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KATHERINE STUART WASN’T in the habit of waking up in someone else’s bed. Which was what made her current situation all the more confusing.

It wasn’t that he was a bad-looking man. Quite the contrary. Katherine found Erick Hunter a very pleasant sight to wake up to.

She raised up on one elbow to study him more closely. He was lying on his stomach, facing her, his well-muscled arms wrapped around his pillow, broad shoulders rising and falling with the easy rhythm of his breathing. He’d kicked off the warm, cinnamon-colored, velour comforter while he’d slept, and the sheet had slipped down across his back, revealing just enough to attest to the regular use of the weight machine in the spare bedroom.

A stray lock of his thick, black hair had fallen forward in an unsuccessful attempt to tangle itself in the morning’s growth of his neatly trimmed beard. Katherine liked the beard. She thought it went well with the strong, masculine features of Erick’s face, and formed a suitable frame for a mouth that she was certain was capable of delivering far more than the brotherly peck on the cheek she had received at the airport the night before.

Which was the closest thing to intimacy she remembered.

Katherine searched her memory for a clue to why Erick was sleeping in the same bed with her, but aside from a rushed, all-day flight from California to Ohio which had ended with her collapsing in Erick’s bed – alone – in grateful exhaustion, she didn’t recall anything that had been particularly special about the day before.

She was just going to have to ask him.

Katherine did a quick inventory to assure herself that she was, indeed, still wearing her nightshirt and underwear, then leaned close and ran a finger across his shoulder.

“Good morning,” she said softly.

“Mmmmngh,” he said, without opening his eyes.

She traced the small, blue dragon tattooed on his shoulder. “Sleep well?”

He shrugged his shoulder in an attempt to shake her hand away, and replied with a mumbled question of his own. “Do you always wake your host up at dawn?”

“Only when I’m sleeping with him,” she replied.

Katherine watched in amusement as Erick’s eyes snapped open, and he assessed the situation. He was halfway out of the bed before she managed to catch his arm.

“I... I’m sorry,” he stammered, “Kat, I didn’t mean...” She caught a flash of dark blue briefs and long, well-muscled legs before he managed to snatch the sheet off the bed.

“It’s okay. I understand,” Katherine teased, smiling. “When you said I could stay here, I knew there’d be strings attached. I just figured on a little cooking, a little cleaning, and maybe a share of the cable bill, that’s all. I didn’t know you had anything else in mind.”

Erick had wrapped the sheet around his waist and was looking decidedly uncomfortable. “Look,” he began, “don’t take this wrong, but I’m not, I mean I wasn’t...”

Katherine started to laugh. She couldn’t help it. He looked so pathetic, standing there trying to explain his way out of a very awkward situation he clearly had no idea how he’d gotten himself into in the first place. “Get some pants on,” she said through a fit of giggles.

With an expression of relief, Erick grabbed a pair of sweats from a pile of clothes on a chair, and headed for the bathroom, the sheet trailing behind him.

Still laughing, Katherine closed the door, rummaged through her travel bag for a minute and then pulled on her own clothes, a “Hard Rock Cafe” T-shirt that she tucked into a pair of comfortable, well-worn jeans. As she ran a brush through her hair, Katherine heard her mother’s voice in her head. She had called on Katherine’s birthday a few weeks before, and couldn’t seem to get over the fact that her eldest daughter was thirty-four and still single.

“What’s the problem, Mom?” Katherine had asked. “I have a good job, good friends. I’m happy.”

“But who do you go home to at night, Katherine? You need to settle down. You’re a pretty girl, but you bounce around from place to place so much that you never give yourself a chance to find a good man to fall in love with.”

Katherine looked at herself in the full-length mirror that hung on Erick’s closet door. Tall, slim, with a California tan and sun-bleached hair that would never do quite what she wanted it to, she was certainly no movie-star or model, but she supposed her mother was right, she was pretty enough to get by.

Her mother was also right that she moved around a lot. But there was one thing her mother was wrong about – she had found a man to fall in love with.

Not that it had done her any good.

Erick wasn’t interested in anything more than a casual friendship. Despite all her claims to the contrary, she hadn’t left Springfield purely out of an overdeveloped sense of wanderlust – she’d taken off in search of greener pastures.

And to put some distance between herself and the past.

For the thousandth time since buying the plane ticket the previous day, Katherine wondered if coming back was really such a good idea.

She went out into the living room, to find Erick there, hands balled into fists on hips, staring at the bed he’d made for himself on the big leather couch the night before. Katherine caught her breath at the sight of him. Even barefoot, wearing nothing but his sweats, long hair still a bit rumpled from sleep, she knew she’d never find anyone that made her feel the way he did.

Erick looked over at Katherine, a perplexed look on his face. “I swear I meant to sleep there all night,” he said apologetically.

