldn't wait very long.

"l just missed you at the schoal,” shetold him.

"Problem there?’

"No, not at al. No problem anywhere." Shewalked to him and did her hands up his chest, a habit that
never failed to pump up hisheart rate. "Y ou didn't kiss me goodbye.”

"Y our office door was closed. | figured you were busy.”

"Kiss me goodbye now." She brushed her lips over his, arched abrow when he kept it light and started
to ease back. "Do better."”

"Kate, the busis going to come aong in acouple minutes.”
"Do better," she murmured, and meting againgt him shifted the mood.
Hefisted ahand in the back of her shirt, another in her hair. And indulged both of them.

"Mmmm. That'smore likeit. It's spring,” she added, tipping back so that she could see hisface. "Do you
know what ayoung man'sfancy turnsto in spring? Besides baseball."

Hegrinned at her. "Plowing?"

Shelaughed, linking her fingers behind his neck. Y eah, the frogswere il jumping. But sheliked it. "All



right, do you know what ayoung woman'sfancy turnsto? What this young woman's fancy turnsto?'
"Isthat what you came out hereto tell me?

"Yes. Moreor less. Brody..." She nibbled her bottom lip, then just blurted it out, "I want you to marry
rrell

Hejerked, froze. Therewas abuzzing in his ears—a hive of wild bees. He had to be hearing things, he
decided. Had to. She couldn't have just asked him to marry her when held spent the last five minutes
trying to figure out how and when to ask her.

To get hisbearings, he retreated a step.
"It'snot very flattering for you to gape at me asthough I'd just hit you over the head with atwo-by-four.”

"Where did this come from?' Maybe he wasjust dreaming. But she looked redl. She'd tasted red. And
the thundering of his own heart wasn't the least bit dreamlike. Besides, in hisdreams, he asked her. Damn
it. "A woman doesn't just walk up to aman in the middie of the day and ask him to marry her."

"Why not?'

"Because..." How was he supposed to think of reasonswith al those beesin his head?"Because she
doesn't.”

"Well, | just did." Shefdt her temper sizzleinto her throat and managed to swalow it. Her fingers shook
dightly as shelifted them to begin ticking off points. "We've been seeing each other exclusvely for
months. Were not children. We enjoy each other, we respect each other. It'sanatural and perfectly
logica progression to consider marriage.”

He needed to take control back, he realized. Right here, right now. "Y ou didn't say let's consider
marriage, did you? You didn't say let'sdiscussit." Which had been his plan if sheldd given him the chance.
"There are alot of factors here bes des two people who enjoy and respect each other."

And love each other, he thought. God, he loved her. But he needed to know what they wanted for the
future—separately, together, as afamily. There were things they were just going to have to set straight,
onceandfor al.

"Of coursethereare,” she began. "But—"

"Let'sstart with you. Right now, you're free to pick up your dance career any time you want. There's
nothing stopping you from going back to New Y ork, back on stage.”

"My school is stopping me. | made that decision before | met you."

"Kate, | saw you. | watched you up there, and you were amiracle. Teaching's never going to give you
what that gave you."

"No, it'snot. It's going to give me something e se, the something else | want now. I'm not a person who
makes decisonslightly, Brody. When | left the company to come back here, | knew what | was doing.
What | was leaving behind, what | was moving toward. If you don't trust me to make a commitment, then
stand by it, you don't know me."



"It's not amatter of trust. But | wanted to hear you say it, to me, just like that. Y ou say you mean to
stay, you mean to stay. I've never known anybody as focused on agod asyou.”

He'd thought, moments before, hed known how he would handle this. The steps held take toward

asking her to share hislife. Building on that foundation. Now the woman had finished nailing on thetrim
and wanted awresath for the door.

She was going to have to back up afew steps, because he built to last. "I've got something more than a
career decison to consder. I've got Jack. Everything | do or don't do involves Jack."

"Brody, I'm perfectly aware of that. Y ou know | am.”

