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ONE


THE DATE WAS CIRCLED IN RED ON THE Conan calendar behind the cash register.


Lumberjack Days.


Only a week away.


Stella groaned.


She must have been crazy to say she’d hand out campaign literature with Megan. Since when was she the type to walk along with the Lumberjack Days parade and hand out leaflets to parade watchers who didn’t want them?


Since never. That’s when.


Even if she and Megan were good friends, there were limits to friendship. She was capable of manning phone banks, addressing campaign literature, even designing campaign signs … signs that had turned out to be hotter than hot if she did say so herself. Megan had inadvertently become ‘The Green Lady’ in her state senate campaign, the designation compliments of the various green hues on her campaign signs. The media had picked up on the phrase and had made Megan a real contender against an incumbent from an old Minnesota political dynasty.


So really – whether one more person handed out leaflets during the parade was incidental. Right?


Aaargh.


As if Megan was going to let her off the hook that easily.


Damn. Why couldn’t she think of a way out – you know … something really plausible and polite – maybe even an excuse that would elicit sympathy.


A funeral wouldn’t work. She was more or less a relative – less except for her grandma who was either at the casino playing the nickel slots or running a marathon and was healthier than God, and her parents who were pretty young and lived in town besides, which made a fictitious funeral tougher to carry off. And outside of them – there had been only Aunt Martha who had died and left her this great house and the wherewithal to start her own comic book. But a second funeral for Aunt Martha was probably not going to fly because Megan had attended the real one.


Could she fake a sprained ankle?


A sudden attack of the flu?


PMS that affected her ability to walk?


Chewing on her drawing pencil, Stella glanced down at the page one sketch she was roughing in. How would her heroine, Marky B, handle such an ethical/potentially wimping-out situation? She’d kick butt of course, face the challenge, and come out on top. Which was the beauty of creating comic books. It had nothing to do with real life.


‘Are you open?’


Stella looked up from behind the counter, and suppressing a small ‘Wow’ she would have put in caps in a balloon for Marky B, her gaze lighted on the man entering her bookstore. ‘Ah – sort of – I guess,’ she said, like some dolt instead of uttering some clever, witty, perhaps sophisticated comment that would show him instantly she was worldly and accomplished despite her teddy bear pajamas and uncombed hair.


‘Your hours are on the door … I’m early, but’ – he shrugged faintly – ‘I saw you inside.’


For a man who looked like he did – lean, toned, darkly handsome in a Tolkien hero sort of way – she was tempted to say, ‘Your time is my time.’ But then an otherworldly-movie-star-type guy probably heard that a lot. ‘I live upstairs, so my hours are flexible,’ she said, trying to sound cool. Trying not to notice the really long lashes and dark bedroom eyes that Tolkien had never had the good sense to describe.


‘Nice place.’


Ohmygod … a sexy smile, too. But she managed to say, ‘Thanks. It’s my little piece of paradise,’ in a near normal tone. And a guy who looked like that was used to fawning women, she reminded herself. That was neither her style, nor her personal ambition. ‘You’re looking for Marvel, right? I usually can tell,’ she said, relegating his charismatic face and bod to the fantasy dustbin.


‘I hope your psychic powers are confined to comics,’ he said with a grin.


‘Are you hittin’ on me?’


‘Wouldn’t think of it.’


‘Good. It’s way too early.’ Or just inopportune. She looked like a bag lady.


‘I could come back later.’


Was that a wink? Yes? No? She should tell him right now that she never dated customers. ‘Why don’t we deal with the comics,’ she said, giving herself a little more time to drool before having to make one of those principled decisions. ‘Am I right or not about Marvels?’


‘Definitely psychic.’


‘In this business, it’s sometimes psycho, too.’


‘What the hell.’ He grinned. ‘Anyone can be normal.’


‘That’s my mantra.’ The comic book world was sometimes more appropriately written in caps, and the people who lived and breathed comics tended to be a little more out there than the average bear. ‘I see all kinds in here, present company excepted. You look pretty sane.’


‘I have my moments. Speaking of fringe though, Buddy Morton told me about your place.’