“I’m sure you did,” she said dryly, coming over and picking up the blanket.

He tried again, taking the other end of the woolen blanket. “You’re not going to let me hear the end of this, are you?”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Katherine said as they folded the blanket. It was tempting to keep needling him, but Katherine decided to be kind. “If you say you didn’t mean anything by it, then I believe you.” They started on the sheet. “It was late when we got in, and you probably got up during the night to use the bathroom or get a drink or something and went back to your bed out of habit. It could happen to anyone.”

She stacked the sheet on top of the blanket. “Nothing happened, right? So don’t worry about it.”
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ERICK COULD TELL KAT was giving him a hard time, but knowing that she wasn’t upset created mixed feelings of relief and regret inside him. They’d been friends since their sophomore year in high school, and their relationship hadn’t progressed beyond friendship in the past twenty years.

With a shake of his head, Erick scooped up his bedding and pillow and took them to the bedroom, to deposit them on the bed they had only technically shared.

She was rummaging through the refrigerator when he came back to the kitchen. He leaned in the doorframe, watching unobserved as she piled sausage, English muffins, and butter on the counter.

Up ten minutes, and Kat was still far easier on the eye than most women he knew. Her jeans hugged her hips in a most appealing way, t-shirt just snug enough to hint at the curves beneath. He shook his head and swallowed a sigh.

California had been good for her. She was tanned, but not too dark, and her hair fell forward in honey-colored waves as she reached back into the fridge.

It figured he’d realize how attractive she was ten years too late.

“How do you like your eggs?” she called, pulling eggs and orange juice out of the fridge.

Erick stepped up behind her. “Easy over,” he replied softly in her ear, reaching over her shoulder to rescue the eggs and juice as she jumped in surprise. “You deserved that,” he said with a chuckle.

Kat elbowed him aside. “You just watch out,” she threatened playfully, “or you’ll find shells in your eggs.”

They fixed breakfast and ate, catching up on three years’ worth of news. It wasn’t that they hadn’t kept in touch while Katherine had been in California, but emails and telephone calls weren’t an adequate substitute for the real thing.

“Is Trista still in town?” she asked, nonchalantly.

“Funny you should ask,” Erick replied, looking at her curiously.

“Why?”

“She asked about you the other day.”

Kat set her juice down very deliberately on the glass-topped table, refusing to meet Erick’s eyes. “Yeah? What’s so funny about that?” she asked, clearly making an effort to keep the trepidation out of her voice.

“You and she argue, you leave town, and neither of you so much as mentions the other for three solid years. Then, from completely out of the blue she asks about you, and three days later you’re back and asking about her. Don’t you think that’s funny?”

“Odd, perhaps,” Kat replied, “but not exactly funny.”

“That’s the kind of ‘funny’ I meant, and you know it,” Erick said.

Kat didn’t say anything, and Erick didn’t press the matter. While he wanted to know what had happened between them, it was clear that she wasn’t going to talk to him about it. Not yet, anyway.

But she did need to talk to Trista, and it looked like Trista knew it.

Erick didn’t press the issue, allowing Katherine to change the subject, but the rest of the meal was strained. He’d had his own troubles with Trista, and wondered what it was that she and Katherine had argued about – he had a pretty good idea, but neither woman had ever been willing to talk about it with him.

He was also fairly certain that their argument had been the reason Kat had gone to California so abruptly, and he wondered if pushing the two of them back together wouldn’t cause things to blow up again. When he excused himself to go get ready for work, he still wasn’t sure what he should do, but when he came out a few minutes later and found Kat setting up a workspace on the table, he knew.

If he was wrong, Kat might leave and never come back.

It was a risk he needed to take.

“Find everything you need?” he asked, coming into the dining room.

“Oh, sure,” she replied. “All I need is a place to recharge my computer’s battery, and an internet connection and I’m set.”

“Great,” Erick said, looping a tie around his neck. He’d tied his hair back with a leather thong, and slid the tie easily under the ponytail. “I’ve been using the extra bedroom as a catch-all, but you can have it. I’ll move the exercise equipment into my room and put the other stuff out on the balcony, I suppose. I’ll make some calls today and get you some furniture.”

“You’re getting old,” Kat said, looking at him.

The comment caught him off-guard. “Thanks for the reminder,” he said. “What tipped you off? Was it my newly discovered sense of responsibility or the gray hairs?”

“Neither. Besides, the gray hairs just make you look intellectual,” she replied, switching on her computer. “Actually it was the tie. Ten years ago you wouldn’t have worn one by choice.”

Erick lifted the end of the tie and studied its random geometric pattern thoughtfully before dropping it with a shrug of his shoulders. “It could be worse,” he said wryly. “Now that I’m a partner, I can wear whatever I want. When I was just a flunky, I had to wear a suit.”

