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Chapter One

Hart turned into the not-yet-paved driveway of the Heinrich job and hit the brakes almost immediately.  He let the truck engine idle while he stared at Amanda Heinrich’s smart red Audi parked in front of one of the open garage doors on the ground floor.

He hadn’t expected to run into her today.  In fact, he hadn’t expected he’d ever see her again.  That would have been fine.  It would be best for both of them.  Exactly as it should be.

But the sick sense of anticipation churning through him told a different story.  From the moment he’d met Mrs. Heinrich, she hadn’t been far from his thoughts.  Most of those thoughts centered around the what if possibilities that were far from reality.  There was no point wasting time thinking about them.  Yet he thought about them anyway.  What if she wasn’t married?  To the kind of man who could afford to build her this extravagant dream home?  What if she didn’t have a child with that man?  What if he’d met her first?  What if she left her husband?  For him?  What if they could be together forever?

Yeah, right, he reminded himself for the thousandth time.  Not going to happen.  He’d been nurturing this ridiculous teenage-like crush since the day she’d walked onto the job site one morning bearing a basket of homemade blueberry muffins and charmed every man on his framing crew.  Including him.

His foreman Robby, who also happened to be his uncle, had introduced him to Amanda.  During their brief, formal handshake he’d looked into those eyes of hers and somehow had this sense that he knew her.

He’d spent hours going over their first meeting in his mind.  Perhaps he had imagined the widening of her eyes as if their introduction to each other surprised her.  He wanted to believe she’d been as reluctant as he to release her hand from his.

Amanda made a point of checking on the construction at least once a day.  Hart suspected her husband was behind her vigilance, but nonetheless, she usually arrived mid-morning with some home-baked goodie or another for the guys to share.

The few times their paths had crossed, Hart had the same strange pull toward her.  A couple of times he’d looked up from plans or a conversation with the general contractor and caught her gaze.  She had been watching him.  Which fueled his belief that she felt something, too.


He took his foot off the brake and drove slowly toward the house. Amanda Heinrich was married.



Therefore it didn’t matter what either of them thought or felt.  

Hart parked on the opposite side of the unfinished driveway near the second garage door.  He’d stopped by to do a final inspection on the work his framing company had been contracted to do.  His guys were good, but he owned the company, a responsibility he didn’t take lightly.  He always did a final inspection.

From the truck’s side panel he removed a tool box, set it on the tailgate and opened it to review the contents.  Everything he’d need was there including his favorite hammer which had once belonged to his father.  Fondly he stroked the smooth worn wood of the handle.  He closed the box, and started for the stairs when a silver mini-van turned into the driveway.

Hart knew the van belonged to Shauna Summers, Amanda’s interior decorator.

Good.  

Now he and Amanda wouldn’t have a moment alone.  

He greeted Shauna and followed her up the stairs to the main floor and opened the door for her.  Amanda came toward them from the back deck overlooking the pool.  Did her steps falter just for a moment when she caught sight of him?  Hart couldn’t be sure.  If so, she quickly regained her composure.  He nodded to her and went upstairs to the third floor master suite.

He set the toolbox down and stood for a moment gazing around the unfinished space.  Flooring had not yet been installed and the walls weren’t finished, but still Hart could imagine what a sumptuous suite it would be.  There were luxurious his-and-hers bathrooms on either side of a walk-in closet the size of a small-bedroom.  A wall of French doors led to a small deck with stairs leading down to the pool.  

Hart started with the French doors, checking each to make certain they were properly aligned and there were no gaps where they met.  Then he went over the high cupola windows and the interior doors.  He smiled in satisfaction.  The workmanship was perfect. 

He picked up the toolbox and started down the stairs.  In the formal dining room, Amanda and Shauna pored over the floor plan, discussing placement of furniture and window treatments.  Their feminine voices echoed through the empty space rising and falling as Hart moved from room to room, making a few minor adjustments.

By the time Shauna gathered her samples and departed, Hart had descended to the ground floor garage.  He could hear Amanda bid Shauna goodbye and then the purr of the minivan’s engine as it retreated toward the road.  The time had come for him to leave as well.

Amanda's footsteps echoed hollowly on the wood stairs.  Hart glanced up from his toolbox to look over his shoulder as she stepped inside the garage.  He couldn’t read her expression.  Once again he reminded himself he barely knew Amanda Heinrich.  Except for this weird feeling he’d had from day one that he knew her, that he got her in a way no one else did. Almost as if he could read her mind, know her heart.  He had moments where he convinced himself she felt the same thing he did; that she probably knew every thought that passed through his mind.  In the next moment he shook himself back to reality and assured himself he had imagined it all.  Probably all she saw when she looked at him was the carpenter who owned the framing company her contractor John Walker used on his projects.

Not once had Hart been alone with her.  Yet each time he saw Amanda that zing hit him.  He somehow sensed her presence, thought at times he could read her mind, even when he couldn’t see her.  Amanda told him without words she felt exactly the same way.  He spent an equal amount of time telling himself this couldn’t possibly be.  Amanda’s wealthy husband obviously gave her everything a woman could want.  Why would she have any interest in him?