‘I suppose anyone who’s into Japanese underground stuff like Buddy is has a quirk or two.’ She preferred that her action heroes concentrate on saving the world, rather than chopping up people with their samurai swords and having kinky sex, but Buddy was a real good customer. ‘The Marvels are in the back,’ she added, pretty sure she didn’t want the conversation to veer in the direction of Buddy Morton’s interest in underground comics and kinky sex. At least not until she changed her rule about dating customers.


Sexy Guy moved away from the door and walked toward her – all lithe grace and animal magnetism – and she found herself sketching him in her mind. This guy would make one bomb-ass super hero.


‘Buddy tells me you’re doing cutting-edge stuff with your Marky B comic.’


‘I’m just starting out. It’s fun if nothing else.’ She slid out from behind the counter and started toward the back room, thinking fun with him would entail a large bed or, what the hell, twenty minutes anywhere.


‘Give me a heads up on your favorite Marky B’s, and I’ll buy some.’


‘You don’t have to do that.’ She gave him a glance over her shoulder. Jeez, he was right behind her – all that hard muscled male swagger up close and personal.


‘But I want to.’


Startled at his deep, husky rasp, she stopped, turned around, and met his gaze with what she hoped was an I’m-in-charge-here look. ‘Just for the record, we’re talking about comics.’


‘Sorry.’ He pointed at his throat. ‘Something caught in there.’


If he hadn’t been smiling, she might have bought it. ‘It’s too early to deal with wiseasses. I have something you want, not the other way around, so watch yourself.’


‘Gotcha. Comics.’ That tousled, just-out-of-bed look was hotter than any Victoria’s Secret ad, but he got the message.


She gave him a look. ‘Just so we’re on the same page.’


‘Gotcha. Comics, pages, stop, do not pass Go. You’re the boss.’


‘Very funny.’ She tried to glower, but her mouth twitched.


‘If you smile your face might break.’


‘What are you, five years old?’


‘Most people who own stores smile at their customers, that’s all,’ he said, looking innocent as hell. ‘Customer service 101.’


She’d like to do a whole lot more than smile at him, but the modicum of reason she possessed – not always to be relied on but apparently on the job this morning – cautioned her against throwing herself at a relative stranger no matter how much he looked like a Tolkien hero. ‘I’ll smile, okay?’


‘Hey, that’s nice.’


‘Thank you, and now what Marvels do you need?’ It probably wasn’t wise to stand too close for too long to this sexy man who was definitely hitting on her.


He almost said, ‘Great tits,’ ’cuz that was what he was thinking. But he backed up his brain, replayed her question, and said, ‘X-Men,’ instead.


‘Which X-Men?’


‘The Uncanny X-Men, issue ninety-four,’ he said, trying to keep his eyes off those teddy bears dancing across her boobs.


‘You and everyone else. That one’s pricey.’


‘I figured.’


He didn’t bat an eyelash. Did that mean his gray T-shirt, worn jeans, and shredded sneakers were urban chic instead of poverty? Or had he robbed his piggy bank? It happened in her business – the fanatic collectors, young kids especially, would spend their last penny for a special edition. ‘I have two copies.’ She pointed. ‘One is mint, the other is poor but readable.’ She turned to take them off the shelf.


He gave Stella the once-over – from her bare feet past her great ass to her blonde curls. Definitely nice. Buddy had said Stella Scott was worth making the trip to Stillwater, and he hadn’t been wrong. She could be a stand-in for a comic book heroine – slender, shapely, tawny blonde hair with a wide-eyed look that gave out innocent and sexy vibes at the same time.


According to Buddy, she was unattached. And according to his radar, she was interested.


He’d seen that look – the once-over, the approval. He was guessing if he asked, she’d say yes.


But with a store like this, one he was sure to patronize from the looks of her large inventory stored on floor-to-ceiling shelves, asking her might make more problems than it was worth. Casual dating was his strong suit; hooking up with her once or twice might mess up what could turn out to be a perfectly fine business relationship.


‘Here’s the mint one.’ She held out a comic in a clear plastic dust cover. ‘It’s the best X-Men 94 in the country.’ The pride in her voice was obvious, her real passion for comics momentarily overriding even bodacious hunks at close range.


Taking it from her, Danny whistled softly. ‘What a beauty. How much?’