As she sat there laughing at him, he decided to take advantage of her good humor, quickly scribbling some numbers on a piece of paper and tacking it to the bulletin board near the fridge. “I’ve left you my work number,” he said, “in case you need to get in touch with me.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem.” He paused for a moment, then continued, “I’ve also left you Trista’s number.”

“Erick—” she started, raising her eyebrow at him.

He continued, not letting her interrupt. “She’s usually at home, and when she isn’t, she forwards calls from the shop to her cell phone, so you shouldn’t have any trouble reaching her.”

“Erick—”

He looked across the table at her, looking directly into her hazel eyes, and was momentarily distracted. It was so easy to get lost in her eyes.

He pushed the sentiment aside. “Face it, Kat. If you’re going to come back, you’ve got to settle whatever it is between you two. You might as well get it over with.”

Her nodded acquiescence filled him with guilt, as though he had just plunged a knife into her and was twisting it mercilessly. But it was the right thing to do, he reminded himself. It was what had to be done.

“My keys are on the table by the door, and there’s plenty of gas in the car. I’ll ride my bike. Have a good day, okay?”

“I’ll try,” Kat said reluctantly.

Erick reached across the table to give her hand a squeeze, then got his bike from the balcony and left.

He pretended not to notice her watching him from the window as he rode away.

*
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KATHERINE COULDN’T work. She skipped back and forth between an article she had begun before leaving California, and the column she wrote for a monthly women’s magazine, but couldn’t seem to make headway on either of them.

It was the phone number.

That damned phone number hanging there on the wall like a living thing taunting her to call it, daring her to open the Pandora’s box she had kept safely locked away for three years. Even though she couldn’t actually see the number, Katherine knew it was there, and the knowledge gnawed away at her concentration until she couldn’t stand it any longer.

She dialed the number.

It rang several times, and Katherine was about to hang up, when a sultry voice answered. “Hello?”

“Trista,” Katherine replied, without preamble.

“Katherine,” Trista acknowledged. “I hoped you would call.”

Katherine bit off the retort that sprang to mind, something about it being obvious to them both that Trista had known that she would, and tried to think of something innocuous to say instead. But the tension on the line pushed all her prepared speeches out of her mind, and she couldn’t think of anything. “We need to talk,” she said finally.

“We do,” Trista agreed. “Would you like to come here, or shall I meet you someplace?”

Katherine couldn’t believe it. Trista was offering to meet on neutral ground, giving her the opportunity to avoid braving the lion’s den a little longer. But if there was one thing she had learned while in California, it was that running away didn’t help. It only served to prolong the agony.

“I’ll come there,” she answered.

“I’ve moved,” Trista said. “Let me give you directions.”

Trista’s directions were simple and concise, and twenty minutes later Katherine was pulling up in front of a well-kept, three-story brownstone across from Snyder Park on the south side of town. A battered, blue-and-white pickup was parked in the narrow driveway behind a new, white Prius.

The place looked harmless enough, Katherine thought as the morning sun reflected off the stained-glass panel over the large front window and through the crystal wind chime hanging from the porch, spilling cheerful rainbows over her legs and feet. She took a deep breath before grasping the antique brass door-knocker, and let it out as she tapped the knocker against the plate.

A part of her wanted to run away, but before she had a chance to give in to the temptation, she heard footsteps approaching, and a moment later the door opened.

For Katherine, seeing Trista was like looking at herself in a circus mirror – the kind that shows a slightly altered variation of her own reflection. Trista Martin was Katherine’s height, but slimmer, with waist-length, flaxen hair that today she wore tied back with a violet and gold paisley scarf. Probably silk, Katherine thought, though she didn’t ask. It went well with the cream-colored tunic and leggings Trista was wearing.

As usual, she wore an abundance of necklaces, a few long chains, but mostly strings of vari-colored beads and seeds, all knotted together just below her breasts. Her complexion was fair and unenhanced by makeup – Katherine remembered Trista having said something once about preferring the ‘natural look’ even before it was fashionable.

“Katherine! Do come in,” Trista said, her voice the same rich, honey-sweet, contralto Katherine remembered.

The same voice she had heard in the back of her mind every day she’d been away.

Katherine wanted to dissemble, to come up with some reason to put this off, but as she opened her mouth, she met Trista’s gaze and knew that Trista was reading her again – that Trista knew what she was going to say, just as she had before. Irritated, Katherine brushed past her and went into the house.

The rich aromas of linseed oil, patchouli, and cloves that permeated Trista’s house took Katherine momentarily back to the tiny little flat where she had first met Trista three years before. While the house was nearly three times as large as the condo had been, a quick glance showed Katherine that it was only slightly less crowded.

Some things never changed, she thought, noticing that Trista still attracted antiques to herself like moths to a candle flame. Shaking off the feeling of nostalgia, Katherine hung her hat and handbag on the vintage mirrored coat rack in the entry hall, checked her hair for the stray wisps invariably escaping the Gibson-style knot she’d twisted it into, and turned to face her hostess.

