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Chapter One

April 14

––––––––

Sandy Randolph signed her name at the bottom of the medical form. She looked over the piece of paper to make sure she’d completed all the questions and checked all the appropriate boxes. Or one box in particular—HEADACHE. The pounding in her head had become so intense, she’d followed her administrative assistant’s advice to see her chiropractor after a visit to her physician produced no relief.

Rising from her chair, she crossed the waiting room to the receptionist’s area. The pretty blonde with the name tag that read Kathy offered Sandy a smile.

“All through?”

“I think so.”

Kathy quickly skimmed the form, then smiled again. “It looks perfect, Ms. Randolph. Dr. Carlson will be ready for you in a few minutes.”

Instead of returning to her chair, Sandy wandered around the waiting area. The subtle grays and blues of the décor would make someone feel calm, especially on their first visit. Vivid photographs hanging on the off-white walls added color to the muted tones. Some small, some large, they all depicted the western Washington area. Mount Rainier, the Space Needle, the Cascades, Puget Sound.

Someone possessed a great deal of talent with a camera.

Voices in the hallway drew her attention away from a photo of the Olympic Range. She saw a fortyish woman in profile, but couldn’t clearly see the other person with her as he stood behind the wall. Their low murmurs kept her from making out their conversation, but she could tell by the deep tone that a man stood with the woman.

Dr. Carlson, she presumed.

Her presumption proved correct when he and the woman moved toward Kathy’s desk. Sandy gasped and her mouth dropped open. Dr. Carlson and Michael Carlson, her buddy from high school, couldn’t possibly be the same man.

“Kathy, I want to see Mrs. Porterfield in two we...”

His voice trailed off as his gaze met Sandy’s. She smiled. “Hi.”

The shock in Michael’s eyes reflected how she felt at seeing him. “Sandy?”

She nodded, then wished she hadn’t when pain radiated through her temples.

“You’re my new patient?”

“Looks that way.”

Now he flashed her the smile she remembered from all those years ago, the one that showed off straight, white teeth and made his sky-blue eyes sparkle.

A gentle clearing of Kathy’s throat snapped Michael’s attention back to his current patient. “I’m sorry. Kathy, set up Mrs. Porterfield for two weeks.” He lightly touched the woman’s arm. “Keep doing those exercises and drinking lots of water.”

“I will.” She gave him a smile that Sandy thought resembled more of a “come hither” look than patient to doctor before turning toward the exit.

Sandy couldn’t blame the woman if she indulged in some flirting with Michael. He’d been so good-looking in high school. The twelve years that had past since the last time she saw him had only added to his looks.

“Here’s Ms. Randolph’s chart, Doctor,” Kathy said, handing him a yellow file folder.

“Thanks, Kathy.” Michael held out his hand, indicating for Sandy to precede him. “Let’s go to my office.”

Sandy glanced through an open doorway as they passed it. A young brunette who appeared to be in her early thirties tidied the room. She heard soft voices coming from behind a closed door to another room. A gold plaque on the door proclaimed Massage Therapy.

“You have a massage therapist here?” she asked.

“Two, actually—one male and one female. I let my patients pick the gender they prefer who will make them the most comfortable. Most don’t have a preference, but some insist on either one or the other.”

He pushed open a door that had been left ajar. Sandy stepped into a light, spacious office that mirrored the décor of the waiting room. A large, plate-glass window gave her a view of trees and flowers in bloom. “What a beautiful view.”

“All those flowers are thanks to Lera, my chiropractic assistant. She’s the young woman we passed who was straightening the treatment room. Lera is a gardening fiend, which I appreciate since I’m lousy with plants.” He motioned to the two chairs before his desk. “Sit, please.”

Sandy took the chair on the right. Instead of taking his chair behind the desk, Michael sat in the chair next to her. His gaze traveled over her face and hair. “My God, is it really you?”

She smiled. “It’s really me.”

