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Part I: The Age of Innocence

 

"....how shall I explain? I - it's always so. Each time you happen to me all over again."

~Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Wendy Thomas sighed as soon as she exited off the interstate, anticipating how good it would feel to get out of the confines of her car and really stretch. She'd been on the road for the better part of the day with minimal stops.

Better yet, I'll just shower and hit the sack, and unpack tomorrow. Yeah, much better plan.

Something caught her eye in the rearview mirror, and she turned to look over her right shoulder to see a car barreling past her on the exit ramp toward the turn lane. She edged her car farther to the left protectively. "What...?"

The car passed and entered the turn lane, barely stopping to check traffic before speeding on.

"Idiot," Wendy said under her breath, clenching her jaw in anger and disbelief.

One thing I didn't miss--Milwaukee's insane, defensive driving. More like offensive! She'd lived in Milwaukee all her life and she'd learned to merge, dodge, edge out, rev on the line like a race car driver, shoot forward and barrel down with the rest of them. But it'd been nice for a little while to be in a town where everyone drove the speed limit, sometimes slower, and actually obeyed safety and traffic laws instead of creating their own, like those in Milwaukee, so they'd become the rule instead of the exception.

This morning, in the cabin, while she and the other female counselors had packed their things, she'd felt a twinge of sadness at the end of her summer job. She'd been away from home for a little more than a month, teaching at a camp for blind children in a small town in Nebraska. At eighteen, she'd been the youngest counselor in the program, but she'd garnered a lot of high recommendations from her previous volunteer work.

Even now, remembering the children and her peers, Wendy smiled sadly. She would miss everyone. They'd formed a strong bond, even though she'd learned from experience to detach herself slightly or drown. She'd helped the kids, in some small way, to lead more productive, happy lives. In a way I can never help those I know, she added to herself, her thoughts on her mother and her best friend, Jessie Nelson.

She put her mind back on that hot shower and sleep as she neared her home. No more thinking today. Too soon she'd be back into the old groove. Right now she didn't want to experience guilt for feeling that sometimes she'd just like to be Wendy, the daughter, the friend, the individual.

The streets she knew so well brought her closer to the two-story home she'd grown up in. While the front exterior was classic Georgian, the inside and back were ultramodern. As she zipped onto the three-car garage approach, she sighed again.

Home. Yeah, this is good.

Turning off her car, she forced her cramped muscles to cooperate in getting her out and on her feet. When Grace, the Thomas' long-time maid rushed out, Wendy started to smile in greeting. But then Grace thrust a yellow slip at her. "Can you pick up the dry cleaning? Your daddy needs his tuxedo for tonight. Your mother's got me doing half-dozen things at once. Quisdale annual cocktail party, you know. Insanity."

In shock, Wendy watched as Grace scurried toward the house. She stopped and turned back before reaching the front door. "Oh."

Wendy waited expectantly for a real greeting.

"Can you also stop by and grab a bottle of wine? I already called it in and they know you. They shouldn't card you."

Well, glad to see you, too! Wendy wondered why she was surprised. But then Grace rushed back and hugged her, just as quickly as she'd run out and dropped a load of errands in her lap. "It's good to see you home again, hon. I don't know how this house runs without you."

Grace smiled at her, her plump, familiar face too sweet for Wendy to remain wounded.

"Your mom has been asking all day if you're home yet. I'm sure she'll want to see you right away when you get back."

Grace zipped back into the house, and Wendy scolded herself for frowning at her parting words. People needed her. She'd rather have that than the alternative. Not being needed or wanted by your own parents was something her neighbor and life-long friend Jessie had faced all her life.

With a heavy sigh of disappointment, Wendy opened the door of her car again and slid back into the cramped confines.

Well, I'm glad to be almost home, she thought with good-natured acceptance.
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"Tuxedo. And Chablis," Wendy said when she stepped into the kitchen from the garage door.

Grace looked up from folding laundry. "You're an absolute doll."

Wendy smiled as Grace took the offerings from her. Despite knowing Grace most of her life, she hadn't always noticed how different she was from other people. Grace reminded her of Nana, the housekeeper in Disney's animated cartoon 101 Dalmatians, or Edith Bunker. Grace didn't walk. She rushed, scurried, darted. Wendy wasn't sure if she'd always been that way or if the mistress of the Thomas' house caused it with near-constant needs. Wendy's mother had a subtle way of making it seem that if something didn't get done, she'd suffer excruciating torment inside her own body at the prospect.

"She asked for you again while you were gone," Grace imparted, and Wendy nodded.

"I'll get my luggage out of my car and head right up." Another fifteen minutes, and you'll be standing under a steaming spray that'll work all these kinks out, she told herself as she lugged her three, oversize duffel bags up the winding staircase.

With an "Uh", she hefted the bags off her shoulders outside her bedroom door, without entering, and headed toward her parents' room at the end of the hall. Her neck, shoulders, back and legs all ached horribly, yet she put on a smile after she tapped on the bedroom door and her mother called out a welcome.

"I can't even dress myself without you," Felicia--as she'd insisted on being called by her children--looked at her reflection in the mirror of her vanity. "I spent the whole social season looking like a frumpy old maid."

Wendy shook her head as she glanced at the pile of cocktail dresses on the bed. Her mother sat in a satin slip. "Ah, so Dad locked you in the closet the whole while, huh?"

Her mother laughed as she removed the necklace she'd apparently put on with the last discarded dress. As much as she said she hated social activities, Felicia constantly thrust herself into them with her charity activities. Wendy understood why she volunteered so much, but her attempts to feel better about herself rarely worked. The only thing she really enjoyed, just for herself, was her work at Nelson Cosmetics. She worked in the lab, creating fragrances. It was where she'd met Wendy's father, who was vice president of the company.

The annual Quisdale cocktail party was an event put on by one of Nelson Cosmetics' biggest clients.

"I just don't have your confidence and poise for these things," her mother said, and Wendy temporarily took the comment in the way she initially would a skipping record. Let it go and maybe it would fix itself. "I wish you could go, too, like you did when you were little. You were so sophisticated in those velvet cocktail dresses. You captivated everyone."

Wendy remembered those times clearly. She'd felt like a super-computer on display. Show them how smart you are, Wendy. You can out-think anybody here. Isn't she amazing? And she's only seven!

She'd been glad when her parents allowed her autonomy to decide pretty much her whole life at the age of eleven. The first thing to go had been attending those ridiculous, outshine-the-Jones' cocktail parties.

Shuffling through the stack of dresses on the bed, Wendy chose an off-the-shoulder, white one that shimmered like diamonds. It brought out the sparkle in her mother's beautiful eyes and emphasized her shining, dark hair. As soon as she held it out, Felicia stood, took the dress and put it on immediately.

While she dressed, Wendy chose jewelry, knowing her mother would ask her to pick that out for her, too.

"Is Dad still at work?" Wendy remembered how she'd watched her mother get ready for a party when she was a little girl. To Wendy, her mother had always been the most beautiful creature on two legs. She still was. Her name fit her perfectly. Felicia, tiny, lovely and so very, very fragile.

Her mother nodded, turning her back so Wendy could put the multi-tiered, diamond teardrop necklace on her.

"I think he's having an affair."

The only thing that surprised Wendy about the admission was that her mother had said it so soon. She'd uttered the words so often in the past, there were times Wendy wanted to shake her and scream, "You're the one who's paranoid. You're creating a delusion with it because you're so insecure. Dad would never, ever cheat on you. He's too good a man. And what woman could ever compare to you?"

Felicia seemed to think every other woman in the world was more attractive and a better catch. Wendy's father treated his wife like royalty and loved her more than anything else in the world. In his daughter's mind, he was the perfect man.

Wendy could never confront her mother about her misconceptions though. Felicia would probably shatter if Wendy ever thrust a psychological microscope on her. Instead, she turned her mother toward the full-length mirror and said, "Why would Dad ever want someone else? Look at you. You're absolutely stunning. Every other woman turns to dust in your wake."

Wendy had said the one thing that could temporarily subdue her mother. Felicia's need for reassurance was chronic. She had no inner strength at all.

Felicia smiled slightly. "Do you really think so?"

Swallowing hard at the ache of realizing every fix was temporary and she could never help her mother permanently, Wendy nodded with tears in her eyes. "With all my heart."

Her mother turned to her, kissing her cheek and hugging her with a long sigh. "It's good to have you back. I missed you, sweetie. I don't know what I'd do without you. You're my stronghold and guardian angel."

Wendy took a deep breath, seeing herself in the mirror as if from multiple déjà vu angles. As long as she could remember, she'd been supporting her mother emotionally and building her back up. Felicia couldn't let go and help herself in any way. It'd been hard enough for her to finally concede to allow Wendy to start school--months from the age of seven. She'd been a mother to her own mother all her life.

When Felicia backed up, she said, "Well, I better finish getting ready or I'll give your father another reason to look elsewhere for companionship."