“It’s been a long time,” she said.

“Yes, it has,” Trista agreed. “Shall we talk over tea? I just put the water on.”

Katherine followed Trista down a long hallway, made narrow by the accumulated pieces of furniture. Not even the walls had been spared, she noticed, the dark paneling and traditional flowered wallpaper providing a nice background for the myriad of old-fashioned daguerreotypes and small oil paintings that hung in a hodge-podge arrangement down the entire length of the hall. Brightly scrubbed children and sooty factory workers stared at her from those walls, hanging alongside delicate pastoral scenes and a pair of ornately framed mirrors.

“I see you’ve expanded your collection,” Katherine commented.

“It comes and goes. It pays the bills,” Trista replied.

Katherine nodded, remembering then that Trista restored and sold the antiques. “Where do you find them all?” she asked.

“Garage sales, estate auctions, flea markets,” Trista answered. They had reached the kitchen, and Trista continued talking as she set out a pair of porcelain teacups and matching saucers. “I usually buy them for a fraction of what they’re worth, but by the time I’ve finished restoring them, I’ve pretty well earned my fee. The water’s ready.”

Katherine watched in silence as Trista pinched a few leaves from each of half a dozen jars and combined them into a small, silver tea-ball, which she gently lowered into the teapot, hooking it on the edge before pouring the boiling water from the kettle over it. It was a ritual they had established during their short acquaintance before, and Katherine found something reassuring, yet at the same time unsettling, about repeating it now.

“I’ve thought about what you said,” she said casually, as if their last conversation had been only a few days before, “and can’t seem to get away from it. Hardly a day goes by that I don’t look in the mirror without thinking, ‘Trista believes I’m a witch.’ I’m still not convinced that you’re right, but I’m willing to find out.”

Trista had listened in silence, pouring each of them a steaming cup of tea. “Well, I’m glad you’ve returned, but what I don’t understand is why you’re so reluctant to accept what you are.”

“Because I didn’t choose it,” Katherine replied, trying to remain calm as she stirred sugar into her cup. “I chose to be a writer, and there are those who think I do it very well.”

“There are some things you don’t choose,” Trista said. “They choose you. Love is one of those things. Magic is another.”

They’d had this conversation before, almost word for word. It was the last conversation they’d had before she went to California.

Katherine had replayed it in her mind a thousand times over the past three years, looking for the arguments to refute it. She had never found them, and that was the reason she had come back.

To learn just what kind of magic had chosen her.

“I won’t be pushed into this, Trista,” Katherine said, trying to sound firm and decisive. “If I’m not comfortable with magic, I won’t stay with it.”

“Fair enough,” Trista said, nodding in agreement. “But promise me you’ll give it a fair chance.”

Katherine promised, hoping she knew what she was getting into.

*
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WHEN ERICK CAME INTO the condo, he saw Kat sitting on the balcony, reading a book he assumed she’d gotten from Trista. He watched her for a minute in silence, then went into the kitchen.

He had resisted the urge to call her several times that day, and hadn’t even been sure if she would still be there when he got home. The fact that she was relieved him more than he was ready to admit, even to himself.

“You talked to Trista, then?” he asked, rummaging through the refrigerator as Kat came into the kitchen.

“Yes.”

He pulled a can of Pepsi out of the fridge. “Want one?”

“She thinks I’m a witch.”

Erick didn’t say anything, just reached into the fridge for another Pepsi. She would tell him as much as she was ready to, and he might finally get some answers.

“I said Trista thinks I’m a witch,” Katherine repeated.

Erick looked at her. “So?”

“What do you mean, ‘so’? You say it like it’s no big deal.”

“Is it?” He was watching her closely.

“It is to me,” Kat said, accepting the Pepsi he offered.

“Why?” he asked, hoping to draw her out.

She hesitated, clearly looking for the right words. “Well, people just aren’t supposed to be witches,” she said finally.

“I guess that all depends on your idea of a witch,” Erick said, putting a package of chicken and some vegetables on the counter. He reached for a large knife and turned to Kat. “You want to start the rice, or chop the meat and vegetables?”

She opted for the chopping, slicing the partially frozen chicken breasts with a vengeance. Erick wasn’t sure if putting a knife in her hands was such a good idea in her present frame of mind, but hoped that the activity would help use up some of her excess frustration.

It seemed to.

“You see,” Erick continued as he sautéed the uncooked rice in a little butter, “people have this idea in their heads that witches go around with their hair in snarls, missing half their teeth, wearing smelly rags or some silly-looking costume, carrying a cat, and riding on a broom. It’s not like that at all.” He poured some water into the rice, and they both stepped back at the sudden rush of steam. “Magic is what you make of it. You don’t have to be frightened of it unless you want to be.”