“How did... When did... Oh, hell.” He rose from his chair, took Sandy’s hands, pulled her from her chair, and enveloped her in a tight hug. Her smile widened, even though he couldn’t see it. Michael had always been a fantastic hugger.

He held her for a few moments before releasing her. “What are you doing here?”

“My administrative assistant sent me. I had no idea her Dr. Carlson and my buddy Michael Carlson could be the same person.”

“Who’s your assistant? Is she—I assume she—a patient?”

Sandy nodded. “Judi Weston. She was in a car accident last year and said you really helped her.”

“Judi has referred several people to me. I may have to put her on the payroll.”

“Well, she did tell me her Dr. Carlson was completely gorgeous with amazing blue eyes.”

It tickled her when Michael lowered his gaze, as if embarrassed by her praise. She leaned so she could see into his face. “She’s right, you know. You are completely gorgeous.”

“Okay, knock it off. I don’t need your teasing.”

“But it’s so much fun to tease you.”

Michael hugged her again before he motioned for her to sit. “How long has it been since we’ve seen each other?”

“You took me to a concert on my seventeenth birthday. That was twelve years ago.”

“Twelve years. I can’t believe it.”

“You were the one who said you wanted to see the world before you settled into a job. I stayed in Portland until...” She stopped, unwilling to reveal so much of her painful past. “I stayed there until I graduated from college.”

“When did you move to Seattle?”

“Five years ago, when I went to work for Anderson/King.”

He opened Sandy’s file, quickly perused the information sheet she’d completed. “You’re the human resources manager?”

She nodded.

Michael whistled. “That’s quite a job. Anderson/King is the fourth largest insurance company in the States.”

“And how do you know that?”

“Because it’s my insurance company.” He glanced over her patient questionnaire again. “You checked that you have headaches. Is there a lot of stress in your job?”

“Some. Why?”

“Headaches are often the result of high stress jobs. People get so busy, they don’t take the time to do the little things that can help them.”

“Does that mean I don’t need to be here?”

“Sorry. You can’t get away from me that easily.” He took a pen out of the holder on his desk, jotted a note on a piece of lined paper in her file. “I’m going to give you an exam and take some X-rays of your neck.”

“An exam, huh? I’ll bet you like giving those, don’t you?”

Michael scowled at her. “It isn’t ‘that kind’ of exam, Sandra. Get your mind out of the gutter.”

She laughed, delighted at his response. How wonderful they could fall back into their old teasing pattern after being apart for twelve years. “Sorry. I always loved teasing you.”

“Obviously, since it’s the second time in five minutes that you’ve done it. I remember you used to tease me at the most inappropriate times...like when I was with a girl.”

“Michael, you were always with a girl. You had more girlfriends than any three guys should’ve had.”

He grinned. “High school was fun.”

“Was college fun, too?”

“Oh, yeah.” He straightened in his chair. “Enough of this reminiscing. Back to why you’re here. Tell me about your headaches. How long have you had them?”

“Several years.”

“Can you be more specific?”

She could tell him the exact date, but chose to be vague. No matter that they used to be close, she didn’t want to spill her history of the last five years to Michael the first time she saw him. “Shortly before I moved to Seattle.”

“So, five years, more or less?”

She nodded, gentler this time so as not to jar her head.

A look of sympathy crossed Michael’s face. “You have one now, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry.” He lightly touched the back of her hand. “I’ll take you to the exam room and give you a gown to put on for the X-rays. Then I’ll get you some relief before we talk again. Okay?”

Sandy smiled. “Okay.”

* * * * *

Mike leaned back in his chair and stared out the window. The afternoon had been busy, which he loved, but he hadn’t had the chance to sit and relax. Absently, he reached for one of the cookies Lera had brought today and munched on it while thinking about Sandy. He still had a hard time believing she’d been here today. She looked incredible. The large, shapeless gown patients wore for their exams did nothing to enhance her figure, but the sweater and slacks she’d worn had showed off her body.

Her gorgeous, voluptuous body.