"l know helikes you, but he's secure the way things are, and he needs to be sure of me. Kate... God,
he's only ever had me. Connie, she got sick when he was only afew months old. Between doctors and
the treatments and the hospitals..."

"Oh, Brody." She could imagineit too well. The panic, the upheavd. The grief.

"She couldn't really be therefor him, and | wasjust trying to hold it al together. The world wasfaling
gpart on us, and | had nothing extrato give Jack. Thefirst two years of hislife were anightmare.”

"And you've done everything you can to give him a happy and normal life. Don't you see how much |
admirethat? How much | respect it?"

Flustered, he stared at her. He'd never thought of parenting as admirable. "It'swhat I'm supposed to do.
Thinking of him firg, that's how it hasto be. It's not just you and me, Kate. If it were... butit'snot. A
change like this—alife-dtering one—he hasto beinonit.”

"And who's saying differently?* she demanded.
"Well, damnit. | can'tjust go tell him I'm getting married, just like that. | need to talk to him abouit it,
prepare him. So do you. That's the kind of thing you'd be taking on. He needs to be as sure of you ashe

isof me"

"For heaven's sake, O'Conndll, don't you think I've taken dl of that into account? Y ou've known mefor
months now. Y ou ought to be able to give me more credit.”

"It's not amatter of—"

"It was Jack who asked me to marry you in thefirst place.”

Brody stared into her flushed and furious face, then held up hishands. "1 haveto sit down." He backed
up, dropped down on aflattened ssump. Because the dog was shoving the rope into hislap, Brody
tossed it. "What did you just say?'

"Am | speaking English?' she demanded. "Jack proposed to me yesterday. Apparently he doesn't have
as much trouble making up hismind as hisfather. He asked me to marry you, both of you. And I've

never had alovdier offer. Obvioudy, I'm not going to get one from you.”

"Y ou would haveif you'd waited a couple of days," he muttered under his bregth. " So are you doing this



to make Jack happy?'

"Listen up. However much | lovethat child, I wouldn't marry his bone-headed father unless | wanted to.
He happensto think we'd all be good for each other. | happen to agree with him. But you can just Sit
there like a—like abump on that log."

Not only had Kate beat him to the punch, Brody thought, his six-year-old son had crossed thefinish line
ahead of him. Hewasn't sureif he was annoyed or ddlighted. "Maybe | wouldn't beif you hadn't snuck
up on mewith this

"Snuck up on you? How could you notsee! I've done everything but paint a heart on my deeve. Why
haven't | moved my things out of storage and into that apartment, Brody? An organized, practica woman
like me doesn't ignore something like that unless she has no intention of ever living there.”

Hegot to hisfeet. "l figured you just wanted... | don't know."

"Why have | squeezed every minute | could manage out of the last few months to spend with you, or
with you and Jack? Why would | come herelikethis, toss away my pride and ask you to marry me?
Why would | do any of those thingsunless| loved you? Youidiot."

She whipped around and stomped off toward her car while tears of hurt and fury sparkled in her eyes.
Therewas afist squeezing hisheart. Brutdly. "Kate, if you get inthat car, I'm just going to haveto drag
you out again. Were not finished."

She stopped with her hand on the door. "1'm too angry to talk to you now."

"Y ou won't have to do that much talking. Sit,”" he said, and gestured to the stump.

"l don't want to Sit."

"Kete"

She threw up her hands, stalked over and sat. "There. Happy?"

"Firt, | don't intend to marry anyone just to give Jack amother. And | don't intend to marry anyone
who can't be amother to him. Now let's put that aside and deal with you and me. | know you're mad,
but don't cry.”

"I wouldn't waste asingle tear over you."

He pulled out his bandannaand dropped it in her lap. " Get rid of them, okay? I'm having a hard enough
time"

She left his bandannawhere it was and dashed tears away with her fingers.

"Okay, thisisabox." He pointed at the ground. "Everything weve just said is going into this box, and
I'm closing the lid. We can open it later on, but we start fresh right here and right now."