Erick knew immediately that he had said too much. Kat had stopped cutting the vegetables and was looking at him questioningly. “Are you a witch?” she asked, then blushed, embarrassed. “You don’t have to answer that,” she added quickly.

“It’s okay,” he said, swirling oil into a wok as he tried to figure out just how to answer her question. “Don’t worry about it. But if it makes you feel better, no, I’m not a witch. I don’t belong to a coven. I don’t dance naked in the moonlight. However, I do believe that there are forces working around us we can’t always explain, but that we can learn to use if we have the patience to try.”

They worked in silence for a few more minutes, Erick whisking the food around in the wok with a little soy sauce while Kat set the table, apparently not willing to volunteer anything more just then. But Erick wasn’t ready to give it up yet. As he spooned the stir-fry onto the rice, he casually asked, “So, are you a witch?”

“I don’t know,” she replied toying with the fork in her hand. “There are little things I’ve been able to do all my life just by thinking about them. They’re just parlor tricks, really – lighting candles, unlocking doors, starting cars, changing traffic lights...”

“Making it snow,” Erick added, interrupting her.

“I’d forgotten about the blizzard,” she said with a dry chuckle. Erick remembered it quite clearly.

They were to take a history exam the next day, and no one in their circle of friends had studied for it. Kat had been adamant that if it snowed hard enough, the buses wouldn’t be able to get through and they’d have to close the high school, so she stayed up late, staring out the window at the clear sky, willing it to snow. But nothing happened, and she finally gave up and went to bed.

The next morning, though, it was snowing, and it kept on snowing for three days.

And while Erick was reasonably certain he was the first to call her a witch, he hadn’t been the last. At least he had never pressured her about it.

“I’ve learned how to make it stop,” she said with a shrug. “Does that make me a witch?”

Erick laughed, crossing the room with two heavily laden breakfast plates. He reached past her to set them on the table, then put his arms around her. “I don’t know if that makes you a witch or not, Kitten,” he said. “But it does mean you have a certain gift. Don’t you think you owe it to yourself to find out what that gift is and how to use it?”

Kat leaned her head back, resting it comfortably against his shoulder, just for a moment before pulling away “That’s why I came back,” she said abruptly, releasing his grip on her and stepping away from him. “But that doesn’t mean I have to like it. Now, can we eat before it gets cold?”

Erick had to fight back the feeling that he was reading between the lines – that she had stepped away from him because she was afraid of getting too comfortable in his arms.

With great effort, he reminded himself that she had come back to Springfield for the magic, and not for him.

*
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“I WANT YOU TO MEET someone,” Erick said, coming into the dining room the next afternoon.

It was Saturday, and he’d been working out on the exercise machine in his room; his chest and shoulders were slick with sweat. Katherine tossed him a dishtowel she found on the table, which he used to wipe the perspiration dripping out of his hair and into his eyes, and she watched appreciatively as he toweled off, until he looked up and caught her staring.

Embarrassed, Katherine tried to steer the conversation back to the original topic.

“What did you say?” she asked innocently.

“I want you to meet someone.”

“I got that part the first time,” Katherine said, pressing the key to save the file she had been working on. Another paycheck was as good as in the bank. She was in a good mood. “What was the rest?”

“Her name’s Janice.”

“Someone special?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“We’ve gone out a couple of times,” he said cautiously. Katherine had the impression that he was weighing her reactions on some sort of invisible scale. “I think you’ll like her.”

It seemed obvious to Katherine that he was edging around the point. “It’s clear that you like her,” she said. “So, what’s she like?”

“Shorter than you, darker hair. Pretty,” he replied, hanging the dishtowel around his neck. It was too small, and Katherine thought it looked ridiculously out of place. “You two will get along.”

Katherine could see that it was very important to him that she like this Janice-person, so she pushed the jealous little green-eyed monster who was yawning and stretching its way to the surface of her emotions back into its cave yet again. While Katherine had never succeeded in evicting the creature altogether, she usually managed to keep it well under lock and key. Besides, she had no right to let it out.

“So,” she said, “when do I meet her?”

“Dinnertime.”

“That soon?”

“Well, you have to eat somewhere, and that’s where I’ll be, so I thought maybe you’d like to come along.” The words all came out in a rush, like Erick was afraid she was going to tell him he couldn’t go. Katherine felt sorry for him.

“Formal or casual?” she asked.

“Casual.”

“How much time do I have to get ready?”

Two hours later they were well into Springfield’s old money district. As she looked around at the elegant, Victorian-style houses, Katherine hoped Janice’s definition of ‘casual’ wasn’t radically different from her own. She had taken her wardrobe cue from Erick, who looked gorgeous in brushed cotton jeans, a teal polo shirt, and a black leather jacket. For herself, she’d chosen a cream-colored wool skirt, a violet, lace-trimmed linen blouse, and a matching sweater.