He and Sandy had been such good friends, yet never had any romantic notions about each other. She’d been like a little sister to him, someone to cut up with and tease. She’d been there to hold his hand when things didn’t go right for him.

The first time he’d met Sandy, he’d been dating her best friend. Perhaps that was why they never became involved with each other. After he and...what’s-her-name broke up, his friendship with Sandy had already been well established. He didn’t want to risk losing that friendship by becoming involved with her.

He’d never realized until today how much he’d missed her.

A soft knock on the door made Mike turn his head. Kathy came in and sat in one of the two chairs in front of his desk. “Chris has to work late tonight and I don’t want to eat alone. Want to share a pizza?”

Mike smiled. “I appreciate the offer, but I still have some paperwork to do. And I have to mark Sandy’s X-rays. She’ll be here tomorrow morning.”

“I guess you were pretty shocked to see her. She told me you two went to high school together.”

“‘Shocked’ doesn’t come close to describing how I felt. She said it’s been twelve years since the last time I saw her. I can’t believe it’s been that long.”

“There was never anything between you two?”

Mike shook his head. “We were best friends. It was great to have a girl I could talk to, one I wasn’t always trying to impress. I could just be me with her.”

“After hearing about all your conquests in school, it’s hard to believe you were ever platonic with any female.”

“Well, maybe the conquests were exaggerated...” He held up thumb and forefinger, one inch apart. “Just a little.”

She gave him an I-thought-so look before standing. “If you won’t have dinner with me, I guess I’ll go home and have a sandwich.”

Mike playfully scowled at her. “Don’t try to make me feel guilty.”

“Is it working?”

“No.”

“Darn it.” Kathy wiggled her fingers at him. “See you tomorrow.”

After Kathy left, Mike’s thoughts returned to Sandy. It had been so good to see her again, yet seeing her reminded him of how much time had passed. He was only thirty-one, but had already been through one marriage and divorce. He’d been raised to believe marriage was for life, that every couple had problems they had to work out. He still believed that. Although he’d failed once, he wanted to marry again.

How different his life would be if his ex-wife, Leslie, had really loved him and not his family’s money. There should be some kind of mark placed on gold diggers the day of their birth so a man wouldn’t be stupid and fall in love with one.

Mike could honestly say he no longer loved Leslie. That love had died when he’d discovered the truth about her. The failure hurt more than anything. He’d honestly thought he’d found “the one.” What fools men could become when they let their hearts rule them.

He picked up the small, framed picture on his desk and stared at the image of his son. Corey had been three months old when Mike took the picture. He would turn one in four months. He must be walking by now, and feeding himself, and saying some words that made sense. Mike had no way to know for sure. A month after he’d taken the picture, his divorce became final and Leslie had disappeared with their son.

Private investigators had searched for Leslie and Corey, but with no luck. Mike refused to give up. He’d hire a new P.I. every week if he had to. He would never stop looking for Corey, but knew the chance of finding him diminished with each passing day.

The phone rang. Mike glanced at it, noting the light on the third line flashed. It was either a wrong number or someone knew to call him on that line after hours. He lifted the receiver. “Dr. Carlson.”

“Hello,” Carol purred.

Smiling, Mike leaned back in his chair. Carol always sounded wicked on the phone. “Hi, yourself.”

“I have a wonderful bottle of Merlot ready to open and steaks for the grill. How soon can you be here?”

Mike’s smile disappeared. He didn’t want to be with Carol tonight. That didn’t make sense because her invitation told him what she had in mind. Normally, the same thing would be on his mind. Being with Carol for a few hours would make him temporarily forget about Corey.

Instead of accepting her invitation, Mike said, “Uh, Carol, I can’t.”

“Why not?”

Good question, but he had no idea how to answer it. “I’m loaded with work. I’ll be in my office for at least a couple of hours. Can I take a rain check?”

“For when?”

“I’ll give you a call, okay?”

“Call soon. I’m awfully lonely.”

“I will. ’Bye.”