He’d spent nights telling himself it was a crush, nothing more.  A ridiculous crush, like a high school boy might have.  He needed to get over himself.  Get over this certainty that she felt it too.

After today he’d never see Amanda again, thank God.  He could stop tormenting himself with this wild fantasy that she somehow reciprocated whatever it was he’d been feeling.

Hart rearranged tools in his tool box, pretending to look for something he didn't need, pretending he was glad Amanda would walk out of his life for good in a few minutes.

She came to a halt several feet behind him.  He could feel her watching him, but she didn't say anything.  Both of the overhead front-facing garage doors were open, as were the bank of French doors which led to the swimming pool in back, but only stingy light crept in from an overcast sky.  The concrete block walls conspired with the clouds overhead to surround them with shades of shadowy gray.  Perfect, Hart thought.  

"Robby told me you’d be done with this job today," she softly offered his back.

Hart nodded.  "That's right.  We're all finished here."  In more ways than one.  With a sigh he closed the lid on the box.

He stood and turned to face her, fists clenched at his sides.  He asked himself the same questions he’d been torturing himself with for weeks.  Why did she have to be married?  To someone who could afford to give her this luxury home?  And those rings on her fingers, and all those bits of gold she wore all the time?  Why did his insides turn to mush every time he looked at her?  Why did he want her so much it hurt to think about it?  

She wasn't available.  She wasn't even interested.  Every night he reminded himself of this, while he stared at the ceiling and envisioned all kinds of crazy things happening between them.  Nothing would ever happen though, because believing the attraction was mutual had to be a fantasy.    If that were true, though, why did she look at him like she was now?  Like saying good-bye and never seeing him again would kill her?  

"Good-bye, Amanda."  There.  He got the words out.  He'd bid her farewell and survived.  He bent down, picked up his tool box and turned to go.

"Good-bye, Hart."  He took two steps.  Three.  "I'll miss you," she called softly after him.

He uttered a heartfelt oath, dropped the tool box and turned back to her.  Two strides later she was in his arms.  He kissed her.  Unbelievably, she kissed him back.  Their eager mouths met and tongues entwined giving him an experience he'd never had before.  Her arms were tight around his neck, her fingers played crazily through the hair at the back of his head.  

When the kiss ended they stared at each other breathlessly with a mixture of awe and wonder.

"Tell me," Amanda began, "tell me something—anything.  I’m too old for you or you’re married with children."  She paused a beat.  Her voice turned to a plea.  “Tell me this isn’t happening.”

Hart looked into her eyes, ran his fingers through the thick silk of her hair, savored the feel of it against his hands.  "I’ll be thirty-one this December.  No wife. No kids."  He understood she wanted a reason beyond her own entanglements.  She needed a way to escape whatever this was between them as much as he did.  The age difference could be no more than a few years at most.  But she had a husband.  A child.  A commitment.

"I shouldn’t have kissed you," she confessed shakily, though she made no move away from him.  “I don’t understand this.”

Hart wished he had the words to explain it to her.  All he knew was how he felt.  Inexplicably drawn to her, connected to her.

"I don’t understand it either.  But I can tell you it’s been driving me crazy.  You've been driving me crazy for the past couple of months," he told her, without humor.  

She stared at him while a mixture of emotions played across her face.  Surprise, joy, sadness, resignation.  When she spoke she didn’t say anything except what he expected to hear.  "I'm sorry.  I can't do this."  

He could see the regret in her eyes, but that didn't make it any easier to let her go.  “I know.”  He understood, but he refused to be the one who backed away.  Event though he understood, he didn't want her to think he liked it.  

Her hands encircled his wrists to still the movement of his fingers through her hair.  "Stop.  Please.”

Fine, damn her.  She shouldn’t be able to fight the attraction between them if he couldn’t.  He cradled her head in his hands and held her gaze.  He wanted to memorize this moment, remember every detail, because it was all he was ever going to have of her.  The only time he’d ever touch her.  He wanted to make her understand.  He wanted to make it harder for her to walk away.  He couldn't have her, and he knew it.  Knowing it tore him up inside.

She came back to him, pressed herself up against him.  He lowered his hands from her head and pulled her up tight next to him.  He brushed a final kiss across her temple.  Her muffled cry of anguish penetrated his conscience in a way nothing else could have.

Hart let go.  He stepped away vibrating with need.  She is a married woman, he reminded himself.  You kissed a married woman and wish you could do a lot more than that with her.  She is not yours.  Back off.  Turn around.  Leave.  Now.  

His conscience kicked in with a vengeance, and it was a good thing.  He picked up his toolbox and forced himself to walk away.


Chapter Two

Lyla Decker paused in adjusting the focus of her Cannon XP80 as she looked up toward the Heinrich house, then glanced at her watch.

She had expected the construction site to be deserted by now, but apparently there were still a few workers around.  She attached the zoom lens and zeroed in on the ground floor garage area visible through the gaping opening where a triple set of French doors offering access to the pool deck stood ajar.

She'd seen that bearded carpenter before, the blonde one with the too-long hair and appraising eyes, when she'd stopped by a couple of weeks ago to shoot a roll for the scrapbook she was making of the house construction.  Set on a couple of wooded acres in a new upscale housing development, out of the ground like a small castle it rose, a multi-level Olde Florida style home complete with a third floor master suite.  