“How do you plan to explain me?” Katherine asked.

When he didn’t answer, she continued, concerned. “Erick, it’s just not kosher to bring an old girlfriend to the new girlfriend’s house – and no matter what you think, you know that’s how she’ll see me.”

“I told her you were my sister.”

“You what?” she exclaimed, staring at him.

He shrugged his shoulders and said it again. “I told her you were my sister.”

“Are you sure that was such a good idea?” Katherine asked, leaning forward in her seat to get a better look at the house. They had driven down a long, tree-lined street, dotted with large brick homes, and were pulling into the driveway of one of the elegant old buildings.

It was a dark red, two-story affair with several gables and a small tower rising over one corner. Black shutters and a steep, slate-gray roof made a contrasting trim, as did a tasteful amount of black gingerbreading around the eaves. A detached garage, that Katherine thought had probably been a carriage house in its former life, sat at the end of the driveway.

She thought the house looked nice in the half-light of early evening, but when she looked up at the darkened upper windows, they stared back down at her like a pair of vacant eyes. Katherine looked away quickly, pulling her thin sweater closer around her, and tried to suppress a shiver.

“Trust me, Kat,” Erick replied, guiding the Nissan to a smooth stop. “Janice tends to be a bit... uh, jealous at times. If I introduce you as my sister, she might not feel so threatened.”

Katherine looked at Erick, wanting to ask him if Janice had any reason to feel threatened. But she didn’t ask. She didn’t really want to know the answer.

“It’ll never work,” she said instead. “We don’t look a bit alike.”

He just smiled and got out of the car. Katherine had seen that smile before – it was the same amused smile that had caught her attention that day just after she’d first moved to Springfield when she had leaned over to the stranger at the desk beside hers and asked if he understood the geometry lesson. An innocent question that had started the best friendship she’d ever had with anyone, male or female. Now, nearly twenty years later, she was still falling in with his schemes.

She tried again as he extended his hand to help her out of the car, not wanting to give in too easily. “Erick Hunter – Katherine Stuart. What are we? Half-brother and sister?”

“I had thought that perhaps you could be divorced,” Erick replied as he guided her up the short, curved flagstone walk to the porch. “That would also explain where you’ve been and why I haven’t ever introduced you before.”

“I see you’ve thought of everything.”

“I try.”

“Okay, I’ll go along with it,” Katherine agreed. “But you’re going to have to tell her sooner or later.”

He shrugged. “Mm-hmm, but later might be better.”

Katherine smoothed a wrinkle out of her skirt. “How do I look?”

“Mother would be proud.”

She rolled her eyes at him and rang the doorbell.
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​JANICE GIROUX WAS ALL that Erick had described and more. Petite and beautiful, with dark features that hinted at an eastern European background. Her thick, black hair tumbled in luxuriant waves down her back, making Katherine acutely aware of her own dishwater blonde, mostly straight locks.

A wave of jealousy washed over Katherine as she studied Janice, wondering if her mauve jumpsuit could have been tighter, or cut any lower. As it was, it still left little to the imagination about what Janice had used to attract a man like Erick. Katherine couldn’t see what a woman who looked like this had to feel insecure about.

“Erick has been very secretive about you,” Janice purred, leaning possessively into the curve of Erick’s arm as they sat together on the cream-colored sofa. “He never even mentioned you until yesterday.”

“I only just flew in,” Katherine said, her eyes wandering around the room as they talked to touch on the grand piano by the window, the gold candlesticks on the mantel, the plush blue carpet, and abundant pale blue throw pillows scattered artistically on the couch and loveseat. Even the Lladro statuettes and other knick-knacks had been carefully selected and arranged to create a mood of elegance and comfort.

“Most of the family moved away several years ago,” Katherine continued, “but every now and then I come back to check up on Erick.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was close enough.

“How long do you plan to stay?” Janice asked.

“I’m not sure,” Katherine replied. “I haven’t made any definite plans. I just needed a break from LA, and Springfield was the quietest place I knew.”

Janice nodded approvingly, and Erick winked conspiratorially at Katherine over Janice’s head.

Katherine faked a cough in order to keep from laughing at the initial success of their deception, and, as usually happened whenever she pulled a stunt like that, began to cough in earnest.

“Do you mind if I get a glass of water?” she choked, rising from the light-blue, overstuffed, Ethan Allen chair.

Katherine followed Janice to the kitchen, and after calming her throat with several swallows of cool water, she looked around.

The kitchen was galley-style, with a breakfast nook at the far end, overlooking the back yard. They’d come into the room by passing through the entry and through a door in the hallway that ran alongside the stairs. On the adjacent wall, a second doorway led to the formal dining room. Katherine remembered noticing the dining room when they arrived, the arched entry a twin to the one leading to the living room on the opposite side of the entry.