Knowing her mother felt a twinge of embarrassment for her own neediness, Wendy left the room without comment, her chest heavy with the need to cry or roar her frustration. Her father came down the hallway toward her with his tuxedo in hand. Relieved to have something to distract her from her own sense of helplessness, she grinned at him widely.

Her parents really did make a gorgeous couple. She'd spent her life thinking her father was the most handsome man in the world, though she'd outgrown that in favor of guys closer to her age--ones a little less clean-cut, a little more wild. She still thought he looked better the older he got, with the silver streaking his temples and his smile buried in deep, attractive grooves around his mouth.

"Is your mother ready?"

"Yup."

He hugged her lingeringly, allowing her to relax for the first time since she got home. "It's good to have you back, sweetheart. Among the dozens of reasons why is that we're never late for anything when you're around."

"I run a tight ship," Wendy said, laughing.

He pulled back slightly. "You're welcome to join us tonight."

She shook her head. Positively, she wasn't going. "I'll probably have a hard enough time getting Steve to relent in throwing me a welcome home party. I really just want to sleep."

At the mention of Steve, Wendy's brother and his own son, her father's face darkened. Trying not to let his ridiculous disapproval of Steve's choice of college and his class load of music courses instead of business annoy her, she bent to pick up her duffel bags one by one, hoisting them over her shoulders again.

"Would you mind calling the limousine service to confirm, sweetheart? I didn't get a chance to yet, and I still have to get ready."

He handed her the phone number and time of arrival, and Wendy took a deep breath before letting the heavy bags slide off her shoulders once more. "Sure. No problem."

He started off down the hall, tossing back almost carelessly, "Have some fun, Wendy. Sleep tomorrow. You work too hard. You deserve a night out once in a while."

"Look who's talking," Wendy called back, and he laughed before entering the bedroom and closing the door behind him.

Wendy looked down at the scrap of paper in her hand. Get this over with and then maybe I can at least shower.

As she went to the phone on the pickled pine table in the hall, she realized no one had even bothered to ask her how her summer went.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Too tired to consider pajamas, Wendy slid under the cool sheets wantonly nude and already drifting off. Ahh, at last.

Brrrgggg!

Her eyes flew open in disbelief, and she stared at her shrilling phone. No one knew she was home except her parents. She hadn't told anyone when she'd get back, outside of a vague, "Sometime Friday" to the few who'd asked.

With a growl coming out from between her teeth, she reached for the phone on her nightstand. "I'm not home," she greeted the person who dared interrupt her much needed sleep.

"I've suspected it for years, but I didn't wanna say anything," Jessie said with far too much energy.

"How did you know I was home?"

"I sat pining by my window, of course."

"Mhm. Goodnight."

"No way!" Jessie squealed. "Sleep when you're dead, girl! Get over here. We need to talk." With that, she hung up.

Wendy cursed her best friend. Dropping the phone back in its cradle, she thought about ignoring her summons, even closed her eyes for a minute. Then the need to catch up with whatever trouble--and there was always trouble--Jessie was in now pressured Wendy into opening her eyes. As her father had said, she could sleep tomorrow. The only problem with that was that the school year started next Monday and she still had to go shopping for supplies. New clothes. Get a haircut. Put gas in the car.

"All right, all right, I'm up," she said to her empty room, dragging herself out of bed. She put on comfortable jeans and a cropped, off-the-shoulder top. Because she knew Jessie would be dragging her off somewhere, she added a touch of make-up and blow-dried her hair before heading downstairs to the kitchen.

All she'd eaten today was a burger and fries from the drive-through around noon, and of course the usual unhealthy snacks from road stops. After grabbing an apple from the kitchen table, Wendy walked across the lawn next door to Jessie's house.

Despite the fact that the Nelsons' went through household help like dirty socks, the maid who opened the door was one Wendy knew from before she left for the camp. Wordlessly, she let Wendy in and walked in the direction of the kitchen, allowing her to assume Jessie was upstairs.

"You cut your hair," Jessie said the second she opened her bedroom door. Not "Hi. Good to see you." Not "I missed you. Welcome home."

Wearing only a frothy concoction of red lace bra and panties, Jessie went back to her mirror and make-up.

"Too short?" Wendy felt a little uncomfortable with the new hairstyle she'd chosen for convenience during her weeks away. She'd wanted to spend her time with the kids, not with her hair.

"It fits ya," Jessie said laconically, lining her full lips with a pencil.

Jessie's auburn hair fell in thick, sexy ringlets halfway down her back. She was the type of female who could never look right with short hair. She personified sex and the ultimate femininity too much for that. Her hair fit her perfectly, as did her petite yet highly curvaceous body and deep bronze skin tone.

Wendy sat on a chair across from Jessie's vanity table and bit aggressively into her apple.

"So, d'you get laid at that camp or what?" Jess caught her eye in the mirror.

Wendy shook her head. "It was a camp for blind kids, not nymphomaniacs."

Jessie chuckled, yet insisted, "Come on. Whenever my parents sent me to camp when I was kid, it was all about experimenting with sex."

"I guess we must have gone to different camps."

Jessie laughed energetically.

Wendy shook her head again. "Although..."

Slapping down the tube of lipstick, her friend turned to face her. "What although?"

Jessie could talk about sex all day. If Wendy gave her this crumb, she'd dragged the whole piece of bread out of her. "Nothing."

"No, not nothing." Jessie got up and sat at the end of her bed, near Wendy's chair. She leaned over, spilling out of her bra from every angle, and demanded "Tell me!"

"It really is nothing. I'd bore you. There's no sex in this tale. Just some kissing."

Jessie stared hard at her, then seemed to conclude she wasn't holding back. "Oh. I assume you mean kissing with the lips on your face with the lips on his face?"

"Geez!" Wendy said simply, astounded by Jessie's dirty mind.

When her friend went back to her make-up ritual, Wendy went back to her apple, feeling the wash of guilt she'd left the camp in.

She had met a guy, one of the counselors, at the camp. A lot of the counselors had been male and they'd all become a team of close, temporary friends. There'd been a lot of meaningless flirtations. Wendy had never been and never would be the femme fatale Jessie was, but it was nice to be in the role for a short time. She'd liked all the attention the guys gave her, the constant come-ons, joking and feigned, hard pursuit. She'd never felt her own sexuality so strongly. One of the male counselors in particular, Dean, had seemed attracted to her in more than a fun way, and she'd found him attractive, too. While she liked the guys she dated in school, she'd never been attracted to any of them. She was attracted to older men, mature, "seasoned" men.

Men like Dean. She and Dean had kissed quite a bit, silly and innocent as that would seem to Jessie. At eighteen, Wendy had been kissed but she'd never really made out. This had been really nice. But she'd assumed from the very beginning that the kissing was just a fun, summer thing. Why would there be a commitment to something they'd only be involved in for a handful of weeks?

Apparently, Dean had been thinking in terms of commitment, Wendy acknowledged for a second, humiliating time. He might have even been falling in love with her. This morning, right after she'd packed and was getting everything into her car, Dean had asked to see her again, shocking her. He lived in Omaha, Nebraska, she in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. She didn't have a clue how his suggestion of driving up every couple weeks could work. Truthfully, she hadn't wanted anything that serious. When he went on to say he'd stay in a hotel...or with her, if she was interested, she'd choked out, "I'm not sure how my parents would feel about that."

It'd been his turn to stare at her like she'd thrown cold water on him. "Parents? You still live with your parents?"

Swallowing hard, she'd told him, yeah, most eighteen-year-olds about to start their senior year in high school still lived with their parents. How could he have not known she was only eighteen? She assumed everyone in the camp knew. Somehow he hadn't. He'd believed she was twenty-two or twenty-three, the way he was.

Twenty-two or twenty-three! She still couldn't get over that, let alone the regret and guilt for the way she'd unintentionally led him on with the kissing. Jessie liked breaking hearts. She did it easily and enthusiastically--it made her feel good. Wendy didn't like the feeling at all.

When Jess stood up to put on a skimpy red dress with a black zipper down the front, Wendy looked at herself in the mirror. Did the haircut make her look older? Maybe, she decided, noting that the tapered ends brought out her cheekbones in a mature way.

Then she saw Jessie's breasts spilling out of the zipper she'd left down too far and compared her own chest. Nope, didn't blossom a single bit there this summer. Her breasts barely made bumps in her half top.

You're tall and willowy, you've been told that all your life. Just because Jessie could crash cars with her curvy body doesn't mean you're not attractive with your sleek one.

Frowning at herself, Wendy acknowledged that men didn't notice sleek women. Men liked women who were all boobs, no waist, and miles of tan legs. The only deep tan Wendy could achieve was around her sunglasses, just where she never wanted it.

That's the type Paul Randall always has wrapped around him. Wendy surprised herself with her jealous, instinctive thought. Boobs and legs.

She'd tried very hard not to think of Paul this summer and had pretty much succeeded. The mere thought of him now brought back the memories of her long-time crush on him. He was her brother's friend and someone who barely noticed her except to pat her on the head occasionally, like she was a nice pooch. At twenty-one, maybe he wasn't supposed to notice a girl not even out of high school.