Martin and Amanda would be surprised when she presented the album to them as a housewarming gift, an irreplaceable retrospective of their dream home becoming reality.  They would love it she was sure, especially someone as sentimental as Amanda.  Martin would give it his usual cool once-over with those frosty eyes of his and grant her a perfunctory thank you.  But the next time he needed some photo work done for one of his real estate developments, or his marketing department wanted something for a slick ad campaign, he'd think of her.  Her work was second to none, and Martin Heinrich could swing some business her way whether he wanted to or not.  He was a man who liked only the best; she had surmised as much from her exposure to him through her friendship with Amanda.  

Following the movements of the carpenter through her camera, she saw him stand, tool box in hand, ready to leave.  But suddenly he dropped the tool box and turned around.  Lyla managed to quell the sharp intake of breath when she saw why he'd turned back. 

Well I'll be.  Whoever would have guessed?  Even as shocked thoughts ran through her head, her finger pressed down on the button.  The camera adjusted the lens automatically as it took continuous shots.  They're really into each other she thought slyly, as she changed her position to zoom in as close as the lens would allow from this distance.  Amanda and the carpenter, what was his name?  Something odd.  Ham?  Holt?  Hart.  That was it.  Hart Michaelson.

Well, well, well.  Wouldn't Martin Heinrich be surprised to know his sweet, perfect wife played around behind his back?  And who would ever have thought sleek, sophisticated Amanda would lower herself to wallow with the hired help?

Lyla continued to shoot.  She had nothing but time, she’d inserted a new memory card, and rarely did she find such interesting subjects.

Amanda and Hart broke their embrace slightly, gazing at each other.  Unbelievable, Lyla thought; how long has this been going on?  Any other woman would probably be in tears from watching the two of them together.  Their longing for each other was so intense, so obvious.  So real.  No man, Lyla was quite sure, had ever looked at her the way Hart Michaelson looked at Amanda.  When they came together once more Lyla's camera continued to record their encounter, until they broke apart and Hart stalked off.  Seconds later a truck engine roared to life, the sound rapidly retreating toward the road.

Lyla hesitated at the rear edge of the clearing, debating with herself whether to approach while Amanda was still in the garage.  She took one last shot of the devastated expression on Amanda's face, then watched her bolt in the direction Hart had taken.  Her car started and Lyla heard it race away in a fury of flying gravel.

Lyla stood, deep in thought for a moment before she ejected the memory card from her camera and inserted a new one.  A long, slow smile spread across her face.  

People should learn to be more careful.  More discreet.  Few realized what a formidable weapon a camera could be.


Chapter Three

Amanda lay awake staring into the darkness.  The sound of Martin’s slow even breathing failed to soothe her as it usually did.  The hollow ache inside her kept her awake.  Her mind fumbled for answers even when her heart knew there weren’t any and could only circle back to the same one:  She was married.  She had a child.  This, whatever this was, this feeling, this longing, this ache inside for Hart, couldn’t displace those two facts.

She wouldn’t leave Martin.  She wouldn’t abandon her child.  Never in a million years.  She knew what it felt like to be abandoned.  She knew what it felt like to be a young girl left by her mother.  Thirteen years ago she’d made a choice.  A commitment.  She’d given her word and she wouldn’t go back on it.

After Chelsea’s birth, Amanda’s commitment to the life she’d chosen, to her husband, and most of all to her new daughter became even stronger.  She vowed to herself she would be a better wife, a better mother, a better woman than her mother had been.

If her marriage hadn’t met her youthful expectations, well, she’d learned to live with the disappointment.  Martin didn’t abuse her.  Not physically, anyway.  He was a good provider, an excellent provider, actually.  Amanda wanted for nothing.

She sniffed.  No.  She wasn’t going there.  Even if Hart’s kiss today had awakened something inside of her she’d thought long dead.

Martin wasn’t the most affectionate of men.  But he treated her well.  Yes he was distracted, dismissive, almost at times.  But he worked hard, he had a lot on his mind, as he’d reminded Amanda more than once over the years.  Amanda told herself she understood.  She’d been telling herself that for a long time.  She’d resigned herself to the situation, forced herself to be content.

She didn’t want to think about how things might be different with Hart.  Yet he haunted her.  Even here in bed with her husband sleeping next to her, she thought about all the times she’d seen Hart at the construction site, all the bits and pieces of their brief encounters.  He’d joined her and John, the general contractor one day to discuss the parameters for the small office on the ground floor, something Martin had insisted upon.  A place for her, where she could focus on her creative pursuits.

Amanda smiled thinking this was something Martin had given her.  The time and the luxury to develop her artistic tendencies.  True, right now, all she had to show for it was a line of greeting cards she sold through local gift shops.  But maybe, as Chelsea got older, once the house was completed and decorated, once she had a dedicated space in which to work, she could expand her business.

Hart had listened attentively as Amanda described what she wanted.  Shelves here, a small closet with shelves there, outlets placed around the room with extras near the built-in desk.  When John stepped away to take a phone call, Hart asked her what she did.

“I design greeting cards,” she told him, feeling slightly foolish.  Did he see her as a pampered woman with too much time on her hands who’d found a ridiculous hobby to make herself feel worthwhile?  Probably so.