The kitchen’s high ceiling allowed for an artistic arrangement of ivy to wind its way along the top of the tall, white cabinets. A long, narrow, braided rug ran the length of the room, its deep, hunter green repeated in the cabinet handles and kitchen towels.

It was quite pleasant. And spotlessly clean. Katherine thought that it could have been taken directly from the pages of a magazine.

“Nice place,” she said approvingly.

“It originally belonged to my grandparents,” Janice replied. “It’s cozy, but it suits us,” Janice replied, checking on something in the oven. A delicious aroma wafted out at them, only adding to Katherine’s growing feeling of inferiority.

So Janice could cook, too.

“You don’t live here alone?” she asked, trying to maintain the thread of the conversation. “Do your parents live here as well, then?”

“No, my parents live up near Columbus,” Janice replied. “They visit occasionally, but never after the weather begins to turn chill. They’ve spent the last few years almost exclusively in Palm Springs. It’s just Julian and I.”

“Julian?” Katherine asked. Janice was leading the conversation, and for the moment, Katherine was willing to follow.

“My brother,” Janice answered, a sly look on her face. “In fact, I think I hear him now. I’m sorry he’s late – he wasn’t pleased with the idea of a blind date.”

“Excuse me?”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you!” Janice said, trying to sound apologetic, but Katherine sensed a secret delight at her discomfiture. “Julian’s plans for the evening fell through, so I invited him to join us. It just seemed so perfect – Erick’s sister, my brother.” She put a hand on Katherine’s arm. “I hope you don’t mind.”

Katherine shook her head and forced a polite smile. “No, it’s okay,” she lied. “I’d love to meet your brother.”

Janice beamed with satisfaction and led Katherine back to the living room where they found Erick engaged in conversation with a man as tall and blond as Janice was short and dark.

“Are we interrupting anything?” Janice asked as she and Katherine came into the room.

Both men looked up. “Ah, here she is now,” Erick said to the blond man. “Julian, may I present my sister, Katherine Stuart. Katherine, this is Janice’s brother, Julian Giroux.”

Katherine stood there spellbound as Julian crossed the room toward her, moving with a grace she could only call feline. She felt completely overwhelmed by his very presence. When he reached her, he took her hand and raised it to his mouth.

“Pleased to meet you,” he murmured, his lips just brushing the back of her hand as he spoke and sending a tingle of delight up her spine.

“Likewise,” she whispered. She wanted to sound bored, but couldn’t seem to manage it.

While neither as tall nor as broad-shouldered as Erick, Julian was still an extremely well-built man, and the charcoal French-cut slacks and bulky gray sweater he wore flattered his slim, gymnasts’ build. His skin was fair, and he looked at her with bright, blue eyes that hid behind lashes she’d have killed to have. His blond hair was brushed back, away from his face, and shone like gold, especially where the ends of it just tipped over the collar of his sweater. A small diamond stud winked at her from its setting in his left earlobe.

He tucked Katherine’s hand into the crook of his arm, and she allowed herself to be led to the loveseat and seated much too close to him to allow for rational thought. Julian Giroux was one of those men that reeked of confidence and charisma, and though she felt foolish, Katherine was falling for it.

Hook, line, and sinker.

She didn’t remember what they ate for dinner, only that Julian sat beside her, his leg frequently brushing hers under the table, driving her absolutely crazy with excitement.

She didn’t remember what they talked about afterward, only that his arm was draped casually across her shoulders and his breath was warm on the back of her neck as he spoke.

When the evening was over and he walked her out to Erick’s car, it was all Katherine could do to leave.

“May I call you?” he asked. His voice was cultured and smooth, and Katherine briefly wondered where he had been brought up.

“I’d like that,” she answered. “Very much.” It was an exhilarating, reckless feeling, to have someone as charming, elegant, and sexy as Julian interested in her. So what if he was just being polite? Katherine was flattered, nonetheless.

As they drove away, Katherine didn’t look back. She didn’t expect to see Julian again, and wanted to savor the evening for a while before returning to reality.

“...got to you,” Erick was saying.

Katherine tried to snap back, but instead felt more like she was floundering through a tide of sensory overload. “What?” she asked finally.

“Yes,” he said. “I’d definitely say you were smitten.” He laughed. Katherine wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or not, but the laugh sounded forced.

“Well,” she said, “wasn’t that what you had in mind when you and Janice set this whole evening up?”

“I had no idea Julian would be there,” Erick replied, gripping the steering wheel tightly. “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have brought you.”

“Jealous?” Katherine asked, amused.

“No,” he answered shortly.

“What, then?” Katherine asked. But Erick wouldn’t answer.

After a few minutes of silence, Katherine settled into her seat, closed her eyes, and fantasized about Julian Giroux for the rest of the drive.

Erick didn’t say another word.