Wendy realized with a start that Jessie had been talking all this time and she hadn't heard a word. She wasn't surprised Jessie hadn't noticed though. Jessie always assumed the world revolved around her.

Feeling selfish once more, Wendy pulled herself up to listen to her friend. Before she could piece together what Jessie was talking about, the phone rang. Whoever called got an earful of Jessie's sexiest voice. Wendy's face burned, just listening to her say nothing with her words, yet everything with her tone.

To her surprise, Jessie handed her the phone. "That big, sexy hunk you call brother," she explained.

Wendy tossed her apple core into the trash before taking the receiver. She and Jessie had grown up as neighbors. To Wendy, getting involved with Tommie, Jessie's brother, would have been like getting involved with her own brother. Yet as long as she could remember, Jessie had been lusting after Steve. It didn't help that he seemed to feel the same thing for her, even though he tried to hide it from Tommie as well as Jessie.

"Hey, you're home," Steve greeted her warmly, and Wendy smiled with tears in her eyes. She'd missed him. "Jess tell you I'm throwing you a party at Mitch's tonight?"

Had Jessie told her in her lapse? "Ahh..."

"So are you coming?"

She'd never been able to say no to her big brother. Now was no exception. She wanted to see him and all their friends anyway, even if she knew she'd simply been an excuse to throw a party.

"I'll be there. Missed you."

"Yeah. Me, too. See you soon."

She hung up and brought the phone back to the table.

"Are you driving?" Jessie's tone didn't really ask a question.

"Sure," Wendy agreed. "I need to get my keys."

As they went next door, Wendy wondered if Paul would be there and whether Jessie had ever slept with Paul. She'd never told Jessie or anyone else she had a crush on Paul. Jess was far too needy for male attention to allow another woman to have even one of them. If Jessie knew Wendy liked Paul, she'd pursue him and conquer him as a simple matter of pride.

Ahh, friendship. It wasn't easy to be Jessie's best friend sometimes, but Wendy knew and understood her too well. Jessie's parents owned Nelson Cosmetics and their whole life was devoted to it. Servants had raised Tommie. Tommie had raised Jessie. Even now that he was out on his own, he couldn't let that responsibility go. No one could tame Jess though. Her parents' lack of love and care had left her feeling like the only way to win was to live her life like she might die tomorrow. Wendy could still remember all the times Jessie had tried to attract her parents' attention and all the times she'd cried herself sick while Wendy patted her back and listed all the people who did love her.

In her bedroom, Wendy got her keys and threw her pocketbook into a bag along with the first book she grabbed off the shelf. While she couldn't wait to see her friends, she wasn't a party animal. Eventually she'd get bored and need something to do. And, after one beer tonight, she just might fall asleep on Mitch's couch.
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Jessie jumped out of Wendy's Fiero before she'd even parallel parked across the street from Mitch's house. Wendy shook her head. On the twenty minute drive, Jessie had revealed her whole summer in very few words. Wendy had known her long enough to read between the lines. None of it was good. How can you understand someone, see them heading for trouble and yet realize there's almost nothing you can do to stop or stall the collision course?

Wendy shut off her car and exhaled heavily. Jessie became easily bored by doing anything constructive. School was a nuisance. Caring friends were tiresome. She wanted to dance, party, use sex the way she did alcohol and drugs. Getting caught was another part of the high for her. How did we get so far from each other? What made me ever think we might be soul sisters?

Just then someone knocked on the passenger window. Turning, she saw her older brother Steve.

She shook her feeling of helplessness, grabbed her bag and jumped out.

"You cut your hair," he said as soon as he saw her, and Wendy laughed. She hadn't realized people were so attached to her hair when it was longer.

"Yeah, is that a crime?"

Steve laughed, too, and she stepped into his arms and hugged him hard. They'd been close as long as she could remember. Steve never treated her like the annoying, silly little sister. Instead, they always hung around together, so his friends became her friends very early in her life.

"So how's it going? How's college? How's the band?" She stepped back to lean against her car, still smiling up at him.

People said she and Steve looked a lot alike. They both had blond hair, brown eyes. He was only an inch or two taller than her. As far as Wendy was concerned, the similarity ended there. Ever since Steve had graduated high school and made his exodus out of the house and into a life of his own, he seemed to have left behind the lanky kid stuff. Physically, he'd become a man--an attractive one who had his share of female admirers. Emotionally, he seemed worried all the time about his future. It didn't help that their father was on him constantly, threatening repeatedly to withdraw his college support. So far, Wendy had been able to stall that.

Steve shrugged. "Nothing's happening with the band. We weren't making any money, and I have to pay the rent." He glanced toward the house. "I'm talking to a guy from Olympia, Washington. Gregg Stevens. He's already in a band, and they're pretty close to getting a record deal. He says if it doesn't work out, he'll come here. But it probably won't happen." Steve shrugged. "I took a job at night at Farris Music Instruction. That pays pretty good and the recommendation thing's made me popular there."

Her brother played most all instruments and could also sing. From an early age, he'd been putting together bands that played hard rock music. He'd gotten gigs from the start, too. After months of having demos rejected everywhere, he'd decided to go to college and leave his music career behind. But, instead of taking the straight business courses he'd agreed to with their father, in his sophomore year he veered toward the music he couldn't seem to give up.

"Have you thought about becoming a teacher? A music instructor?" Wendy suggested, not sure how he'd react.

"You mean make it my major?"

Obviously the thought had never crossed his mind. Even though he shrugged, he did seem to be thinking about it.

"It would combine all the things you love--music, teaching and money to pay the rent."

After a moment's pause, he shook his head. "I do that, and the old man would cut me off. And disown me in the process."

"I'll talk to him."

Steve shook his head again wryly. "Nah. I'll figure something out."

Jessie loped back from her crowd of admirers. Immediately, she threaded her arm through Steve's, making sure her breasts smooshed against him. She looked up at him like she was already in full ecstasy.

Wendy saw the strain of wanting what he couldn't have and the desire to get as far from Jess as possible cross Steve's face. Trouble with Jessie meant trouble with his best friend and roommate, Jessie's brother, Tommie.

"I'm going in." Wendy didn't want to see how Steve would get out of his predicament.

Mitch's museum of a house was nothing short of amazing, considering he had no college education and grew up in the inner city. Yet, less than a year ago, his expertise with computers, designing software programs in particular, had landed him what had to be a six-figure job. The house had the best of everything--three bedrooms, two baths, hot tub, indoor pool, and a backyard that looked something like a football field. Mitch Taylor was much older than most of them. His girlfriend Brenda Bennett was a good friend of theirs. Wendy had spoken less than a dozen words to him in all the time she'd known him, so she knew nothing about him. She'd heard rumors that he was a drug dealer, yet found it hard to believe Brenda would stay with him if he did that for a living. Brenda was tough and street-smart but incredibly vulnerable, especially when it came to Mitch.

Brenda's former roommate and co-worker, Gwen Nicholson, greeted Wendy with a hug when she stepped inside the house, then said she'd talk later and rushed off. Guns N' Roses blared from the deluxe stereo in the living room, where a huge crowd of people--most of them strangers to Wendy--converged to drink, talk and dance. She'd been hoping it would be a small party, just their closest friends. Briefly, she regretted ever leaving her bed and wanton nudity. Then she saw Jessie's brother Tommie. He broke away from the group of people he stood with to come to her.

"Hey, you're back," he said, putting his arm around her shoulders and holding up his beer. "Let's get you one of these."

As he led Wendy to the kitchen, away from the noise, he said, "So how'd it go? You have a good time at the camp?"

Because tears filled her eyes, embarrassing her a little, Wendy laughed, hugging and kissing him. "Thanks for asking. It was great. I'll never forget it."

Tommie grinned at her, and she felt what she always had with him--an overwhelming sense of being kindred spirits. If she was the mother to their friends and family, then Tommie was the father. Everyone loved Tommie. He was their shrink, their stronghold. The one who made them walk out of a problem saying, "I can beat this. I've got what it takes." With Tommie, she didn't have to be there for anyone. While neither of them minded the roles they'd somehow been cast into or willingly taken up, it was nice to fully relax with someone.

"I'm proud of you," Tommie said, handing her the bottle of beer he'd opened for her. Then he leaned back against the edge of the counter. "Didn't take long for it all to come rushing back though, did it?" He swirled his beer bottle in a circular motion.

She laughed, an eyebrow raised. "Nope. Not long at all. I missed everybody, regardless."

He understood. That was enough.

Wendy took a sip of her beer, noting subtle changes in him. He looked older, more mature, even more attractive with the blue highlights in his ebony hair, intelligent, kind, dark eyes. He was long and lanky. Instead of opting for college once he graduated high school, he'd immediately hit the tracks--the race tracks he practiced on for years as a teenager. He'd become a race car favorite in Milwaukee, and Wendy knew it wouldn't be long before he made a name for himself all over the country in his chosen sport.

"What's going on with you?"

He shrugged humbly. "Same old. I'll get you passes. I always seem to win when you're there."