Still, his eyes lit with interest.  “What kind?  Funny ones?  Sentimental stuff?”

“They’re pretty simple,” Amanda told him.  “Sometimes too many words can get in the way of the real message, you know what I mean?”

Hart nodded, his gaze direct and Amanda had the crazy sense he knew exactly what she meant.  She fumbled in her purse.  “Here,” she said, offering him a sample she kept with her.  She’d used a sepia-toned, old-fashioned map design for the front with a caption in a swirly calligraphy-style print which said, “No matter where you are.”  Inside, in the same print were the words, “I’m with you.”

Amanda couldn’t help feeling those words were somehow prophetic.  For some reason she happened to have that particular card in her purse and had given it to Hart.  His gaze caught hers after he’d finished reading it and almost like he’d said it out loud, she could hear the words.  No matter where you are, I’m with you.

The thought comforted Amanda now.  She tugged her pillow closer and closed her eyes.  She’d probably never see Hart again, but he’d always be with her.


Chapter Four

Becky Plunkett turned off the kitchen faucet and peered through the window.  That blonde photographer was over at the Heinrich place again taking pictures.  Didn't she have anything else to do, Becky wondered.  Nearly every day about this time, when Becky was starting dinner, the woman came by, sneaking in the back way through the woods, loaded down with all manner of cameras and equipment slung over her shoulders.  She must park on the Old North Road which bordered the rear of the property.  Hardly anyone used that road anymore, not since the county had extended New North Road to create entrance access to Wren Wood Estates.

What was so special about the house going up next door, anyway?  Becky looked around at her own cozy kitchen.  She and Ted had designed their house together, made it perfect for the two of them.  She loved the big, open kitchen best.  Along with the wide granite countertops and cherry cabinets, she’d purposely designed the area with lots of windows so she could look out while she baked and cooked.

It was pretty out here in Wren Woods.  Lots and lots of trees, cypress and pines mostly, but not very many houses yet.  On the weekends she and Ted worked on their landscaping, planting and clearing, mulching and fertilizing, mowing and trimming.

The Heinrich house set closer to Wren Woods Way than the Plunkett’s, which situated their back yard in direct view of Becky's kitchen window.  She sighed.  In the summer, when the cypress were green and bushy, it wouldn't be so bad, but in the winter, when the trees were brown and bare, the rear of the new house would be clearly visible.

Becky sliced potatoes for the beef stew simmering on the stove.  Maybe she and Ted should plant a few more trees along the property line to maintain their privacy.  She certainly didn't want a photographer’s camera aimed in their direction.

The woman moved closer to the Heinrich house.  Really, what did anyone want with an old-Florida-style three-story house, anyway?  All those stairs.  Technically she supposed, the living area of the house consisted of only two stories with the garage underneath.  Still, the Heinrichs would surely run themselves ragged hiking up and down all day.

Mrs. Heinrich seemed like a nice enough lady though, Becky reminded herself.  She stopped at the construction site quite a bit, most every day in fact.  One day when she was out in the garden, Mrs. Heinrich walked over, introduced herself, and offered a basket of homemade blueberry muffins.  Wanting to be neighborly, Becky invited her in for coffee.

They'd chatted for a good half hour over coffee and muffins.  Becky told Ted all about it that same night over dinner.

"I met the new neighbors today," she announced right after they'd finished saying grace.

Ted's eyebrows rose in surprise and his deep blue eyes danced behind the thick lenses of his glasses.  "Oh?  Think they'll bring the property values down?"

Becky giggled at Ted's joke.  "No, not at all.  Actually, I only met the wife.  Her name's Amanda.  Her husband's in real estate development or some such thing.  She was rather vague about what he actually does.  They have a little girl, too, named Chelsea.  She's eight."

"All that house for only three people?"

"Well, I guess so.  Maybe they'll have more children.  She didn't say..."  Becky's voice trailed away.  Ted reached across the table and squeezed her hand.  Their own inability to have a family was the one great sadness in their otherwise perfect life together.  She’d cut back drastically on the hours she spent in her psychology practice hoping a less hectic schedule would increase her chances for conception, but it had made no difference.  They’d been married for eighteen years, and had pretty much given up hope of ever having a family.  Ted was quite content with life as it was, but at times it still got to Becky.  She’d never gone back to work full-time preferring to counsel only a few clients and volunteer at the local hospice.  Becky recovered herself and summoned a smile.  "Well, anyway, Amanda seems like a very nice person.  She's very pretty, too," she added.

"Not as pretty as you, I'm sure," Ted responded.  Becky's curly red hair and freckled face gave her the wholesome look of a freshly scrubbed farm girl.

Becky giggled again.  Ted always knew the right thing to say.  

Every evening Becky told Ted about the happenings of her day, including the activity at the construction site next door.  Tonight was no exception.  "I saw the woman with the cameras again this afternoon."  She spread butter on a thick slice of homemade bread and took a bite.

"Wonder why she's around so often," Ted finally ventured. 

Becky shook her head, ladling a second helping of stew into his bowl.  "I don't know.  She doesn't come around much when anyone else is there, but she's obviously taking pictures of the house.  Maybe the Heinrichs asked her to photograph the construction?"