‘Five and a quarter. The other copy is eighty bucks. Even without a decent cover, the inside is good reading.’


‘I’ll take the prime one.’


No hesitation. Not even a scintilla. He was either rich or into collecting before eating. ‘It’s a good price,’ she said.


He smiled. ‘I know. Show me your other X-Men.’


In the next ten minutes, he bought enough comics to make a real dent in her total weekly sales. She was hoping like hell he didn’t want to pay with a check, because she couldn’t take a chance on a personal check that large. But he paid with a credit card – thank you God – filling all the gaps in his X-Men collection to the max.


As she was putting the comics into bags, one of the neighborhood kids walked in, his skateboard under his arm, gave Stella the high sign, plopped down in a chair near the door, and shut his eyes. She ran baby-sitting central in the summer time – wall-to-wall kids from sunup to sundown.


When the door opened, Danny had turned, exposing in all their flagrant grossness the words on the back of his T-shirt: FREE MUSTACHE RIDES.


She should have known.


He had way the hell too much going for him to be humble.


Screw him and all the men like him who think every woman is waiting to get laid. ‘There you go,’ she said, plunking his bags down on the counter. ‘Have yourself a good day.’


He swung back, his brows drawn together. That wasn’t ‘Have a good day.’ That was one pissed woman. ‘Something wrong?’


‘Uh-uh.’ She gave him a tight smile. ‘Enjoy your comics.’


‘Thanks, I will.’ Grabbing the bags from the counter, he walked away. But there was something about her beyond the obvious that hit some kind of quirky nerve center in his brain, and when he reached the door, he hesitated. What the hell. He turned back. ‘Would you like to go to dinner sometime?’


‘No thanks. I don’t date customers.’ She lifted one shoulder in a faint shrug and took great satisfaction in saying ultra-sweetly, ‘It’s just business.’


‘Too bad,’ he said, pulling open the door.


Did he mean too bad for her or him, she wondered as he walked out. And what was with that casual tone? Didn’t he notice that she’d cut him off at the knees? Where was the satisfaction in blowing off a FREE MUSTACHE RIDES guy if he didn’t even get it? Particularly when she found herself feeling as though she might have missed something when she shouldn’t feel anything of the kind about a guy who wore that sexist, chauvinist-pig T-shirt.


STELLA HAD SCORED a direct hit though, even if she didn’t know it.


Danny hadn’t been turned down since – jeez – he couldn’t remember when.


As he descended the long bank of flagstone steps to the street, he reminded himself it wasn’t about winning or losing. Sometimes things worked out, and sometimes they didn’t. Not that he’d ever been on the ‘not working out’ side when it came to asking someone out, though.


But maybe it was true. Maybe she really didn’t date customers.


Not that it mattered – he’d had no intention of asking anyway.


He should thank her for saying no.


STANDING TO ONE side of the parlor window so she wouldn’t be visible from the street, Stella watched him get into a nondescript white pick-up truck. His chauvinist-pig mentality aside, it was a crying shame she couldn’t have checked him out. He was about as close to perfection as she’d seen off the pages of a hunks calendar. But discounting the macho sentiments on his T-shirt, he’d also spent too much money in her shop today for her to jeopardize a promising business connection by entering into any relationship whatsoever. He could turn out to be a lucrative customer. And she knew how a date would have gone with him anyway. He’d eventually ask, and she’d say no to that more-than-dinner proposition. Men like him were only familiar with women saying yes, and there she’d be – upsetting his perfect record.


It wasn’t that he wasn’t damned good-looking.


But feminist principles notwithstanding, she’d decided long ago to play it safe and not date customers. Comic book buyers were ninety percent male, and she was in business to make money.


It was all about her bottom line.


But bottom line or not, he’d managed to fire up her libido.


Not an everyday occurrence of late, when she’d been too busy to even think of sex.


She needed her therapist/best friend since grade school to cool her fevered brain, and the second he drove away, she called Megan. ‘You won’t believe who walked in and out of my store,’ she breathlessly exclaimed. ‘Picture a totally sexy cross between Viggo Mortensen and Orlando Bloom, with a dash of—’


‘It’s seven-thirty,’ Megan grumbled. ‘I was at a fund-raiser until midnight last night, and the kids are still sleeping. Could this wait?’