He always seemed to win, period. "I'll take them."

Brenda and Gwen came into the kitchen.

"Here you are," Brenda said. "Gwen said you were back."

Wendy hugged her. Brenda gave a sigh and a resigned grin, stepping back. "And now I have to get to work."

"Cruz can't make it one night without you?" Wendy asked in disappointment. Manuel Cruz was the owner of Cruz, one of the most popular nightclubs in Milwaukee. While technically Wendy wasn't of age to get past the bouncers, she sometimes went in before the nightclub opened and he allowed her the privilege because she was Steve's sister.

Brenda rolled her eyes, her mouth slanted into a grin. "And miss the ogling, pinching, rude come-ons? Never!"

After Brenda left, calling "See you later", Gwen tucked her arm through Wendy's. "Come on. Let's go dance."

"I don't think I've got the energy," Wendy insisted, glancing back at Tommie as Gwen herded her out of the kitchen. He tipped his bottle to her but didn't move to join them.

Sheri, another waitress from Cruz, said "Hey, Wendy" as they passed her on the way out to the living room.

"You met somebody," Gwen said when they came to a stop in the living room, on the opposite side of the dancing. Wendy stopped in mid-drink to glance at her. "But it wasn't serious for you."

"How did you know?"

A second before Gwen uttered it, Wendy realized what she'd say, "I saw it in my magic mirror."

Gwen actually believed she had psychic abilities. While she had the dark, exotic beauty to be a gypsy fortuneteller, Wendy's sense of logic couldn't accept it. She'd never said as much to Gwen because it was part of her eccentric and lovable personality. What harm did it do for her to believe she could see the present and future in her psychic mirror? There were times, though, when Gwen's revelations were startling. She leaned closer, her ebony eyes sparkling mischievously. "Paul will be here soon."

Wendy's heart-rate picked up immediately, and Gwen smiled as if she heard it, too. Wendy experienced the hard pull of something. Destiny? In what felt like slow motion, she turned helplessly toward the wide open archway that led into the foyer.

Less than a second later, Paul Randall stepped into the room with her brother Steve. Suddenly, Wendy couldn't breathe, couldn't swallow, couldn't think, couldn't move. She was all heartbeat: pounding, pulsing, ruthless and dizzying in its intensity. She could almost hear Gwen whisper through her mind: That's why it wasn't serious for you this summer. Paul Randall. Your destiny.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Paul looked around the room and saw a crowd of people he mostly knew. "So what's going on?" he said to Steve.

He was just glad he didn't have to work tonight. The band he'd lined up two weeks ago had cut out with a phone call earlier that afternoon. As entertainment director at Cruz, he'd given the ho-hum job of spinning disks to his underling.

"Wendy's back."

"Your sister? What's it, her birthday?"

When Paul glanced at Steve, his friend shook his head, grinning like he'd been caught giving a party with his pants down. Ah, his sister's an excuse. We'll pretty much take any. "She's been gone all summer."

No way would Paul admit he'd noticed it a couple dozen times. Steve's little sister came to some of their get-togethers, and he always searched her out. "For what?"

"Some camp for blind kids."

Paul scoped out the chicks in the room again. Four of them weren't familiar to him. Three looked blasted out of their minds already, and he couldn't tell much about the honey with her back turned to him talking to Gwen. Much except that she's got a nice, sleek shape and the skin peeking out at her waist looks like smooth cream. While he liked breasts as much as the next guy, he'd always had a thing for the tall chicks, all grace and animal moves.

"So where is she?" Paul barely glanced away from the blonde to face Steve.

But when Steve nodded in the direction of Long, Tall Sweet Thing, Paul shook his head. "No way. No way that's your kid sister."

Wendy Thomas was a skinny, adorable geek, someone with brains and personality. She wasn't like anybody he'd ever known. Yeah, she'd always struck him as way too mature for her age, but last he'd seen her, her looks hadn't caught up with the rest of the package. Geek that she was, he had to admit she appealed to him in a way that could end in a crime if he let it.

He liked being around her too much. The conversations he'd had with her... While he couldn't remember what they'd talked about half the time, he always remembered who he'd talked to. He remembered for hours, sometimes even days. He remembered the way she smiled with the corners of her mouth moving up like she had a secret she was dying to tell, how her brandy colored eyes lit up along with that enchanting smile, that out-of-nowhere sense of humor and quiet confidence he'd seen in only one other person in his life--Tommie. Wendy was the type who quietly accepted she was a good person. Nah, that didn't quite cover it. She was too busy doing good to notice she was a good person. And she did it in a way that didn't make you want to scorn her for being self-righteous. She did it in a way that made you love her.

More times than he could count, he'd thought, Why does she gotta be so irresistible?

Now he couldn't even have the safety net of her being an irresistible geek. Little Wendy Thomas had grown up into anything but a gawky duckling. She turned slowly and caught his eye almost as if she didn't want to but couldn't help it. Her beautiful, tentative smile took the air right out of his lungs. Her full lips that didn't need the aid of artificial color, a sharp little chin that almost but not quite had a cleft, and, God help him, those eyes intoxicated him like alcohol. If she had a secret, he wanted to know it. He'd die to know it.

"She's got more maturity than all your temps put together," Steve said quietly, and Paul pulled his gaze to his friend.

He wasn't sure, but had a strong suspicion, Steve was telling him Wendy was available. Unlike Tommie, who'd once given him and every other guy in the room a black eye just for being in the same room when Jessie decided to do her best striptease, Steve wasn't protective of Wendy. How come?

"Yeah. So?"

"So she can take care of herself."

"She's seventeen."

"Eighteen. She'll be nineteen this winter."

"She's in Jessie's class."

Steve nodded. "My old lady's a nut case. She held Wendy back from starting school until Wendy was almost seven."

Eighteen, going on nineteen. Paul had done more than his fair share with nineteen-year-old girls. He was only two years older. But not this girl. This girl was sugar and spice and everything nice. A bad boy didn't go there. No way.

Steve muttered something he didn't hear and moved off. Paul's gaze shifted back to Wendy automatically, only to find she wasn't there anymore. He searched the room with the same intensity as if he'd been tailing and then lost her. His hungry gaze finally found her dancing with some guy he supposed he'd talked to once or twice and now wanted to belt in the mouth. The guy had his hands on Wendy's naked waist, right above her swiveling hips, and they danced to the power ballad in a way that made him imagine himself there instead of his sudden enemy.

Man, she had a tiny waist and a bellybutton he could use in a sexual fantasy or ten. Even the barely-there bumps under her top made him think sleek and sexy.

Hell, no. No way was he going there.

With enough force to knock down a pillar, he walked away. He needed a first beer on the way to seriously drunk.

In the kitchen, he found Sheri snuggling up to an unwilling Tommie, who gently pushed her aside and muttered a "Hey", slapping Paul on the arm on his way out of the room. Tommie had harbored a thing for Gwen Nicholson as long as Paul had known the two of them. It seemed like they'd broken up more times than they'd been together.

Once Paul got a beer and heaved himself up on the kitchen counter to guzzle it straight down, Sheri didn't surprise him by trying to salve Tommie's rejection with him. He and most of the guys he knew had slept with Sheri at least a dozen times. She was smart enough to know Paul wasn't serious. He'd never allow himself to get serious with any woman. With Sheri, he spaced out the times they took a hit together so she couldn't think for one minute the act meant more than it really did. Hunger. Satisfied. Over and out.

He'd avoided her for a while. Long enough? The fact was, he couldn't even remember the last time.

Sheri stepped between his spread legs with a sexy smile. He liked her, found her attractive and truly believed she didn't trust men any more than they trusted her. She didn't want forever. She just wanted the high. Why should he feel guilty about that?

'Cause you bang her tonight, you'd be doing somebody else in your mind. And that'd make the whole thing too close for comfort. 'Cause you wouldn't do Wendy out of hunger. No over and out. Ain't no way I'm falling down that rabbit hole.

He extricated himself from Sheri as gently as he was capable and walked out toward the backyard. His mama had told him something once, only once, just before she died. She'd said someday an angel would come down from heaven and save him. An angel who would be his.

Paul never believed her. He didn't believe ninety-nine point nine percent of anything his old lady said, but especially the little that was actually good. He didn't want an angel, didn't need anybody to save him. He was doing okay.

For the next couple hours, he smoked cigarettes, drank a couple beers and talked to anybody who came out to join him. He kept thinking about Steve's not-so-little, not-so-geeky sister, and it bothered the hell out of him. Last time he thought this much about a girl, he took her to his bed and exorcised the need like a priest casting out the devil. The need went away.

He couldn't do that this time.

Why does she gotta be so irresistible?

Maybe he could exorcise her by talking to her. Tame rationale, but at this point he'd take anything. Wandering through the house, back toward the living room, he came upon a crowd in the pool, couples copulating in various nooks and crannies, and the first wind-down of the night. It wouldn't last. In about a half-hour, the noise of the party would start all over again.