Ted shrugged.  "Who knows?  None of our business anyway."  They went on to discuss other things, closing the subject for the evening.

As Becky cleared the table and loaded the dishwasher, she decided Ted was right.  What went on next door was none of their business.


Chapter  Five

"Hello, Martin."  Lyla purposely pitched her naturally sultry voice an octave lower, to see what effect, if any, it would have on Martin Heinrich.

Slowly he turned around, but appeared unsurprised when his wife's friend knowingly invaded his personal space.  

Martin gave her a smile that looked genuine on his lips but never reached his eyes.  Over their years of acquaintance he’d never pretended he cared for her company.  That fact simply made him more of a challenge.  "Lyla.  How nice to see you.  Are you here alone?"

He knew the lack of a man on her arm in a setting such as the Annual Business After Five party would bother her, and she wasn’t quick enough to contain the brief flash of annoyance that shot through her.  She recovered quickly, however, even smiled as though she knew he was purposely trying to needle her.  "I am.  What about you?"  She made a point of looking around the immediate vicinity.  "I don't see Amanda," she stated, her gaze fixed on his.

This time the smile did reach his eyes, though barely.  "Touché, Lyla.  No, Amanda isn't here, but I'm sure you already knew that."

"Yes, actually, I did.  Sitter problems, I believe?"  She raised an eyebrow.  "I promised her I would take very good care of you if I ran into you."  She ran her tongue slowly across her lips as if to make a point.

Martin watched the movement of her tongue and when his gaze came back to hers she smiled, satisfied with the impact of her gesture.

Her black halter dress left her shoulders, arms and back bare, draped softly around her cantalope-sized breasts and nipped in at her waist, before flaring out again around her curving hips.  Varying lengths of slits in the scarf-like skirt emphasized her well-developed calves.  Strappy little high heels made to be stepped out of quickly displayed bared toenails painted the same deep pink as her fingernails.

She stood quietly, almost regally, allowing Martin’s gaze to wander up and down her body giving him plenty of time to mentally undress her.

The crowd pressed from behind to push her inches closer to Martin.  Inches that weren't available to spare in the first place.  He attempted to take a sip of his drink but halted mid-motion when his forearm brushed against her breast.  A surge of electric, sexual energy shot through her at the brief contact and she knew she had him.  He wanted her.  She envisioned the two of them together, her ripe body entwined with his, her tongue never still giving him a taste of what she had to offer.  He flushed as though his own wayward thoughts embarrassed him and brought the glass of icy scotch to his mouth and drained it.

Martin had brushed her off and rebuffed her before, though she'd never had a real opportunity to get him alone with Amanda invariably close by.  Martin made it clear he merely tolerated Lyla’s presence for his wife's sake.  Her feminine radar sensed his disinterest.  It had taken her eight years, but she had his attention.  Once he got a taste of what she had in store for him, Amanda would be the one spending her time alone.

"Shall we get another drink?" she suggested.

Martin glanced around.  "It's awfully crowded in here."  His gaze took in the long lines at both of the bars.  The Chamber of Commerce went all out to successfully publicize this annual event.  The majority of the town's business people turned out to drink, eat and schmooze at the Chamber’s expense.  Martin glanced at his watch.

Lyla waited for Martin to invite her somewhere else for another drink.  She would counter with a suggestion of going back to her place.  After Amanda called earlier to relay her baby-sitter problems Lyla’d checked the supply of champagne she kept cooling in the fridge.

"I think maybe I'll head home," Martin told her.  

Blood pounded through Lyla's brain.  What did he say?  He's 'heading  home?’  Oh, no, not before she gave him something to remember her by.

Lyla smiled.  "I think I will, too.  Would you mind very much walking me to my car?" she asked sweetly.  Only a poorly-mannered cad would refuse such a request.  On the surface at least, Martin presented himself as a gentleman.

"Not at all," he returned graciously.

Painstakingly they made their way through the crowd, stopped more than once by acquaintances who wanted to chat.  At last the doors of the old hotel lobby closed behind them.  The warmth and mildly humid evening air, typical for late spring in south Florida, offered a pleasant change from the press of bodies and the artificial cold they’d left behind. 

"You don't like me much, do you Martin?" Lyla asked matter-of-factly as they approached the parking lot.

She couldn’t tell if her question caught Martin off guard, but he came back quickly.  "Why should it matter whether I like you or not?"  

The way he had neither boxed himself in, nor openly rejected her did not escape Lyla’s notice.  "I don't know whether it should.  I only know that it does," she returned, forcing an edge of hurt into her voice.  She paused to withdraw a set of keys from her purse, which fell from her fingers to the pavement near her feet.

"Look, Lyla," Martin began as he bent to retrieve the keys.  As he did so, she hoped he got another look at her muscular, tanned legs and a whiff of the musky exotic scent she wore.  When he stood up he swayed a bit as if he were slightly dizzy.

"Why don't you like me, Martin?" Lyla asked.  She stepped closer, slid her arms up his chest and clasped her hands around his neck.  He kept his hands at his sides, but he stiffened at her touch.  