‘Sorry. Sure. But this guy was so good-looking I’m still undressing him in my mind.’


‘Undressing? Hey – I’m up, I’m up – my eyes are even open. Do you think he’d date a divorcée with two children, a dog, and two guppies?’


‘I’ll call you next time he comes in the store, and you can ask him. Although he did ask me out to dinner.’


‘Damn. Shatter my hopes at the crack of dawn.’


‘I turned him down.’


‘You’re insane, of course.’


‘I have my rule about dating customers. Besides, he wore a shirt that said FREE MUSTACHE RIDES on the back.’


‘Euwwwww. On the other hand, you hardly leave your house, thanks to your store hours and comic book deadlines. Maybe you could ignore the T-shirt. Otherwise, you’re never going to have a chance in hell of experiencing the hallowed state of matrimony.’


‘Do I hear you actually recommending marriage?’


‘It’s early. Obviously, I’m not thinking clearly.’


Megan’s husband had found his secretary more intriguing than his wife and family. Younger, too, Stella suspected. ‘Anyway, listen up. I’ll make your day.’ And she proceeded to describe the guy in all his drop-dead-gorgeous glory from head to foot.


‘Okay, you’ve got me panting now. What’s the name of this female fantasy?’


‘I don’t know. I didn’t ask – wait – his credit card receipt should have a name.’ Stella pressed a button on the cash register to roll out the drawer. ‘Danny Rees.’


‘Does he live around here?’


‘I didn’t ask, and it says here’ – Stella squinted at the receipt – ‘Xzodus Software, Inc. Jeez, he’s a computer geek.’


‘He doesn’t sound like a geek.’


‘He’s the exception to geekdom, no doubt about it.’ Although that might explain the Converse sneakers.


‘So now what?’


‘So nothing. Did I tell you he bought nearly three thousand dollars worth of comic books?’


‘Not more than ten times. You should be nice to him.’


‘And you should go back to sleep.’ Megan was always telling her she should go out more. ‘I’m done enthusing.’


‘Maybe he could be the exception to your rule.’


‘Nah. We’d go on a date and then what? I have a business to run. I can’t afford to piss off a customer.’


‘What makes you think you’d piss him off?’


‘You didn’t see him in person – he had that look … you know the one. He’s used to ladies chasing him. And he doesn’t chase them back. Charming, but detached. We’ve both met a few of those.’


Stella and Megan had grown up next door to each other, roomed together in college, then shared an apartment their first year of teaching. In general, they could finish each other’s sentences. Megan had married seven years ago, had two kids, then discovered her husband in a motel room with his secretary by accident. Which didn’t say much for Chad’s cleverness. The motel was right next door to his insurance office.


‘One learns,’ Megan pointedly said.


‘About good lawyers, too,’ Stella noted, amusement in her voice.


‘True. Did I tell you Mike asked me out for dinner?’


‘I don’t think so, because I would have remembered incredibly fantastic news like that. I hope you said yes.’


‘I said I’d think about it.’


‘What the hell’s wrong with you? Mike is great!’


‘I refused him real nicely. He understood. Christ, he’s a divorce lawyer. Why wouldn’t he? He said he’d ask me again next week.’


‘That’s sweet. A real Hallmark moment. We’ll have to go shopping and find you a new dress. You can’t wear sweats out to dinner.’ Megan taught phys ed, and although she looked great in sweats, because anyone who could pump a hundred pounds and run the mile in five minutes was trim and toned, there were times when even Juicy Couture sweats wouldn’t do.


‘Back at you, babe. Think about going out with your hunk if he promises to wear a more PC T-shirt. You’ve been home alone way too long. I mean it. You’re too damned fussy. They’re not tall enough or in tune with your world enough or God forbid, don’t like the same sports teams as you. You’re not going to find that perfect man. Take it from me. I know. You’ll have to seriously consider the concept of casual dating.’


‘I don’t think so. If I have to pass the evening with some stranger talking about topics I don’t want to talk about just to be polite, I’d rather weed the garden. I mean it. I hate to waste my time.’