Mike replaced the receiver in its cradle. The mental image of a lonely Carol had his hormones screaming at him to call her back. It’d been two weeks since he’d been with her. Turning her down wasn’t the smartest thing to do.

His gaze fell to the stack of files on his desk. Sandy’s lay on top. He reached for her file and opened it. He’d been so busy today, he hadn’t taken the time to read the personal information on her questionnaire. Passing over her name and address, he looked at her marital status. Single. That surprised him. Sandy had always been popular with the guys. He figured she would’ve married shortly after high school.

A zero filled the blank that asked for number of children. That also surprised him. He’d seen Sandy with her nieces and nephews and she was a natural mother. While he doubted if Carol would ever have children since she only wanted to have a good time, Sandy should be a mother.

He had a lot of questions to ask Sandy, but they’d be answered in time. Now that he had his best friend back in his life, he had no intention of letting her go again.


Chapter Two

“Corey, no!”

She lunged for the vase as fast as she could, but stumbled without her cane. The vase crashed to the floor.

His lower lip quivering, his eyes filling with tears, Corey looked at her. She rarely raised her voice to him for he was such a good boy. Instantly, she forgot all about the loss of her favorite vase. Nothing mattered more than Corey’s safety.

“Don’t cry, baby,” she crooned as she lifted him into her arms. Limping back to her chair, she sat down and held him close to her. She’d bathed him only an hour earlier and his hair smelled of baby shampoo.

She hugged him tightly, love swelling in her heart. No matter what it took, she’d make sure no one ever took her baby away from her.

No one.

* * * * *

It didn’t surprise Sandy to discover Judi in her office when she returned from her appointment. She appeared to be filing, but Sandy knew her assistant far too well to not recognize the ruse. “What are you filing?”

“Oh, hey,” Judi said before she shrugged one shoulder. “Just stuff that needed to be filed.” She closed the cabinet drawer and took the chair next to Sandy’s desk. “How did it go?”

“Good, I guess. He gave me an exam and took some X-rays, then had his massage therapist work on my neck a bit. I get my first adjustment tomorrow morning.”

“Dorothy or Hugh?”

“Hugh.”

Judi sighed. “He’s wonderful. Dorothy’s good, too, but her massages are a little more...intense than Hugh’s.” She sat forward, as if to share a secret. “What did you think of Dr. Carlson? Isn’t he the most gorgeous guy you’ve ever seen?”

Sandy smiled to herself. No one could say Judi didn’t get right to the point. “Dr. Carlson is a handsome man.” She dropped her large purse in the bottom drawer of her desk. “But he was a handsome teenager, too.”

Mouth agape, Judi sank back in the chair. “You knew him? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t know I knew him until I saw him. Michael Carlson isn’t a unique name.”

“I don’t believe this,” Judi muttered. Then, with an eager look in her eyes, she leaned forward again. “Did you ever have sex with him?”

“Of course not!”

Judi frowned. “Why not? How could you keep your hands off him?”

“Judi, Michael and I were friends. You don’t have sex with your friends.”

“You’ve never heard of friends with benefits?”

“Yes, but that’s not the way it was with us. I was fifteen when we met and seventeen the last time I saw him. I barely knew what sex was in high school.” A smile touched her lips as she leaned back in her chair. “We had the best time together. He could always make me laugh, even when laughing was the last thing I wanted to do. I remember one time when the guy I was dating dumped me. Michael found out about it. He practically dragged me out of the house and took me to the movies and for pizza. By the time the evening ended, I’d forgotten about my pain.”

“Sensitive as well as gorgeous. How did you ever let him get away?”

“I never had him.”

“Maybe you could now. Maybe this is your second chance.”

“Don’t you have work to do at your own desk?”

Judi grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”

Once Judi left, Sandy let her mind drift with thoughts of Michael. They’d never seriously dated. They’d gone to movies, out to eat, to ball games, but Sandy had never considered any of those dates, and she doubted if Michael had either. They’d simply enjoyed being together. She’d been able to talk to him about anything, even personal things. With Michael there had been no pretense, no trying to be someone she wasn’t. She’d laughed and joked with him without having to be “cool” or impress him.