"Look, Lyla—" he began, but her mouth against his stopped him.  Her tongue darted out, teased his startled lips again and again before he gave in.  She used her tongue to play with him, tease him, toy with him, shying away when he thought he'd caught her.

She pressed her full, round breasts against him as she backed him up against the nearest car.  It didn't take long before he was hard and erect.  She egged him on, moved her body back and forth, up and down, encouraging him.  She expertly unbuckled his belt and opened his fly.  Her hand closed around him and he tore his mouth from hers. 

"Lyla, what the—" She repositioned herself in front of him, her intention clear.

He looked around wildly, even as his fingers threaded themselves through her short blond hair, allowing her to continue what she'd started.  Anyone could walk out here and find them.  This area of the parking lot was poorly lit, but not enough to make them invisible to chance passers-by.  Lyla could imagine what Martin was thinking.  Newspaper headlines were probably flashing in front of his closed eyes, even while his breathing sped up at the knowing touch of her clever tongue.  Would the risk he was taking be worth these few moments of uninhibited pleasure?  Lyla pushed him past the point of no return, smiling a little as she heard his gasp of release above her, the evidence of it in the back of her throat.  Men, even men like Martin, were so easy.

Slowly she straightened, wondering how badly her lipstick had smudged. She touched the corners of her mouth with her pinky finger.  Martin hurriedly readjusted his clothing.  Her gaze met his when he finished, but it was long seconds before either of them spoke. 

"That was—that was—"

"Good?" Lyla suggested.  A smile spread slowly across her face.  She had Martin Heinrich right where she wanted him.  He'd had a taste of what she could offer now.  She knew men like Martin; they always wanted more.

"Good.  Definitely good," Martin agreed.  

"I've wanted to do that for a long time," Lyla told him, her voice soft, as sexy as she could make it.  "I've thought about what it would be like with you..." she trailed off.  There was the bait.  It was up to him to take a bite.

"It's still early, Lyla.  Would you like to go somewhere...."

Exhausted but exhilarated, Martin eased himself into bed next to Amanda shortly after midnight.  Lyla was not only hot, she was wild, uninhibited and daring.  She had thoroughly enjoyed herself at his expense, he feared, but she'd repaid him by giving him a taste of experiences he'd only read or fantasized about before tonight.  What was the harm, he told himself listening to his wife's slow even breathing.  Amanda would never know.


Chapter Six 

Amanda pushed open the polished wood entrance door to MVK Real Estate Development and let it close behind her.  From her desk in Martin’s outer office, his assistant Judy Carter gave Amanda a smile and a wave as she answered the telephone.  Amanda approached and waited while she put the call on hold and punched in Martin’s extension.  “Lyla Decker on two,” she said.  She replaced the receiver and turned her attention to the boss’s wife.  “How are you Amanda?  I haven’t seen you around for awhile.”

Amanda sighed.  It had been a long day, and it wasn’t over yet.  “I’ve been running myself ragged with the house and the move.  The deliveries and errands never seem to end.  Martin’s in?”  She glanced at her watch.

“He shouldn’t be too long with that call.  Go ahead in if you want.”

“Thanks, Judy.”

Martin had his swivel chair turned toward the window and twisted from side to side as he spoke, his tone low and intimate.  He jolted in surprise when Amanda closed his office door.  Sitting up straight, he turned back toward his desk.  “Yes, well, why don’t you put those figures together for me?”  He consulted the calendar before him, “If I have them by the end of next week we can review.”  He listened a moment.  “Yes.  Fine.  Good-bye.”

He replaced the receiver and gave Amanda one of his disapproving looks.  “Is there some reason you barged in here while I was on the phone?”

“Judy told me you’d be off in a minute.  See?  She was right,” Amanda pointed out.  Why did Martin have to be so formal with her?  She was his wife after all, but sometimes he treated her like his employee.  One pretty low on the totem pole.  “Was that Lyla?” she inquired brightly, wanting to change the subject.

“Yes, as a matter of fact.  How did you know?”

“I overheard Judy...”  Amanda trailed off.  She had no desire to get Martin’s assistant in trouble.  “Are you using her now?” she asked instead.

Though Martin’s gaze remained inscrutable, Amanda sensed his displeasure with her inquiries.  “She might do some work for the Kensington project, if you must know.”

“You’ve never particularly cared for her.  I’m surprised you’d want to work with her.”  

“I can’t let my personal preferences jeopardize what’s best for the company, can I?”

“Was she flirting with you?”

Martin stared at her.  “That’s ridiculous.  She knows I’m a happily married man.”  His tone hardened indicating he’d dismissed her question as unworthy of further discussion.  “Surely you have something better to do than quiz me about my business associates?”

Over the course of her marriage, Amanda learned to develop a thick skin to deflect the hurt caused by Martin’s nasty barbs and none-too-subtle put-downs.  Otherwise she’d have bled to death by now.  She allowed the coolness he often inspired in her to creep into her tone.  “Yes, actually, I have a hundred better things to do.  I’m surprised, though.  I had lunch with Lyla yesterday, and she didn’t say anything about doing photography for one of your projects.”

“It’s business, Amanda.  I’m sure she didn’t want to bore you with the details.”