He found Wendy still in the living room with a handful of other people. She sat alone on the couch reading a huge, soft cover book about the size of the Bible. Her long legs curled under her, and she kept twisting a silky length of blond hair around her index finger. No, she wasn't like anybody else he'd ever met. Drinking beer and reading. He couldn't see the title of the book from where he leaned on the archway, but he bet it was one not too many other people he knew would read.

Irresistible.

Instead of standing, staring at her like a lovesick calf, he moved into the room. He grabbed the book out of her hand and flopped down with his head on her lap. She scooted her legs off the couch instinctively, but her expression revealed her shock. Holding her place in the huge volume, Paul turned it over to look at the cover. "What is this tome?"

"Arabian Nights," she said, slightly breathless. "I read it--a translation of it anyway--every couple years."

Paul flipped through the heavy book in shock. "You read it every couple years? It'd take me ten years to read a book this size, and I doubt I'd even understand most of it." Just skimming it, he saw too many Thou's and Thee's to interest him. "What's so great about it that you gotta read it every couple years?"

She looked down at him, and her slight smile made him wonder what her lips tasted like. That herbal stuff she always put on them? Or like her essence? Paul shook himself, then spoke off the top of his head. "I write poetry. Well, songs actually. You should come over and read some of it sometime." The words were out before he could believe he'd said them, let alone stop himself. "You like poetry, huh?"

She looked down at him, and her slight smile made him wonder what her lips tasted like. That herbal stuff she always put on them? Or like her essence?

"I write poetry. Well, songs actually. You should come over and read some of it sometime." The words were out before he could believe he'd said them, let alone stop himself.

"I'd love to!" she said instantly, genuinely enthusiastic. "I've always envied that talent. I couldn't write a poem if my life depended on it. The closest I ever came was: 'I have a mind like laundry. No matter how much I wash it, I find it's always dirty.'"

Paul laughed in sheer disbelief, and she joined him, looking so irresistible he almost hugged her. Even controlling himself from that, he couldn't help brushing back the strand of hair she'd tried to twist the life out of while engrossed in her book. "So you read all that classic stuff? Shakespeare and... Who else is there? Who wrote Gone with the Wind?"

Her expression at his touch was soft, and her tone matched it. "Margaret Mitchell. It's a favorite of mine. What do you like to read?"

He shrugged, looking up at the exposed-beam ceiling. "Playboy's got a lotta good reading."

Wendy chuckled, lighting up her eyes again. "I bet it does. I heard the pictures aren't bad either."

Her teasing was sweet and naughty at the same time, and he suddenly felt like a jackass. He'd been on his own since he was fifteen--basically all his life, since his old lady could barely take care of herself let alone a b*d kid she'd never wanted in the first place.

He'd never finished school, and even if he could read he was still an idiot next to Wendy. She told him a couple years ago she had an IQ of 145 but that "IQ tests don't mean anything." When he'd ask Mitch what a high IQ was, heard 130 or over, Paul nearly had a heart attack. First, that anybody could be that smart and, second, because that kind of intelligence should have made a girl less attractive to him, not more. He didn't like feeling inferior. Somehow she never made him feel that way either.

"Read something to me."

For a second, she seemed too surprised to believe he was serious. But then she flipped around looking for something, then read about a guy who saw a Sultan's daughter and lost his mind for wanting her.

Paul liked Wendy's voice. He liked the way she read because she made him understand it despite the old language.

Think I've been where this guy is. A little too recently.

"You can borrow it if you want."

Paul shifted slightly on her lap, turning his head and looking up at her. "Nah. I'd rather read it together. Makes more sense then."

The scent of clean soap made him face the firm wall of her stomach, just beneath her tiny, sweet breasts. He ran his finger over the hem of her white top, wondering if she wore a bra. He couldn't see through the thin fabric.

When he glanced up at her, her cheeks were flushed, and he realized just how hot he was himself. Cute and sweet and spicy as peppermint. A virgin, no doubt about it. Maybe she could pass for twenty-one, but she was an innocent. Total jailbait.

"I'd like to read this in a bubble bath for two," he said, touching his index finger to the slight depression of her bellybutton.

He expected her to react like a virgin--slap him or blush from head to toe, walk away, at the very least. Instead, she raised an eyebrow. "So I'd be reading this while you're...?"

Dirty mind in the body of an innocent. Doesn't get any better than that.

He raised his head slightly when he gazed up at her, eye to eye. "I'd be counting your toes."

While she laughed out loud, he fell down a rabbit hole.
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Paul had never touched her before. Okay, maybe he had. He'd chucked her under the chin a few times, ruffled her hair, punched her playfully on the arm, patted her head far too many times. He'd never touched her like she was a woman.

Geez, he'd almost touched her breasts! What would she have done if he tried? There was no way she'd slap his face and huff away like a Southern Belle, despite the fact that the two of them weren't alone in the room. No one would have noticed or cared anyway. In this crowd, sexual activity was the norm. She'd watched people perform incredibly intimate acts in this very room, amidst a crowd of people.

In the past, she'd even watched Paul with other women in sundry, intimate acts. This had been different. His eyes had been different. At least she wanted to believe they were.

That she'd witnessed, Paul had never been with the same women twice. When he kissed them or touched them, it was like...well, like he was eating a sandwich or drinking a beer. He never seemed hungry or thirsty, just driven, as if it was better to be full than empty. His eyes had been detached from the intimacy.

Remembering the sparkle and humor in his eyes when he'd looked up at her, how moved he'd seemed while she read to him, he hadn't been detached at all. He hadn't patted her on the head. He'd touched her intimately, in sweet and sensual ways.

Sitting alone after all that, Wendy could barely get herself to breathe. She could still feel the pressure of his head against her thighs. For a few moments, he'd put his cheek against her belly and lower. His finger had traced the edge of her top, dipping into her bellybutton.

Wendy swallowed hard, feeling like a missile about to impact on its target.

She couldn't seem to get the scent of him out of her nose. When she was sixteen, she'd gone to a half-dozen department stores around the city trying to find his cologne. She must have smelled two hundred bottles. Not one of them matched the incredible scent of this man. Geez, and she'd thought her crush on him had reached the boundaries that time.

Paul entered the room again, this time with a bottle of beer in one hand and Sheri from Cruz in the other. Wendy glanced away with a wave of heat in her cheeks. Never before had she been jealous. She'd watched him kiss women so deeply, she almost tasted it herself. She'd watched him fondle breasts, slip his hands beneath waistbands and tops. She'd watched as if the analysis would take her one step closer to understanding him.

Now she couldn't watch. Shoving her book into her bag, she got up. Still, she found it impossible to get herself to leave the room. His presence drew her as magnetically as the South Pole. Dropping her bag again, she sat on the window seat overlooking the street.

Why was she so entranced by him? Even she wasn't totally sure. On a superficial level, she found him so doggone attractive, just looking at him left her breathless. He reminded her of a classic romance hero, like Rhett Butler, holding Scarlett in his sway on the 60th anniversary movie poster of Gone with the Wind she'd bought this summer. Only Paul had long, mahogany brown hair that he always bound with a leather strap. Wendy was fiercely curious about what he'd look like with it free. Tall, dark, muscular without being pumped up, Paul fit the description of a lean and predatory animal. His eyes were so sad and beautiful.

On a deep level, she felt she understood him, that he understood her despite the fact that they'd never had more than a dozen conversations and all of them had been fun, crazy and superficial. He was only twenty-one, but she knew he'd lived a life that made him feel like he was much older. She intuited that he'd seen little love while feeling more than his share of pain. Outside of what he did for a living, some of the people he knew, where he lived and his age, she knew absolutely nothing about him. And she had the feeling that even if he became to her what she'd dreamed of for what seemed like a lifetime, he'd still be a mystery.

Helplessly, she found herself turning from the window to search him out, but someone appeared before her and blocked out the rest of the room. Wendy glanced up to see Jessie, her eyes glassy.

"I'm going home with Jon. Go without me."

Wendy shifted into protective mode. You're actually giving me the courtesy of telling me you're leaving with someone else? "Jon? Jon Rushing? I thought you broke up with him years ago?"

Jessie shrugged. "He knows I'm not serious."

Wendy felt a twinge of sympathy for yet another casualty in Jessie's one-woman war against the world. But she caught Jessie's hand in an effort to keep her out of trouble. "Come on, I just got back. Let's go to my house and sit up all night talking like we used to. Tomorrow we can go shopping."

"And where in this scenario do I get laid?" Jessie smiled, squeezing her hand before bending down to kiss her head soundly. "But maybe I'll catch you tomorrow for the shopping."

Before Wendy could protest, Jon Rushing appeared, put an arm around Jessie, and the two of them left the house. With a heavy exhale, Wendy watched them get into Jon's car outside, a few minutes passed, and then they took off down the street. Suppose I could go tell Tommie, but I don't like being a snitch. As much as she might want to shelter Jessie, she couldn't protect her from herself.

Gathering her legs up close to her, Wendy rested her chin on her knees. She was tired. That rush of adrenaline she'd soared on for about ten minutes had dropped her into solid exhaustion. Maybe she should just go home, raid the fridge, then sleep until noon tomorrow.