*
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SUNDAY MORNING, KATHERINE decided to do a bit of straightening up – in the three days since she had arrived the condo had already gotten well beyond the “lived in” look, especially with the addition of some rental furniture for the guest room.

After a couple of hours of sorting and rearranging, Erick went to the laundromat with the week’s accumulation of laundry (and strict instructions on how to wash Katherine’s) and Katherine tackled the dishes.

That was when the doorbell rang.

Dripping soapsuds all the way to the front door, because Erick had taken all of the kitchen towels with him, Katherine opened it to find a young deliveryman with a large, ribbon-tied box.

“What’s this?” she asked as she signed the receipt.

“Flowers for Ms. Stuart,” he replied, looking at her skeptically. In cutoffs and a torn sweatshirt, Katherine supposed that she didn’t look like a likely recipient of a dozen long-stemmed red roses.

Which is exactly what they were.

“This is so sweet!” she said, thanking the delivery boy and taking the flowers inside. Katherine rummaged through the kitchen cabinets, but Erick didn’t have a vase anywhere that she could find, so she made do with a pitcher instead.

After carefully arranging the flowers, clipping their stems with a pair of scissors and trying to make them look as attractive in the short yellow plastic pitcher as possible, she placed them on the oak-and-glass coffee table in the living room and rushed back to finish the dishes before Erick returned.

“You still like fried chicken?” Erick asked, coming into the condo a few minutes later, the basket of clean clothes crowned with a pair of familiar red and white cardboard boxes.

“Mashed potatoes and gravy?” Katherine asked with a sniffle, rinsing the soap from her hands again.

“Coleslaw and biscuits, too,” he said, handing her the lunches and the kitchen towels. “I’ll put these away,” he said, hefting the basket and going back into the living room. “What’s this?” he called a moment later.

Katherine went to see what he was talking about. He was standing there in the living room, laundry basket in one arm, looking at the pitcher of roses.

“Flowers,” she answered.

“From Julian?”

“Yes. Isn’t that nice of him?” Katherine said, coming further into the room. She was sniffling more now.

“I thought you were allergic to roses,” he said.

Katherine sniffed again. “I am,” she acknowledged. “But Julian doesn’t know that. Besides, they’re beautiful!”

Erick just shook his head, put down the laundry and picked up the pitcher. “You can enjoy them just as well – and probably more so – from out here,” he said, depositing the flowers on the balcony.

“Killjoy,” Katherine said.

Erick didn’t respond, and for a moment he just stood there, a glazed look on his face. But just as quickly, it passed, and he was himself again.

“Oh, come on, Kat,” he said, as if nothing had happened, scooping up the card that had fallen out of the flowers and onto the floor, and reading it melodramatically.

“Katherine, Last night was only the beginning. Julian.” He gave her a condescending look. “I can’t believe you’re falling for this.”

Katherine snatched the card from his hand and favored him with a brief glare before another sniffle sent her to the bathroom in search of a tissue.

She didn’t want to admit it to Erick, but for the past three years hardly a day – or a night – had gone by without her thinking of him. Yet the night before she had spent the whole evening in the same room with him, but had only had eyes for Julian.

She didn’t know exactly what it meant, but thought she might enjoy finding out.

*
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“YOU’RE GOING OUT WITH him! Are you nuts?” Erick wasn’t shouting, but he wanted to. Instead he was pacing energetically back and forth across the living room. No woman had ever frustrated him as much as Kat had, and she was at it again.

“What’s the problem?” Kat asked calmly, settling into the big leather couch. “It’s not like I just announced I was marrying him or anything. Yet.”

“He’s a bum!” Erick exclaimed.

“He’s rich,” she countered.

“Okay, he’s a rich bum,” Erick conceded, pausing near the television to look at her. “Do you know anything at all about him?”

“No,” she answered. “You’re the one who introduced us, remember? Why don’t you enlighten me?”

Erick sighed heavily and resumed his pacing, though somewhat less energetically. “Every morning, precisely at nine-fifteen” he began, “right after his morning study of the Wall Street Journal, Julian calls me. ‘Buy this,’ he says, or ‘sell that.’”

“So what’s so unusual about that?” Kat asked. “Isn’t that your job?”

“Of course it’s my job,” Erick answered. “But it’s not like that for Julian. For him it’s just a game.”

“Does he play it well?”

“He’s a gambler,” Erick answered with a hint of disgust. “Since I got his account last year, I’ve watched him. When he wins, he wins big. When he loses, it’s spectacular. And the next morning, I’ll get the phone call, cold and clinical, like always. It doesn’t mean anything to him.” The pacing was picking up speed again.

“Well, if he has the money to play with, what’s the problem?”

“That’s all he does is play. He doesn’t do anything else,” Erick replied. “He has degrees in economics and finance, and an MBA from Harvard, and all he uses it for is to play his little games.”
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