Because I’d be too dumb to understand them.  That’s what he wanted to say, Amanda knew.  Martin easily forgot she had once been a part of the business world.  She had, in fact, met Martin because the bank she worked for at the time had offices on the same floor as his firm.  Even though she hadn’t worked in an office setting in years, she wasn’t as ignorant as he liked to believe.  “I need a check.  The Windsong Gallery called to say the framing’s done on the Rauschenberg.  I thought I’d stop by this afternoon while Chelsea’s at soccer.”

Martin’s mood improved in a flash.  “Wonderful.”  He withdrew a checkbook from a side drawer and began to write.  “Inspect it carefully before you agree to delivery.  And make sure you get a receipt.”

“Yes, Martin.  I know.”  Amanda tried not to clench her teeth.

“I want them to hang it.  The sooner the better, of course.  Work your schedule around theirs.”

He handed her the check.  “I’d like it done by Friday.”

She put the check in her purse.  “Tomorrow’s field day at Chelsea’s school.  I’ll be there all day.  And you know on Thursdays I shop for Daddy and visit him.  But I’ll see what I can do.”  

“You picked up the dry cleaning today, didn’t you?”

“Yes, Martin.  I also called about the sprinkler system like you asked.  The technician will be there at ten Saturday morning.”

Out of habit she waited for a few seconds.  

“All right.  Was there anything else?”  

Why did she still do this when she knew he wouldn’t say thank you nor kiss her good-bye?  “I’ll see you later, Martin.”

“I’ll be home around six-thirty.  Have dinner ready, won’t you?”

“I’ll try, Martin.  Chelsea has soccer practice until five-thirty, you know.”

“I’m sure you can manage it, Amanda.”

***

Her errands took less time than expected and a glance at her watch confirmed Chelsea's practice would last at least another half hour which did not give her enough time to go home.  She would only have to turn around and come back to the park.  She had no choice but to cool her heels while she waited.

There were two sets of metal bleachers near the Little League field.  Chelsea’s team practiced at the far end of the park and there was no point in traipsing there and back.  From here she’d be able to keep an eye out for Chelsea and walk back to the car with her.  At least she could sit, she told herself as she headed toward the bleachers, wishing she had brought something to read as well.

A few young boys were on the field warming up, tossing a ball around.  Amanda noticed they weren’t wearing uniforms.  A practice must be about to begin.  The boys joked and laughed as they tried to outdo each other by throwing a ball high into the air and took turns attempting to catch it.

A couple loping across the field from the far side caught her attention.  She sat up straighter, her gaze fixated on them, though initially she had no idea why.  The woman, she could see, was several months pregnant and glowed with it.  She tossed her head and laughed in delight at something the man said.  She held a bunch of wildflowers and the man's arm draped loosely over her shoulders.  Their heads were close together, and for some reason the caption “best buddies” popped into Amanda’s thoughts.  The man bent his head closer as the woman spoke.  He actually listened to what she said.  

They came nearer, and Amanda sat up straighter.  She recognized the man.  Though dressed in the same blue jeans he always wore, his workboots had been replaced by white sneakers and his tee-shirt by a baseball jersey with a team logo on it.  A matching baseball cap sat atop his head, but did not entirely cover his blond hair.  

Amanda thought about Hart Michaelson daily since the afternoon he kissed her good-bye when the construction on the house was nearly finished.  Her thoughts about him had turned to fantasies, and she had read much more into what had happened between them than was there.  Based on the condition of the woman at his side, Hart had not given their shared kiss a second thought.  He regarded his companion fondly, and pain stabbed through Amanda seeing the two of them together.  She had no hold of any kind on Hart, or any right to his affection.  He was free, free to do as he pleased, to see whom he pleased.  Apparently, he saw a lot of this young woman.

Lost in her thoughts, Amanda missed her chance to escape unnoticed.  Hart and the young woman headed right toward her.  They came through the gate near the dug-out, and Hart took only a few more steps before coming to a sudden halt.

"Amanda!"  The tone of his voice reflected his surprise, but it didn't suppress the joy that sprang to his eyes.

The fact that he addressed her by her first name as he had that day in the garage was lost on Amanda.  "Hello, Hart.  How are you?"  Be cool, she reminded herself.  Remember, he doesn't mean anything to you, nor you to him.  He's just a carpenter who helped build your house.

He moved forward bringing the woman, who was plainly puzzled by his reaction, with him.  "I'm okay," Hart replied automatically.

Amanda wished she had done more with herself today.  She 

awoke feeling bloated and lazy, one of her "fat" days.  She’d chosen a loose cotton dress and comfortable sandals.  Even her hair hadn’t cooperated this morning, as if sensing her mood.  Refusing to curl under as it normally did, it fell in an uneven, untidy wave to her shoulders.  She hadn't cared until this moment.  Suddenly, she wanted Hart to eat his heart out over her.

A throat clearing brought them both out of their respective reveries.

"I'm sorry.  Amanda, this is my Aunt Rachel.  Rachel, this is Amanda Heinrich.  We worked on the Heinrich job a few months ago, remember the one in Wren Woods?"  He glanced to Rachel as she nodded.

"Pleased to meet you." Rachel responded.

"Your aunt?" Amanda echoed at the same time, which made all three of them laugh.