They’d been such good friends. He’d never given her a reason to think of him in any other way.

Twelve years had past since they last saw each other. Perhaps now...

Sandy shook her head to clear away that thought. Fantasizing about a possible future with Michael had to be one of the stupidest things she’d ever done. She couldn’t become seriously involved with him, any more than she could become seriously involved with any man.

No man would want a woman who wasn’t whole.

* * * * *

Instead of Kathy, Sandy found Mike sitting at the receptionist’s desk the next morning. He had the phone receiver to his ear, smiling at whatever the person on the other end of the line said. She walked to the front of the counter. He didn’t see her, which gave her the chance to study him without his knowledge.

Sandy always noticed a man’s hair first. Michael’s ash-brown hair had been wavy in the past. He wore it shorter now, so she could barely see any waves. Still, it begged for the touch of a woman’s fingers.

She noticed eyes next. She couldn’t see Michael’s now with his head lowered, but she remembered them being as blue as the sky and surrounded by long, dark-brown lashes. She’d never thought it fair for him to have longer lashes than most women. Other girls hadn’t seemed to mind. Michael had never sat home on a Saturday night for lack of a date.

Her gaze traveled past full lips and a strong chin to rest on his chest. No white doctor’s coat for him. He wore a light-blue, V-necked sweater and dark-blue pants. Several dark hairs peeked from the neck of the sweater. She remembered he had hair on his chest from the many times they’d gone swimming together. However, she didn’t remember his shoulders being so broad, or him having such strong arms and legs. He had to work out regularly for his body to be so husky.

She thought he looked incredibly sexy.

He must have sensed her presence for he raised his head, winked, and mouthed the word “hello” before returning to his telephone conversation. Sandy signed the register on the counter, then glanced around the waiting room. No one else sat in any of the chairs, but she could hear voices coming from the rear. Names on the sign-in sheet proved other patients also came early in the morning.

Michael hung up the receiver and smiled at Sandy. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.” She looked past him, searching for Kathy. “Are you alone?”

“Lera and Dorothy are in the back. I sent Kathy for donuts.”

“Do you still have that sweet tooth?”

“Guilty as charged. There’s a bakery down the street that makes the best glazed old-fashioned donuts I’ve ever tasted. On Fridays, I splurge and buy a dozen.”

“How do you keep in shape if you make a habit of eating like that?”

“I run five miles a day and work out three days a week. Besides, we can’t eat the whole dozen by ourselves. The first few patients of the day get to help us.” He grinned. “That means you.”

“Oh, boy, my lucky day,” she said without a hint of enthusiasm.

His grin faded. “You don’t like glazed old-fashioned?”

“There isn’t a donut in the world I don’t like. Unfortunately, they go right to my thighs.”

“You have nothing to worry about in that department. Remember, I saw you yesterday in those tight slacks.”

“They weren’t that tight, and you haven’t seen me without any clothes.”

His grin returned, this time devilish. “Is that an invitation?”

Sandy frowned. “It’s a good thing I know you’re teasing or I’d bop you for that.”

He laughed. “Well, since I don’t want to get bopped, I’ll change the subject. How’s your head today?”

“Not as bad as yesterday. I think the massage helped.”

“Good.” He stood. “Your X-rays are in my office. Are you ready for the verdict?”

Sandy nodded, and walked beside him down the hall. She listened to him while he used terms like “loss of the cervical curve” and “subluxations,” even though at first she had no idea what any of that meant. Before he finished explaining everything, though, Sandy knew why Judi had said he was a caring doctor. He patiently answered her questions in simple words she understood.

Michael turned off the X-ray view box and motioned for Sandy to sit. After she did, he sat on his desk facing her. “Headaches are common for people with clerical jobs like yours. Are you bent over your desk a lot?”

“Almost all day.”