Against her own will, she surreptitiously glanced around the room, feeling the pull of attraction that lead her straight to Paul Randall. On the far end of the room, she met his eyes and the impact almost blocked out the fact that Sheri straddled him in the chair and the two of them kissed like dogs in heat. Instead of looking away the way she should have and would have if she had any sense, Wendy continued to face him straight-on.

Her mind made a lot of allowances for this man. He treated sex like an experiment or a quick-fix the way Jessie did. The way everyone seemed to. It wasn't an act of purity between two people destined to be together the way the sun and the earth were. Maybe she embellished the truth too much in Paul's case by believing that he used sex to avoid intimacy, to shun love. She should be disgusted by him, not moved, not motivated, not sympathetic.

The reality was, even if he ever looked at her the way she longed for, she couldn't get involved with him. She couldn't allow herself to be used the way he used other women. She respected herself too much, respected sex, love and commitment with every moral fiber she possessed within her.

Because she couldn't hold on, she looked away at last, unwilling to analyze the sad confusion in his eyes when he'd met her gaze.

Maybe it wasn't logical or realistic to want to be taken inside his mysteries. Maybe it wasn't like her at all to put those things aside for her untamed feelings. But she'd realized since the first time she met him that he left her helpless to do anything but long to understand and be free with him.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

"See you at work tomorrow," Sheri said over her shoulder, her hips rolling leisurely in a display of conquest, as she left the room. Despite the casualness of her words, her tone was as smug as Paul knew her smile had to be.

He grimaced and swore gutturally. S*t, you were worried about her feelings? Didn't wanna leave her halfway and couldn't just say, "Changed my mind. Hit the highway." When'd you get so noble?

Sheri was another Tommie Nelson hanger-on. For as long as Paul had known her, she'd wanted Tommie. As far as he knew, she'd never gotten him either. Tonight she'd taken who she could get.

No, he wasn't noble. He'd wanted somebody, too. Maybe not on the kitchen stove. Maybe not even sex, just company. Hot, heavy, mind-blowing company. Yeah, he'd wanted somebody. Enough to take what he could get, too.

Wendy's a kid. What are you thinking?

Same thing he always thought after he had a conversation with Wendy Thomas: Look, don't touch. Run away, don't walk. She's too good and pure, everything I can never have. An angel. And he was a b*d whose own mama couldn't love him.

From a hall not far away, he heard what sounded like a chorus of battle cries. Out of it, he recognized Steve's voice when he shouted, "Wendy? You still here?"

The melancholy mood of the party was about to shift into high gear.

Trying to get rid of the bad taste in his mouth, Paul guzzled the last of the beer he'd set aside for five, worthless minutes. Then he left the kitchen to find out what was going on.

Wendy came down the hall and glanced at him without discernible expression. She continued on toward her brother at the far end of the hall. Why did he have the feeling she knew what he'd been up to? Why did he care if she did? He'd staged the scene in the living room with Sheri so she'd know he saw her as a little kid.

He hadn't touched her like she was a little kid earlier. Neither had he touched her the way he wanted to. It didn't matter anyway because he'd shown her too much. Then and when she held his gaze while he kissed Sheri without passion, just practice.

"Football--and you're on my team," Steve said, and the crowd of people behind him obviously up for it booed.

Wendy shook her head. "I don't think I'm up for it tonight."

"Sure you are. Come on." Steve grabbed her hand, and Tommie said, "We pick teams by flipping a coin for Wendy. Heads gets Wendy."

Unwillingly curious now, Paul followed the mostly drunk but energetic crowd outside to Mitch's backyard. It wasn't exactly the size of a football field, but close enough for the teams of five each. While somebody used rolls of wet crepe paper for yard lines, Tommie and Steve flipped for Wendy.

Paul had played football out here quite a bit, but they never allowed girls to play. How do you play football with a girl without hurting her?

Steve won the toss and said, "She's wide receiver."

Tommie chose Mitch, then Paul, but Paul shook his head. "No way."

"You're the best tackle here. Come on."

Paul shook his head again, glancing at Wendy. "I don't tackle girls. Maybe for fun. This ain't fun."

Wendy raised her eyebrow but said nothing. Steve punched Paul in the arm with a chuckle. "First you have to catch her, man. No way you will."

So she was fast. So was he. And he still didn't like it.

Tommie's team won the kickoff. Paul kept his eye on Wendy for the first couple downs. She could run, no doubt about that. She was usually the one who caught the ball but she couldn't tackle worth a damn. The most she could do was jump on their backs, and Paul found himself chuckling when he saw the guys allowed that to count as a tackle. They didn't want to hurt her either.

As far as he could see, this girl seemed to have no flaws. She was cool, classy, smart, and yet totally down to earth.

She didn't catch him the first time he made a touchdown, but she was close. The second time he was close to the goal, he let her catch him. She jumped on his back, surprising him with her strength since she darn near did knock him to the ground. Her laughter put a lump in his throat he couldn't explain.

He just thought, Mi ángel. And then did his damndest to forget those words ever entered his mind.

It didn't work.

After an incomplete pass from their team, Steve's team went for the goal. The first couple downs, he didn't throw the ball to Wendy, something Paul expected. He kept his eye on Wendy simply because she gazed at him during the hike with an obvious challenge: Catch me if you can. No way could he pass up the challenge. He wouldn't let her get away.

Wendy caught the ball Steve threw her way, and Paul never saw somebody take off so fast in his life. One minute the ball was in mid-air, the next it was in her arms and she was already halfway down the field toward the goal.

Paul charged after her, barreling past both the rival and his own team members. For most of the way, he was convinced he'd never reach her. She'd fly past the line, do the touchdown dance and gloat to him, "I knew you'd never catch me."

About a foot from the goal line, he heard the crowd cheering at a deafening volume and, strangely enough, he thought he heard his own heart beating over it. At the last possible minute, he reached out and snagged her around the waist. She let out a cry of defeat, and then he heard her laughter again as they both went tumbling to the ground.

Even hearing her uncontrolled laughter, he sat up and scooted over to her as soon as they hit the grass hard. She still held the ball securely, like it was a baby she refused to let go of for anything.

Her eyes lit up like diamonds and crinkled at the corners with her giggling. Their lips held barely an inch apart. When he asked her if she was okay, she caught her breath just long enough to say, "Blind luck, Randall. No one's ever caught me before."

My angel.

He came to his senses with the mere brush of his lips against hers. She stopped laughing immediately, but he hauled himself to his feet. Most of the crowd swarmed around them, and Steve helped Wendy get up.

"You okay?" Steve said.

Paul couldn't help glancing at her when she murmured, "Yeah." She looked like she was partially in shock. He hadn't kissed her. He hadn't not kissed her. Ah hell.

Blind luck. S*t, she'd tapped into his whole belief system. It was a lot easier to believe in blind luck than anything as ethereal, personal, and terrifying as destiny.
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Wendy glanced at the phone again, wondering who else she might call that would put her in contact with Paul today. She'd tried Steve. Since no one answered, she assumed he was off somewhere and Tommie was at the track. Jess wasn't home, as usual. Not that she'd been in school the past week more than a handful of times either. Wendy had been there, physically at least. Mentally, emotionally, even spiritually, she'd been stuck at that half kiss with Paul Randall since it happened. Or didn't happen--whatever.

Had she imagined it? Maybe it'd been a drop of sweat instead of his lips. They'd been running at top speed, so perspiration was definitely a possibility. She couldn't even find the prospect revolting.

She didn't believe it was simply sweat though. Even if it'd only been for a fraction of a second, his lips had touched hers. And she'd spent the better part of the week since alternately denying and thrilling to the idea that it'd been on purpose.

Talk about pathetic. As pathetic as she'd been at sixteen, when she'd been so love-sick and crazy for him, she'd gone all over the city looking for his cologne so she could wear it and surround herself with him the only way she could. She'd also become the official cabbie for their friends that summer, anything for the possibility of catching a glimpse of him and maybe getting him to notice her. At her lowest point, just before she snapped herself forcefully back to her senses and threw herself into school, she'd gotten an intricate tattoo with a sword encased in tangled, thorny rose vines and spotted with blood, complete with Paul's name in a wedding invitation script. All of her girlfriends--Jessie, Gwen and Brenda--had gotten the same tattoo that day. They'd vowed never to reveal whose name they'd put on theirs. Wendy had put her tattoo where no would ever see it--unless she wanted them to.

Heaving a sigh, Wendy sat up on her bed. She didn't want to stick around here today, even if she couldn't get hold of anyone. She'd finished her homework last night, knowing she'd be restless enough today to uncharacteristically blow it off if she didn't do it. She'd also spent two hours getting dressed this morning, as if she had a date with Paul or anyone else.