“Robby's wife," Hart explained.  "My uncle, remember?"

"But you're so—" Amanda stopped herself, feeling foolish now for her earlier assumptions about Hart and this young woman.

"Young?" Rachel supplied helpfully with a smile, patting Amanda's hand as she blushed.  "You're not the first person to notice, believe me."  

"I'm sorry," Amanda told her sincerely.  It had never occurred to her the reticent Robby would have such a young, attractive wife.  Although she’d seen him on a number of occasions during the construction, she doubted he’d spoken more than a handful of words to her.  In fact, she had a hard time envisioning him as a married man, but that just went to show looks could be deceiving.

"Are you here to watch the team?"  Hart asked.

"Oh.  No." Amanda shook her head.  "Chelsea has soccer practice until 5:30.  I thought I’d sit here while I wait for her."

Hart nodded.  

"I'm going to go see if Robby needs any help," Rachel told them.  "Nice to meet you, Amanda."  She waved to them both and went off in search of her husband.

Amanda's gaze came back to Hart.  He barely acknowledged Rachel's departure.  His gaze stayed on her the entire time.  The breath caught in her throat.  She hadn't been wrong after all.  He hadn't forgotten her any more than she had him.  It wasn't all in her mind, it was all in those beautiful eyes of his.  The connection was there, invisible between them, the strength of it almost like a physical sensation.

"I've missed you," Hart told her softly.  "I think about you a lot."

"I know."  Her response should sound ridiculous, but somehow it didn't.  Amanda gazed off across the field for a moment as though addressing it instead of him.  "I think about you, too, though I know I shouldn't."

Her gaze came back to find his still soft and warm on her, even after her words, reminding them both she wasn't free. "That shouldn't be enough for me, but you know something?"  He smiled.  "It is.  For now, anyway."

Amanda smiled back.  What was the harm in it?  "Do you coach this team?"  Amanda asked, indicating the group of kids now warming up behind him.  

He glanced over his shoulder where a few more recent arrivals gathered.  "Robby's the coach.  I'm his assistant."  He swung back to her.  "Gives me something to do when I'm not thinking about you."

Amanda couldn't think of anything to say, but his gaze held her suspended and words were unnecessary.  She shouldn't encourage him.  She should tell him to stop thinking about her, because there would never be a future for them.  But she couldn't tell him that any more than she could acknowledge it to herself, or keep from thinking about him, or wishing things were different, much different than the way they were.

"It was great to see you, Amanda."  Hart straightened.  Practice was about to begin.  

"You too, Hart."  It came out almost a whisper, but Hart heard it and he smiled as he backed away before he turned to jog onto the field.

“Remember that carpenter?” Martin asked a few days later.  “The sub who did the framing on the house?”

Amanda burned her tongue and nearly choked on the too hot coffee she had just sipped.  Panic filled her.  How did he know?  How in the world did Martin know of her feelings for Hart?  Her throat closed up and her chest tightened involuntarily.  Martin would be livid.  He would throw her out to fend for herself.  Martin would make sure she never saw Chelsea again.  She made a sound in her throat, the only thing she was capable of at the moment.  Martin took it as acknowledgment of his question rather than the terror it was meant to convey.

“I understand he’s quite good with his hands,” Martin went on, even as he cut into his omelet and perused the front page of the local paper.  “I thought perhaps he could build some kind of playhouse for Chelsea.  We have plenty of room now.  You would enjoy that, wouldn’t you pumpkin?”  This last he addressed to his barely awake daughter who’d shuffled into the room and onto the dining chair to his right.  She yawned hugely.  “What Daddy?”

Amanda had been holding her breath without realizing it as she waited for Martin’s wrath to descend on her.  Relief overwhelmed her at his words.  He knew nothing of her feelings for Hart.  What difference did it make anyway?  She had absolutely no intention of acting on them.  She couldn’t.

“I’m sure Chelsea would love it.”  If Martin noticed the quaver in her voice he did not remark upon it.  Amanda rose from the table and bent to bury a kiss in Chelsea’s tangled hair.  “Want some cereal, hon?  How about some toast.”

Chelsea nodded and yawned again.  She’d never been a good sleeper and school day mornings were always a challenge for her. 

Martin nodded as though pleased with Amanda’s agreement, though her concurrence was a foregone conclusion.  His word was law in this house.  “Fine.  Why don’t you give him a call.  See if he can meet with us to discuss it?  One evening this week would be good.”

“Of course.”

Martin folded the newspaper exactly in half and pushed his chair back.  He realigned the linen napkin next to his plate.  He bent to give Amanda his usual perfunctory kiss, surprised when she turned her head, her attention diverted.  Her fingers reached toward his shirt collar.  “Martin, what happened?  Your neck is raw and red right there.”  

“It’s nothing,” he assured her, his tone brimming annoyance at her question.  “I cut myself shaving.”  He straightened quickly as though embarrassed.  

“Are you sure?”  It didn’t look like a razor nick to Amanda.  The area looked badly chafed, as though abraded against a rough surface recently.  

“It’s nothing,” Martin warned.  “I’ll see you tonight.”

He dropped a kiss on top of Chelsea’s head and ruffled her hair.  “Bye pumpkin.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