He nodded. “Your type of headache is commonly known as tension headache. They’re caused from the muscles being stretched because they’re overworked when your head is held in the same position for a long period of time. What I have to do is re-educate your neck muscles as I realign your spine. I’ll do that with a series of cervical adjustments and massages. Okay?”

“Whatever you think is best.”

“Are you ready for your first treatment?”

“Are you gonna hurt me?”

He smiled. “No, I’m not gonna hurt you. Trust me.”

“Isn’t that what the wolf said to Little Red Riding Hood?”

“C’mon, Sandy, when have I ever hurt you?”

Sandy realized he’d asked the question in fun, but it made her think. No, Michael had never hurt her. She didn’t think him capable of hurting a woman. While she hadn’t seen him in twelve years, deep inside she knew the gentle, caring boy he’d been had turned into a sensitive man. “Never. I can’t remember you ever hurting me, Michael.”

“And I won’t start now. I promise.”

Michael showed her to a treatment room. After telling her to lie face down on the table, he placed his hands on her shoulders. Sandy automatically tensed, and had to remind herself that he wouldn’t hurt her.

“Take a couple of deep breaths in and let them out slowly through your mouth,” he instructed in a gentle voice.

Sandy did as he suggested. The tension slowly slipped away as he massaged her shoulders. “In the future, Lera will take you to a room and start therapy on you—moist heat, ultrasound, whatever needed to help relax you before my adjustment. I work full days Tuesday through Friday, and until noon on Saturday. I want to start you with three adjustments per week, with a massage from Dorothy or Hugh every two weeks. Will that work with your schedule?”

“I’ll make it work if it’ll stop the headaches.”

His tender hands helped her to relax even more. “I’m going to press down between your shoulder blades. Don’t be worried if you hear a pop.”

She did, but didn’t jump since he’d warned her what might happen. He asked her to roll to her back. Taking her neck in his hands, he once more massaged the muscles. The longer he worked, the more sleepy she became. Her eyes slowly slid closed.

“Any plans for the weekend?” he asked.

“Not really.”

“No big date?”

“No.”

“How about a little date?”

Instead of answering his question, she asked, “How are your parents?”

“Mom and Dad are great. Dad’s semi-retired now, but still oversees everything to make sure his company is run the way he feels it should be. Mom stays busy with her photography.”

“When did your mother take up photography?”

“Five, six years ago. She took all the pictures hanging here in the office.”

“They’re beautiful.”

“A lot of people think so. She’s had several published in magazines.”

Sandy mentally pictured Joanne Carlson taking photographs. She’d always liked Michael’s parents, and his sister, Melinda. Joanne had always made her feel welcome in the Carlson home.

He completed the second adjustment and helped Sandy into a sitting position. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

She rotated her neck before smiling at him. “No, that wasn’t bad at all.”

“I’m going to give you a sheet of exercises and instructions on how to relax so you can fight the headache before it ever starts. I want you back here Tuesday for your second adjustment, okay?”

“I’ll be here.”

* * * * *

Mike swung the golf club in a perfect arc. Unfortunately, the club’s connection with the ball was far from perfect. It sailed high into the air and directly into a sand trap.

“Well, hell,” he muttered. He glanced at his father, Tom, who had watched him closely all morning. Mike knew if there had been any doubt in Tom’s mind that something bothered his only son, that doubt must have completely vanished with that shot.

“I guess I’m a little off today,” Mike said by way of an explanation as he walked over to his father.

“If I’d known you were going to play this badly, we would’ve bet on the game.”

“You would’ve won the bet, no question about that.”

Tom replaced his club in his golf bag. “Do you want to continue this useless exercise, or are you ready to buy my lunch?”

“Food sounds a hell of a lot better right now than playing golf.”

Mike drove the cart to the clubhouse. Once inside, the hostess led the way to a table next to the windows overlooking the eighteenth hole. After asking his father what he wanted to drink, Mike ordered iced tea for both of them.