Could have done that, too, she thought with the same lack of enthusiasm she'd had all week. Could have had a date with someone else this week. A part of her still couldn't believe how many times she'd been asked out this past week, from last year's captain of the football team to the editor of the school newspaper, and many in-between. She was popular, and she'd been asked out a lot since she entered high school. She was likable, she supposed. But it'd always been different the way guys looked at her was different than how they'd looked at, say, Jessie. On a superficial level, Wendy liked being asked out for her looks. That vanity was a high compared to having a guy get to know her and find her intelligence and personality attractive and then notice she wasn't a hunchback.

Maybe Paul had actually noticed she wasn't a hunchback, let alone a silly kid.

Wendy squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head. Why did she feel this way about him? Why did it continue to grow? He'd had sex with Sheri from Cruz right in the kitchen. That should have disgusted and shut down her interest in him because it went against every value she possessed. She'd suspected Sheri and Paul had been together in some other room, finishing what they started in the living room. Then Sheri had flounced into the living room, disheveled and looking like Napoleon. Five minutes later, she'd been making out with some other guy in another corner of the room.

That disgusted Wendy. Until Steve bellowed for her to join them at a game of football, she'd considered leaving because she'd been angry at Paul for appeasing his hunger with such a sleaze. But then she'd seen Paul's face when he emerged from the kitchen, his own self-disgust and torment, and she hadn't been able to hold onto her anger. He didn't have sex for love, something Wendy placed as the highest form of respect between a man and a woman. He had sex to avoid love. Why would anyone do that? Why would anyone hurt themselves that way?

Her feelings were too complicated for her to surrender to defeat easily. Everything was mixed up together inside her. Sadness, curiosity, an overwhelming need to solve the mysteries of the man, lust, wanting to hold him and make him feel love for what might be the first time in his life, wanting to talk to him, hear his dreams, his past, his pain. Fierce demand forced her to figure out why he felt like her destiny. Why she couldn't seem to shake what even she wanted to label a mere infatuation but couldn't because it'd lasted so long and refused to go away.

The only way you're going to get any peace is if you go, she realized. She had to see him if she wanted to stop thinking, dreaming, replaying and fantasizing about last Friday night. And even then, seeing him might make her infatuation worse. At least you'd be out there doing something instead of lying around in bed, pining like a teenager.

Considered that way--Wendy simply couldn't see herself as a teenager, even if she was--she shoved herself out of bed and went to get her bag and keys. If she could get out of here without being waylaid by Grace in the kitchen, or her mother, seeking a sympathetic shoulder, she'd figure out what to do.

Wendy opened her bedroom door with the utmost care, glanced out before emerging. Seeing the coast was clear, she tiptoed down the hall and zipped down the staircase noiselessly. The living room was empty, and she managed to get halfway across it when her mother called.

Wendy groaned internally when she looked through the open Palladian patio doors to see her mother out by the pool, soaking up the sun. "I'm here," she forced herself to say in a friendly way. Her mother had spent the past week paranoid about her husband's assumed affairs and temporarily agreeing with Wendy that she didn't need a face lift.

"Do you know where the sunscreen is? Grace said she got a new bottle, but I can't find it."

There was still a chance she could get away. Wendy strode out through the doors and went into the cabana. When she handed the new bottle of sunscreen to her mother, Felicia said, "The last thing I need is more wrinkles."

"You don't have any wrinkles," Wendy said and kissed her mother on the forehead. "I'm going downtown. See you later."

Before her mother could say another word, she quickly escaped back in the house and out the front door. Her father's car pulled onto the garage approach. She experienced another moment of discouragement, but he barely greeted her. Wendy was too relieved to wonder why not and too eager to get going to ask him if everything was all right. Once in her life, she could be selfish, couldn't she?

The entire drive across the city to Gwen and Brenda's apartment, she felt guilty about sloughing off her mother and ignoring her father. If something was wrong, if they needed her, she should go back and help out. Her parents weren't capable of handling their own problems. Her father protected his wife from anything distressing. Her mother provided emotional support simply by being and doing whatever he needed her for and accepted his protection. Wendy had always been the middle man.

She couldn't get herself to double-back and forget her own restless needs. Her own reaction surprised her, but the ache was too strong to deny. Consequently, she felt consumed with guilt.

At Gwen and Brenda's apartment, no one answered Wendy's first knock, but on the second Gwen came to the door in a pale pink robe, rubbing her wet hair with a towel.

"Hi. Come in. I'm just getting ready for work." Gwen left her to close the door. "What are you doing today?"

Wendy followed her into the open kitchen nook, shaking her head when Gwen offered her coffee and shrugging at her greeting. "Need a ride to work?"

Gwen didn't have her own car, relying instead on friends or public transportation to get her around. She jumped at Wendy's offer, saying Brenda had spent the night at Mitch's, as usual. "I know she wants to move in with him, but Mitch hasn't asked her to and I don't know how I'd afford the rent alone." Gwen laughed, glancing back at her to add, "By the way, Paul's working today. He's auditioning bands."

Wendy's blush gave her away as surely as squealing, "Oh goodie!" would have. She'd never told a single soul how she felt about Paul. Had she been so obvious to Gwen but not to anyone else? Or was there actually something to Gwen's magic mirror?

Gwen perched on a bar stool next to Wendy, nudging her shoulder in a friendly way. "You look really great, you know? I mean, you always did, but I don't know. There's something different now. More maturity in your face to match what's inside you."

Smiling slightly, Wendy acknowledged that, compared to Gwen, the most she could qualify for was really great. Gwen was absolutely stunning with long, silky black hair, dark, exotic eyes, coffee skin tone, and a petite yet utterly feminine shape. It was truly a crime that someone of her beauty waited tables at a bar instead of raking in the money elsewhere. She had done some modeling for businesses around the city, but Wendy knew she did it only for money, not out of real ambition.

Gliding away toward her bedroom, Gwen said over her shoulder, "Paul's been in an absolute funk lately. He barely talks to anyone."

"Oh?" Wendy said cautiously. Even if Gwen couldn't see her, she seemed able to pick up on any unusual tone that entered her voice. She didn't want to give anything away.

"Yeah," was all Gwen said, and then her hair dryer started.

Wendy swallowed her disappointment, but assured herself that Paul's funk had nothing to do with her. She glanced down at herself, wondering if the way she'd dressed was too obvious. This morning, she'd put on the homemade, cut-off shorts and half top with thoughts of seeing Paul, thoughts of him touching her again.

Why would he even notice you? Especially while he's working?

Gwen came out in a fresh uniform, and a few minutes later they were on their way to Cruz. Wendy's nervousness embarrassed her. Nothing would happen, she knew that. This day would end like all the other episodes when she'd tried to get his attention. He'd either ignore her, she'd go home and console herself with fantasies, or he'd talk to her for five scant minutes and she'd go home and analyze, memorize and fantasize about every detail of those few minutes. She'd be no better off and possibly no worse.

Living her life like this was loathsome. She couldn't keep doing it, but at the same time she accepted she wasn't ready to stop, the way she thought she'd been at sixteen.

The second she stepped into the bar, she saw Paul. A band was on the stage auditioning. Paul sat at a table in the middle of the empty place watching and listening with all his concentration. The bar and stage were lit up enough to see more than shadows, but the rest of the room was dimly lit.

Wendy followed Gwen over to the bar, and Manuel gave each of them an abbreviated greeting. When Wendy offered money for the soda he set before her, he waved it away. The place wouldn't open for a good hour, so he'd allow her to stay for a bit.

Wendy looked back at Paul just as the music on stage ended. She watched him stand slowly while writing something on a clipboard, then he walked up toward the stage. Her breathing stalled watching him move in the shadows and emerge in the light shining from above the stage.

Geez, she liked his shape, his muscular arms and legs. For a few minutes, he talked with the band, then he leapt up on the stage to help them break down. Wendy gasped, excitement flooding her chest as she watched him work. Her breath came out shakily, and she didn't dare glance around to see if Gwen or Manuel had heard her bitten-off gasp. She just pursed her lips and swallowed down the sense of being overwhelmed by her own feelings.

About ten minutes later, Paul jumped down from the stage and came toward them. Wendy forced herself to turn slightly toward the bar and drink from her glass. Her hands shook. When he said loudly, "I'll call you", obviously to the departing band, she had to glance at him. Under his breath, he added, "Don't wait by the phone."

He came right up to the bar, only five feet from Wendy, and said "Got any cola back there, Manny?"

Wendy's sheer will could have forced him to look at her because he didn't seem to want to. But he did glance her way and say, "Hey" in a tone that was neither friendly nor unfriendly.

In just that same tone, ignoring the crack that seemed to open up her heart and threaten to shatter her, she said, "Hey."

He was busy. He was working. He thought she was just a dumb kid, regardless of how he'd touched her last Friday night and not-quite kissed her.

I'm pitiful. I can't even stand myself!

Seeing Jessie go through her love-sick periods all her life, periods that always ended with her bored and rambling on, Wendy had vowed she wouldn't be that kind of girl. She'd never hinge her heart on one man and make him her total source of happiness as well as her depression. She'd broken that vow more times than she wanted to count with Paul.