"Asfar as|'m concerned you can nail the lid on it and throw the entire thing into apit.”

"l was going to talk to Jack tonight,” he began. " See how he felt about some changes. | figured held have



liked theidea. | know my kid pretty well. Not aswell as | assumed since he's going around proposing to
my woman behind my back.”

"Y our woman?'

"Quiet," hesaid mildly. "If you'd been quiet alittle while longer, we'd have started out this particular area
of discusson morelikethis"

He moved closer, took her lifted chinin hishand. "Kate, I'm inlove with you. No, you just St there,” he
told her as she started to rise. "'l was trying to work out how I'd do thisright before you drove up.”

"Beforel..." Shelet out along breath. "Oh." Asher heart began to thud she shifted her gazeto the
ground. "Isthelid on that box redly tight?"

"Yeah, it'sredly tight."

"Okay." She had to close her eyesamoment, try to clear her head. But the thrill racing through her
refused to let her think straight. And that, she decided, was perfect. Just perfect.

"Would you mind starting again?* she asked him. "With the | love you part?

"Sure. | loveyou. | started diding thefirst minute | saw you. Kept thinking I'd get my balance back, that
you couldn't be for me. Every onceinawhilel'd sart diding fast, | had to pull mysdlf back. | had lots of
reasonsto. | can't think of asingle one of them right now, but | had them."

"I wasfor you, Brody. Just like you were for me."

"That night in your sster'shouse, | couldn't pull mysdlf back anymore. | just dropped off the edgein love
with you, I'm gtill staggering the next day when | see you dance. Not like | saw you that day in your
school where it was pretty, and like adream. But strong and powerful. That messed me up some again.”

He crouched down in front of her. "Kate, afew minutes ago | was standing here, putting a picturein my
mind. | do that sometimes. Y ou and me, Sitting on aporch swing | fill haveto buy.”

Tearswanted to come again, but she held them back. "I like that picture.”

"Me, too. See, | wasfiguring we were building a house—not the kind up the hill there. A kind of
relationship house. | take my time building things because it'simportant to build them right—to build them
tolagt.”

"And | rushed you."

"Y eah, you rushed me. Something else | figured out. Two people don't always have to move at the same
pace for them to end up at the same place. Theright place.”

A tear escaped. "Thisistheright place for me." She framed hisface with her hands. "1 love you, Brody.
| want—"

"No, you don't. I'm making the moves here." He drew her to her feet. " See that house up there on the
hill?"



"YS"

"Needswork, but it's got potential. That dog chasing histail in the yard's just about housebroken. I've
got ason who's coming home from school on abusthat's running late. He's agood boy. | want to share
all that with you. And | want to come to your school sometimes, just to watch you dance. | want to make
babieswith you. | think I'm good with them.”

"Oh, Brody."

"Quiet. I'm not finished. Come summer, | want to Sit out in the garden welll plant together. You'rethe
only onel want to have dl that with."

"Oh, God, just ask me before | fal gpart and can't even answer you.”

"You're pushy. | likethat about you. Marry me, Kate." He touched hislipsto hers. "Marry me."

She couldn't answer, could only lock her arms around him. Her heart poured into the kiss and gave him
more than words. The dog began to yip and race in desperate circles around them. Clinging to Brody,
Kate began to laugh.

"I'm s0 happy."

" ill wouldn't mind hearing you say yes."

She tipped her head back, started to speak. And the rude blast of the school buss air brakes drowned
out her words.

She turned, diding her arm around Brody's waist and watched Jack burst out the door. The pup took a
running legp into Jack'sarms.

"Let me" Kate murmured. "Please. Hey, handsome.”
"Hi." Helooked at the tears on her cheeks and sent aworried look at hisfather. "Did you get hurt?*

"No, | didn't. Sometimes people cry when they're so happy everything burstsinsde them. That'swhat |
am right now. Remember what you asked me yesterday, Jack?"

Hebit hislip, glanced warily at hisfather again. "Uh-huh.”