‘Picky, picky, picky. What’s wrong with a drink and dinner and some idle chitchat?’


‘I’ll wait for you to set the example. You let me know how it goes with Mike.’


‘I’m done nagging. I don’t suppose you want to go to the beach today with the kids and me? You could get Amy to come in and mind the store.’


‘Some other time, but thanks. I’m busy with Marky B’s newest story line. Deadline’s Friday.’


‘Damn, there goes the dog barking, which is sure to wake up the kids – oh, yeah, right on cue. I hear Lily singing her good morning song to Bob, the bunny rabbit. Gotta go, the dog just jumped on my bed.’


The phone line went dead.


After her very good morning, sales-wise, Stella was tempted to go to the beach with Megan. But she wouldn’t. She was pretty compulsive about her business. Not that it was a burden in any way. She really liked her store and comic book creation, work and pleasure overlapping with almost a zenlike perfection. She might, however, want to think about going upstairs and dressing. The store would officially open in an hour. And in the summer, with kids on vacation, she had a mob scene just about every day.


Not that she was complaining. Kids were her best customers. They religiously bought their favorite comics every week. So she kept her store kid-friendly with board games set up on tables and old comics on racks for reading. Her only stipulation in terms of decorum was no gum. She hated scraping it off the carpet and furniture.




TWO


THE MORNING OF LUMBERJACK DAYS dawned sunny and bright.


Which meant there was no way a deluge or thunderstorm was going to cancel the parade.


Stella gazed out the window with a squinty frown and cursed the weatherman for actually being right in his predictions of sunny skies, light breezes, and temperatures in the eighties.


Lying in bed in her airy second-floor bedroom that overlooked the river, the birds singing outside her window apparently immune to her grumpy mood, she understood biting the bullet was her only recourse. With a small sigh, she threw back the light quilt and rolled out of bed.


By the time Megan called to be sure she was on schedule, Stella was dressed, caffeinated, and resigned to her fate.


‘Do you have the leaflets?’


She was tempted to say no. ‘They’re on the front porch,’ she said instead, because she knew she wasn’t going to break Megan of her habit of saying the obvious after twentysome years.


‘What are you wearing?’


‘Does it matter?’


‘Of course it matters. We have to look conservative or senatorial or professional at least. I’m wearing my blue linen pantsuit.’


‘Oops. I guess I’d better change my bikini top.’


‘Don’t tease, okay? I’m too nervous.’


‘I’m suitably attired. Everything’s good. Everything’s on track. Rest easy.’


‘I’ll try. But when my polling numbers went up again last week and I began to realize I might actually have a chance of winning this election, my anxiety levels escalated.’


‘Everything will go smoothly, kiddo. You’re on a roll. Relax.’


‘Thanks. I mean it, Stella. You’re my rock.’


Being a rock probably meant not complaining, Stella thought. ‘When you win this election, I will expect some suitable pork thrown in my direction. The potholes fixed on my street or something. Don’t forget. Are you bringing the kids?’


‘Would they miss a chance to be in a parade?’


‘Duh. Stupid question. I’ll bring a bag of Fizzies along.’


‘And a couple of those everything-but-the-kitchensink cookies from your store.’


*   *   *


THE PLEASANT TEMPERATURES of morning had risen to a humid eighty-four by the time the parade began, and the crowds massed along the street were drenched in sweat despite their straw hats and sun umbrellas and various alcoholic and nonalcoholic beverages supplied by the bars and restaurants lining the historic Main Street.


Lumberjack Days always drew an enormous crowd. Stillwater’s location on the river was an ideal weekend getaway, and the weather had really cooperated this year. The marching bands and floats with queens from every nearby small town, the local Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, the troops of sundry VFW and Legions – some mounted, some marching – the motorcycle police and freshly washed fire trucks, and the clowns and mimes of every description began their progression at the north end of town, slowly moved down the eight blocks of Main Street that were literally packed to overflowing with watchers, before dispersing in a milling throng at the riverfront park. Megan and Stella ran out of leaflets a block short of the end, but by and large, people had politely accepted the campaign literature. All Stella’s concerns about rude remarks or disinterest had been negated by Minnesota nice. In fact, there were enough viewers who recognized Megan from her TV interviews and gave her the high sign to make the entire long, sweaty walk worth the angst and effort.