A few minutes later, he went back to work, listening to another band audition, and Wendy sat through it telling herself she just enjoyed the music. Until Sheri came in, dumped her stuff behind the bar, and said cheerily, "Hey, Wendy", she told herself she could stick around a couple more minutes. But her jealousy overwhelmed her too much to do it. While she couldn't say she felt a deep sense of friendship for the waitress, she couldn't deny Sheri had always been nice to her.

After greeting Sheri with what she hoped was friendliness, Wendy asked Gwen if she needed a ride home. Gwen shook her head. "Tommie or Steve, maybe Brenda, will. Thanks for the lift here."

"No problem."

Instead of heading right out the door, Wendy ducked into the restroom first and almost cried when she saw the downhearted waif who stared back at her from the mirror. Wishing she hadn't finished all her homework--at least it'd be something to do that would take her mind off this whole, disappointing episode--she pushed out of the bathroom. She could always get signed up to tutor for the literacy program, the way she did every school year. At least it was something to do today.

Paul entered the hallway. Her face flushed even as she told herself he was on his way to the men's restroom. Nothing would happen here. She walked past muttering, "See you later" casually, her head on fire. He grabbed her arm and turned her toward the wall.

It seemed only a second passed, so fast she didn't know how she got there and didn't even consider analyzing it. Paul was there, leaning against her, his arm so close to her head she could have curled into it if she had the guts. Bad enough that she couldn't breathe, speak, swallow or hear anything outside of her own painfully thudding heartbeat. She must have looked like a deer caught in headlights.

"You wanna get together?" he asked in a low voice that had her wanting to melt on the floor until she became nothing more than a puddle at his feet.

Managing to swallow past the baseball lump in her throat, she choked out, "To do what?"

He shrugged. She wanted to reach back, carefully unlace the leather strap holding his hair in place, and touch him.

"I don't know. Bake cookies. Read Arabian Nights. Watch old movies."

Maybe it was foolish or childish, but she couldn't help asking, "Are you serious?"

"Why not?" he said on a roguish grin that made her dizzy with her own desire. "I haven't had a good cookie in a long time."

She was reading a double entendre into his words. His tone wasn't downright lewd. Or is it? She was so excited, she was afraid her heart would beat right out of her chest, or she'd do something stupid like throw herself into his arms and scream, "I love you, I love you, I love you!"

"You know how to bake, don't you?"

Wendy laughed slightly. "I make a mean chocolate chip," she told him, breathlessly bold.

"Mhm. My favorite. The whole bag of chips, right?"

His arm slid down, and then his fingers tangled with a strand of her hair.

Oh now! Just take me now. Pick me up in your arms and take me to your cave. I surrender.

"But of course."

He nodded, never once taking his gaze from hers. "I should be done here in about an hour. You know where I live?"

She could have cracked up laughing at that. She'd driven past his apartment building about a thousand times, and occasionally, whenever she'd been able to talk Steve into it, she'd brought her brother there. She'd even gone up with him a time or two, though she hadn't gone inside the apartment.

Nodding, she took a deep breath. His scent filled her like an aphrodisiac.

"Meet me there in an hour. If I'm not home, the key's in the light fixture. Let yourself in."

"You put your key where anyone could find it?" she said in surprise. He lived in the inner city, in one of the rougher neighborhoods.

"I don't have anything worth stealing. Besides, everybody knows me."

"Okay."

Almost reluctantly--she was certainly reluctant--he backed away. She watched him, unable to move just yet, while he unlocked a small closet in the hall. He took out a bar of soap and handed it to her. "Write 'Paul' on your back window with this. It'll wash right off."

Wendy glanced down at the soap in confusion. "Why?"

"'Cause you got a cool car, right? You park it in front of my building, when you come back you got a carcass."

"And with this, I'm safe from having my car stripped for parts?"

He nodded seriously. "Me and the boys got an understanding. They don't touch what's mine and I don't turn 'em into thumb tacks."

She might have laughed if she hadn't been stalled by the words what's mine. Sure, she knew what he meant, but she liked the idea of belonging to him too much for comfort.

He left the hall without another word. By the time Wendy drifted out to the parking lot as though on a cloud, she wondered if she was home in bed, dreaming. This couldn't be real.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

With a feeling of unreality, Wendy found herself juggling two grocery bags at Paul Randall's door, opening it with his not-so-well hidden key. The fact that his key was where he'd said it would be and did unlock the door told her this wasn't some trick on his part--one of the dozens of things she'd speculated as an explanation for his sudden invitation to her. She'd ruled out all the playing-me-for-a-fool scenarios because she just couldn't imagine Paul being cruel. So that left the he-likes-me-and-wants-to-be-alone-with-me or the he-sees-me-as-just-a-friend alternatives. Maybe all he really wanted out of this was a full cookie jar. She was leaning toward the first explanation and not simply out of self-preservation.

Why else had he touched her the way he had that Friday night? No sweat, that kiss had been a kiss, even if it was just half of one.

As she set the grocery bags on the counter that seemed to be the only division between living room and kitchen, she took a deep breath. Potpourri? No, not potpourri. Incense. His apartment smelled like incense.

A sudden lack of confidence gripped her as she realized yet again that she was truly here, in his apartment, at his invitation, and he'd be here soon, too. Then they'd be alone.

Geez, none of this made sense. Why would Paul suddenly notice her? He was all right with the fact that she was a little more than two years younger than him? Hardly any difference at all to her mind. He genuinely found her attractive, say, compared to Gwen or Jessie? He would run up against Tommie in both of those cases. With her, he wouldn't have that challenge. Steve was a loving brother, but never protective. He believed she could take care of herself and make her own decisions.

Why would Paul Randall suddenly find her attractive? She hadn't changed that much over the summer, had she? Outside of cutting hair that had once been past her shoulders?

She remembered the summer, the camp, Dean, and the guilt washed over her again. Was she like Jessie? Deep down, maybe she couldn't commit to more than something temporary. She'd dated all through high school. Not a lot, but enough to see a pattern in herself. She almost never went out with the same guy twice. Doesn't mean you're shallow or afraid of the big C. Just means you were stuck on one guy. This guy, she reassured herself, glancing around at Paul's apartment. And maybe you'll walk out of here today with your first serious relationship budding. Maybe he's ready for his first serious relationship, too.

Scolding herself for practically picking out wedding invitations, Wendy turned slowly in a full circle. His apartment was actually pretty big, despite the fact that she knew it had to be only a one bedroom. Her other friends' apartments were small, cramped and too expensive for what little they got.

When Steve had considered moving to the inner city, he'd mentioned to Wendy that Paul's apartment rent was dirt cheap. Most of the building, inside and out, did seem to be rundown and there was a very strange, pungently repellent odor pervading it. Paul's apartment was the exception. Or he'd simply fixed it up and took care of it.

She was pleasantly surprised to note that the surroundings were clean without being immaculate, inelegant without being shabby. He didn't have a lot of furniture. Just an old couch, a battered coffee table, and two bar stools that looked like Cruz castaways. No kitchen table. His expensive stereo and TV were on wood crates. A black-tape-repaired weight bench with stacked weights was pushed back against the wall near his huge music collection, neatly arranged in more crates. He also had a huge stack of magazines. The top one had a car and a scantily-dressed female draped over it on the cover. Wendy knew if she looked beneath, she'd find copies of Playboy, too, so she didn't look. How do even poor men always seem to afford porn? Besides, you'd think if they're getting laid regularly, they wouldn't need it. Or am I just naive?

If there'd ever been carpet, someone had pulled it up to expose the wood floor, now polished and protected with a clear stain. The only decorations were a plastic wall clock, a poster from an old James Bond movie and, intriguingly, a cheaply framed copy of Klimpt's The Kiss.

As she stepped closer to the artwork, she accidentally pushed something near her foot. She glanced down to see a dual bowl of water and cat food against the end of the counter.

Wendy found herself smiling. Paul had a cat. Somehow her mind couldn't reconcile this with her impression of him. A sleek, half-wild Doberman seemed to suit him more.

"Here, kitty-kitty," she said, crouching down to look under the coffee table, the couch, then behind the crates. "Kitty, where are you?"

A meow wove its way out of the bedroom, as if carried on a breeze. Paul's bedroom door stood open. The room was small, dominated by an old, queen-size bed. Paul's bed. He slept here with this faded, black cotton sheet. The light blanket kicked to the end of the bed had silver wolves on it. She could see an imprint of a body on the sheet and a head on the pillow. A single aligned imprint.

Swallowing hard, she kneeled beside the bed. In the darkness beneath, she saw one luminous eye staring out at her.

Wendy extended her hand but not too close. "Hey there, kitty. I won't hurt you," she said softly, coaxingly. The cat leaned forward and sniffed her hand. Carefully, Wendy curved her hand up and lightly caressed an ear, then the head. She felt something like a band of string around its head, and when it finally emerged she saw why. The very fat gray cat had only one green eye. The other was covered by an obviously homemade pirate patch.

"What happened to you, sweetie?" she murmured, surprised when the furry ball of a cat allowed her to pick it up, even curled up against her and started purring like a high revved motor.
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