"Wdll, herésthe answer for both of you." With one hand still caught in Brody's, she touched Jack's
cheek."Yes"

Hiseyeswent huge. "Redly?'
"Redly."

"Dad! Guesswhat?'

"What?'

"Kateé's going to marry us. That's okay, right?"



"That's absolutely okay. Let's go home."

They left the truck and car parked where they were, and started walking toward the house together.
Jack raced ahead, the dog at his heels. At the edge of the lawn, Brody stopped, turned, kissed her.

No, it wasn't okay, Kate thought.

It was perfect.

Epilogue
Contents-Prev
"Dad? How much longer?'

"Just afew minutes. Here, let mefix thisthing." He hauled Jack up on achair and straightened hisfancy
black tie. Fiddled with the red rosebud on hislapd. "My hands are sweaty,” Brody said with alittle

laugh.

"Do you got cold feet? Grandpa said how sometimes guys get cold feet on their wedding day.”
"No, | don't have cold feet. | love Kate. | want to marry her."

"Me, too. Y ou get to be the groom, and | get to be the best man.”

"That'sit." He stepped back, surveyed hisson. A six-year-old in atux, he thought. "Y ou sure look dick,
Jacks."

"Welook handsome. Grandma said so. And she cried. Girls cry at weddings, that'swhat Max said.
How come?"

"I don't know. Afterward, well find agirl and you can ask her.”

He turned Jack so they could look in the mirror together. "It'sabig day. Today, the three of us become
afamily.”

"I get amom and more grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins andeverything. After you kissthe
bride, we get to go have a party and lots of cake. Nanasaid s0." Kate's mother had said he could call
her Nana. Jack liked saying it.

"That'sright.”

"Then you go on your honeymoon so you can do lots more kissng.”

"That's the plan. Were going to cdll, Jack, and send you postcards,” he added, trying not to fret about
going away without his boy.

"Uh-huh, and when you come back, welll dl live together. Rod said you and Kate are going to make a
baby on your honeymoon. Areyou?'



Oh, boy. "Kateand | will haveto tak about that."

"l can call her Mom now, can't 7"

Brody shifted his gaze back to Jack'sin the mirror. "Y eah. Shelovesyou Jack.”

"I know." Jack rolled hiseyes. "That'swhy she'smarrying us.”

Brandon opened the door to see the groom and his best man grinning a each other. "Y ou guys ready?"
"Yeah! Comeon, Dad. Comeon. Let'sget married.”

Kate stepped out of the bride's room, held out a hand to her father.

"You're 0 beautiful." Helifted her hand to hislips. "My baby."

"Don't make me cry again. I'vejust put mysdf back together from Mom." She brushed fussly at his
lapd. "1'm so happy, Daddy. But | amnot going to walk down the aide with wet cheeks and red eyes.”

"Frogsin your somach?'

"| think they're doing the polka. | love you."

"l loveyou, Kétie."

"Okay. We're okay." She heard the music, nodded. "That's our cue.”

Shewaited, her arm tucked in her father'swhile her sister and her cousns who were her attendants
walked down the aide. While her little niece sprinkled rose petals on the long white runner.

Then she stepped into the doorway, in the billowing white dress and sparkling vell. All the nervesfaded
into sheer joy.

"L ook at them, Daddy. Aren't they wonderful ?*

She waked to them, feding the music. And when her father put her hand in Brady's, it was steady and
sure.

"Kate." As her father had, Brody lifted her hand to hislips. "I'll make her happy,” he said to Spence,
then looked into Kate's eyes. 'Y ou make me happy."

"Y ou look pretty.” Forgetting himsalf Jack bounced in his new shoes. Hisvoice carried through the
church. "You look redly pretty. Mom."

Her heart, aready full, overflowed. She bent to him, kissed his cheek. "'l love you, Jack. Y ou're mine
now," shetold him, then straightened, met Brady's eyes. "And so are you."

She passed her bouquet to her sister, took Jack's hand in her free one.

And married them both.
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