‘You’re going to be the next senator from the tenth district,’ Stella declared, sitting down under the shade of a tree and pulling out a Fizzie. ‘They can stop polling now. I have a vision.’


Plopping down beside her, Megan smiled. ‘You think? Although it did look pretty good out there, didn’t it?’


Stella lifted the Fizzie bottle in salute. ‘To a winner.’


‘Gimme the Fizzie,’ little Ruthie exclaimed.


‘Please, may I have the Fizzie, sweetie,’ her mother corrected.


‘Here, Ruthie, you deserve it.’ Stella handed over the bottle. ‘That was a long walk for a five-year-old.’


The breeze off the river was cool, and the crowds were slowly moving north in the direction of the carnival and food booths set up near the high bridge.


‘Can I have a grape one?’ Joey looked sweaty and hopeful.


‘Let me check.’ Stella turned over the remaining Fizzie in her insulated bag. ‘This is your lucky day.’ She handed him a grape Fizzie.


Megan lifted her eyebrows. ‘I don’t suppose you have a pomegranate martini in your little satchel?’


‘There’s martinis over there.’ Joey pointed to a sleek yacht docked at the riverside. The quay was lined with boats of various sizes, the slips bordering the park reserved a year in advance for Lumberjack Days weekend. On the particular yacht Joey indicated, the decks were awash with swimsuited people, several of whom had martini glasses in hand.


‘Now that’s the way to travel,’ Megan murmured. ‘First class all the way. Not an ounce of cellulite as far as the eye can see.’


Stella smiled. ‘It’s not allowed when you own a yacht. No cellulite is in the contract.’


‘That guy’s waving at us.’


Joey had excellent eyesight. A man wearing a captain’s hat with his swimsuit stood at the rail on the highest deck, waving frantically.


‘Small world,’ Stella murmured. ‘That’s Buddy Morton, one of my customers. He never said he had a yacht. Although he did talk about his race horses, so I suppose I should have suspected.’


Megan’s gaze narrowed slightly. ‘I get the impression he’d like us to come over.’


‘No kidding,’ Joey said. ‘He’s waving like crazy and screaming Stella’s name. Can we ride on his big boat? Can we? Please, please, pleeeese?’


‘We can at least go over and stand on it,’ Stella said, rising from the grass. ‘He may not want to lose his spot on the quay.’ The river was alive with boats, most waiting to dock.


‘Ask him to take us for a ride!’ Joey was hopping from foot to foot. ‘Could ya, huh, huh, could ya?’


‘Remember your manners,’ Megan cautioned. ‘We can’t just ask this man to take his boat out for us.’


‘Come on, let’s go and take a look anyway,’ Stella said. ‘We’ll get a chance to see how the rich and famous live.’




THREE


BUDDY MET THEM AT THE GANGWAY. ‘What a nice surprise – in this mob of people, too. What did you think of the parade?’ he asked, welcoming them onboard. ‘It was great, wasn’t it?’


Stella smiled. ‘Absolutely – a perfect day for a parade. This is my friend, Megan Sullivan, and her children, Ruthie and Joey. Megan, kids, Buddy Morton.’


‘Wow! This is one humongous boat!’ Joey exclaimed.


‘Joey wants a ride,’ Ruthie piped up. ‘Really, really bad.’


‘Sorry about that.’ Megan rolled her eyes. ‘Kids.’


‘Megan’s running for state senate,’ Stella offered. ‘We walked along with the parade and passed out campaign literature.’


‘The senate? Congratulations.’ Buddy glanced down at Joey and winked. ‘And maybe we can take the boat out later.’


‘Wow! Did you hear that, Mom! He said maybe!’


‘I have to see what the others onboard want to do.’ Buddy made a small palms-up gesture. ‘Some want to see the town and street dance, some the river. But come on – have a cool drink and check out the view.’


As they followed Buddy down the gleaming deck, Megan gave Stella one of those raised eyebrow looks – you know, the half question, half way-to-go look.