Tom didn’t speak until they’d placed their lunch order. “What’s wrong, Mike?”

Mike chuckled. “Sometimes I think you know me too well, Dad.”

“I know when something’s bothering you. Is it Corey?”

“I haven’t received any news about him. The P.I. hasn’t been able to come up with one lead.”

“Sounds like you need to hire someone else.”

“This is the third P.I. I’ve hired, Dad.”

“So it’s time for number four.” Tom stirred a spoonful of sugar into his tea. “Let me do some checking for you. I know some people who would be willing to do me a favor. Maybe I can get the name of a good private investigator.”

Mike knew several people willing to do his father a favor, among them judges and congressmen. Owning the second largest publishing company in the country had a lot of advantages. “Thanks, Dad.”

Tom waited to speak again until the waitress left after bringing their salads. “Is something else wrong?”

“There’s nothing else wrong, but there’s definitely something else on my mind.” He laid his fork on his salad plate. “You won’t believe who came in my office Thursday.”

“Who?”

“Sandy Randolph.”

Mike grinned when his father’s eyes widened. “The Sandy Randolph you knew in high school?”

“The same. Her assistant is a patient of mine and she recommended me to Sandy.” He chuckled. “It was a shock for both of us, but it didn’t take long for us to fall back into old habits. She still has a great sense of humor.”

“I remember her from a couple of your parties. She was a pretty young girl.”

“Now she’s a beautiful young woman.”

“Is she married?”

“No.” Mike took a sip of his tea. “Actually, we haven’t had much of a chance to talk. She’s coming back Tuesday for her second adjustment. I think I’ll ask her to have lunch with me next Saturday.”

Tom picked up his salad fork. “I never did understand your relationship with her. You said you didn’t date her, yet you two went out all the time, and you talked on the phone practically every night.”

“We were best friends, Dad.”

“Never anything more?”

“No.”

“What about now?”

Mike stared at his father, completely at a loss as how to answer that question.

“Your face lit up when you started talking about her. Do you want more than friendship with her, Mike?”

“Dad, I just saw her two days ago for the first time in twelve years.”

“You’re evading my question.”

“That’s because I don’t know how to answer it.”

“How about honestly? Do you want more than friendship with her this time?”

“Dad, you’re rushing things.”

Tom studied him for several moments before saying softly, “I don’t think so.”


Chapter Three

April 23

––––––––

Sandy arrived at Mike’s office the following Saturday five minutes before her eleven-thirty appointment. Kathy smiled as she walked toward the counter. “Hi.”

“Hi.” Sandy glanced around the empty waiting room. “All through for the day?”

“Just about. Dr. Carlson is with another patient, so he’ll be a while.”

The object of their conversation came around the corner. “Kathy, the X-rays...” He stopped when he saw Sandy and smiled. “Hi.” He looked back at Kathy long enough to say, “The X-rays are ready” before his gaze returned to Sandy. “I had a last-minute patient. It’s going to take me a few minutes to finish.”

“That’s fine. I don’t mind waiting.”

“Why don’t you wait in my office? You’ll be more comfortable there.”

“Thanks.”

Michael hurried down the hall, leaving Sandy to stroll to his office alone. Instead of immediately sitting down, she glanced around the room. She’d been in here twice, but didn’t study the room, other than to notice the same color scheme of blue, gray, and off-white had been used here. A short sofa sat beneath the oversized window, a tall bookcase stood behind his desk. Another of his mother’s photographs hung on the wall, this one of Mount Rainier in all its glory. Several framed diplomas also graced the wall. Files and papers scattered across his L-shaped desk, proof he’d been working between patients.

The back of a small frame on his desk drew Sandy’s attention. She picked it up and looked at the picture of a baby with dark hair. Someone held the baby, but she could only see a woman’s hands, not any of her features.

“That’s my son,” Michael said softly from behind her.

Sandy turned and looked into his face. She saw sadness in his eyes for the first time since she’d come into his office last Thursday. “Your son?”
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