Stella returned a cautionary frown, warning off any potential grilling on Buddy Morton’s dating qualifications. Megan was always trying to line her up when she didn’t want to be lined up or even be in the running to be lined up. Whether Buddy was married, unmarried, divorced, or in a long-standing relationship had never crossed her mind, because she didn’t care. It was as simple as that.


With some men there were vibes.


With others like Buddy – none at all.


Unlike the hot stud last week who had walked into her store and taken up a prominent position – front and center – in her mind. She’d dealt with the unwanted image by consigning him to her fantasy world, letting Marky B take on a new hunky cohort in her fight for right. It was the crassest displacement of course, but highly effective. And by Friday morning, when she’d sent her latest comic to the printers, her Xzodus Software man had been relegated to six pages in The Remarkable Adventures of Marky B, Chapter 31.


Not that her coping mechanism would bear close scrutiny.


But then she’d understood long ago that her psychological profile wasn’t anywhere near the middle of the pack. Rationalize and move on. That was her motto.


With two bartenders dispensing drinks on the top deck, Megan soon had her pomegranate martini, the kids had fruit slushies, and Stella was trying to decide between a chocolate martini and a beer that would be less apt to spill on the gently rocking boat.


‘One of those,’ she finally said, pointing to a Belgium pilsner nestled in a tub of ice along with a dozen other kinds of beer from around the world. Buddy had financial resources, no doubt about that. Bartenders on each deck, catering staff dispensing hors d’oeuvres and picking up the mess, a buffet twenty feet long manned by servers at attention. Not to mention this yacht – definitely a seven-figure baby.


When they were supplied with drinks, Buddy gave them a guided tour, introducing them to some of the beautiful, tanned, buff, perfectly coiffed people as they moved from deck to deck. When they reached the bridge, the children were absolutely thrilled when he let them sit at the wheel in the high padded captain’s chair.


‘Boy, am I gonna tell Tommy about this!’ Joey crowed. ‘Look, I’m turning the wheel! Tommy never did anything this cool – not in a million years!’


When it was her turn, Ruthie sat mesmerized by the sleek panel of lights, flipping approved switches off and on with childish glee. ‘Just like in a rocket to the moon,’ she said, beaming from ear to ear.


‘I bet it goes that fast, too!’ Joey exclaimed. ‘I just know it does!’


‘If there’s time, we’ll take her out,’ Buddy offered. ‘I’ll show you the engine room next. You’ll like the twin engines, Joey. They’re custom made.’


A crewman entered the bridge. ‘One of your guests fell in, boss.’ He shrugged. ‘I think. She might have dived in.’


Buddy smiled at his guests. ‘It’s probably Kirsty, who always likes to dive after a few drinks. Make yourself at home. I’ll be right back.’


As Buddy walked away, Megan grinned at Stella. ‘Race horses and a yacht?’ she whispered. ‘This could be your future.’


‘Or yours. He’s not my type.’


‘How would you know? You don’t let anyone close enough.’


‘I’ve done my share of dating. It’s just not a good time for me now. I’m really busy.’


‘Is this great or what?’ Joey cried, his nose pressed against the window. ‘We’re practically higher than the trees. Hey, I can see tons of sandwiches on the table below!’


‘And there’s chocolate cake, too,’ Ruthie noted with a touch of longing in her voice. ‘Really good chocolate cake.’ She turned in the captain’s chair. ‘And tiny little hot dogs. Can I have some more of those, too, Mom? Please?’


‘Go on – get the kids some,’ Stella offered. ‘I’ll enjoy the view out there on the back of the boat.’


‘The stern,’ Joey corrected with six-year-old expertise, thanks to his age-appropriate Titanic ship-in-a-bottle kit he got for his birthday.


‘Right. The stern of the boat. There’s a good breeze, and I’m still sweating.’


‘If you don’t mind, I am starved,’ Megan murmured. ‘I didn’t want to look like a pig and take one of everything when we walked by the buffet.’


‘No one’s looking now. Go for it. Take your time. I’ll try out one of those lounge chairs.’


‘Deck chairs,’ Joey said.


‘Right again. Thanks, Joey.’


The kids raced away, Megan following in their wake, and a few moments later Stella was stretched out on a cushioned chaise, her sandals kicked off, a breeze ruffling her hair, her last ‘everything’ cookie in hand. Perfect. Peace and quiet. Life was good.


With luck, Buddy would be occupied for some time with the ‘woman overboard’ and she could enjoy the river and the superfine day without having to brace herself against Buddy making a move. Her no-dating-the-customers rule had always been a matter of real diplomacy with him. The fact that he was one of her best customers made it even more dicey to say no without hurting his feelings.


‘It was an awesome day for a parade, wasn’t it?’


She didn’t have to turn around to know the possible rule-breaker of all time was standing behind her. And if he was wearing a swimsuit like everyone else on this boat, she was going to hyperventilate big time. Count to ten, no, there’s no time, turn, don’t turn, could she pretend she didn’t hear him? Probably not with her face turning red. Say something. For God’s sake, say something before you look like a complete idiot! Turning, she tried not to look at you-know-what that was at eye level as he stood there in surfer swim trunks and nothing else! ‘It’s perfect – I mean … the day – and parade – was perfect – couldn’t be better.’ Now if she could just melt into the cushion and disappear so she didn’t have to see that knowing smile, or maybe it was a seductive smile, or maybe everything about him was seductive, considering the whole package was pretty much on full frontal display – tropical print swim trunks notwithstanding.


‘That looks good.’ He dipped his head and flashed his smile again as he sat down on the end of an adjacent chaise.


What looked good? What did he mean? How should she respond? A smile, a nod, something bland and all purpose?


‘I saw those cookies in your store.’


She felt the heat of that perfect white smile again and also felt a tiny ripple in a place she hadn’t felt a ripple for a very long time. Or maybe it was the way he’d said ‘in your store,’ in a deep, silken tone that suggested something possibly in somewhere else. Or more likely she was hallucinating with that lean, taut body close enough to touch. ‘It’s a family recipe,’ she said, her voice breathy when there wasn’t a reason in the world why it should be breathy, when her grandma’s ‘everything’ cookies had never generated anything but a sigh of contentment in the past.


‘Care to share?’


‘Share?’ Could he speak more definitively so she didn’t have to feel as though she was trying to interpret a foreign language?


‘The cookie,’ he said. The flush on her cheeks was a real turn on. ‘It looks good.’


‘Oh.’ Tamping down various possibilities racing through her brain – many having a sexual connotation – she thrust the cookie at him.


He reached for it.


She let go – a fraction of a second too early.


And the cookie hit the deck and shattered.


‘Jeez, sorry.’ She blew out a breath.


‘Not a problem.’ Leaning over, he began to pick up the pieces. ‘The deck’s clean enough to eat off anyway.’ Looking up from under his unbelievably long, dark lashes, he winked. ‘Buddy’s into antiseptic. Not that that’s all bad, I suppose.’


‘You say it like you aren’t.’


‘Probably not.’ He set the cookie pieces on the chaise. ‘With the exception of my car maybe.’


‘Your truck.’


‘Yeah – truck. And someone comes in and cleans my place a couple times a month. That’s about it. I’m pretty middle-of-the-road. No fetishes.’


She was really tempted to reply – the word fetishes conjuring up a wild array of pleasurable little vignettes when looking at a man like him. But then he popped a piece of cookie into his mouth, and those TV ads with all the crawly germs displaced more pleasant thoughts. ‘Are you sure that’s wise – eating that cookie? There’s a buffet to die for downstairs.’


‘The cookie’s good. Really, the deck’s clean.’


‘If you say so.’ But she wasn’t going to eat any of that cookie. ‘How do you know Buddy?’ she asked, steering the conversation onto safer ground than fetish speculation.


‘We met golfing in Florida. When I found out he was a comic collector – you know how that goes. Instant rapport. By the way, Marky B is a real winner. I read those new issues I bought.’ He’d also checked out her story about not dating customers with Buddy. It was for real. But then rules were made to be broken.


‘Thanks.’


‘You’re self-published?’


‘It’s easy with the Internet. An international audience at your fingertips. What do you do?’ If he was playing golf where Buddy Morton was playing, he must have a good job.


‘Not much.’


‘You must do something.’


‘I have a small farm on the other side of the river. It keeps me busy.’
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