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PRELUDE TO A WEDDING


The Wedding Series

Book 1

Patricia McLinn


CHAPTER ONE


“Paul, I’m having the baby.”

Paul Monroe stared in disbelief at the woman standing at the far side of his old-fashioned desk. A ripple of panic swept through him, but he swallowed and tried a chuckle. It sounded feeble. “You gotta be kidding, right?”

“No. I’m not kidding.”

He saw the strain in Jan’s young face, backing up her words, but still he hoped for a reprieve.

“I mean, you told me all along that this would happen sometime—”

“I told you it would happen today.”

He’d heard that exasperated tone enough to ignore it.

“And I’ve seen it coming for a while, so I knew you’d have the baby someday—”

“Not someday. Today. And not sometime. Now.”

Paul stared at Jan and wished he’d had an urge to make calls outside the office this morning, or an impulse to play hooky. The day had sure been tempting enough, with Indian summer casting sparkling October light across Chicago. Surely he could have found something he had to do outside the office. Maybe an appraisal in the country, down winding lanes between half-bare trees revealing bites of blue sky.

Not that he minded coming to his office most days. Building and office alike held an ambience Sam Spade would’ve recognized immediately. Paul liked that.

But some days he just didn’t feel like being confined by four walls, and he was lucky enough and good enough in his field so that on those days he found something else to do. He wished he had today, because then he wouldn’t be here facing his very pregnant and soon-to-be-beyond-pregnant-and-into-motherhood assistant, wondering what in the hell he was supposed to do next.

Hospital. That’s what he was supposed to do. Get her to the hospital. Damn, this was Ed’s job. Fathers-to-be had a moral responsibility to make this panicked drive to the hospital — not bosses.

“Are you—?”

“I’m sure. I’ve been timing the contractions for a while and they’re getting close now. Plus my water broke.”

He might not know much about women having babies, but anybody who’d ever watched TV knew that phrase meant business. “Have you called—?”

“I’ve called the hospital,” Jan informed him, still efficient even when her skin went pale and her breath came hard with a contraction. Contraction — that seemed a mighty polite word for what appeared to be just plain agony. “They’re expecting us.” With a smile that shone even through the pain, she patted her protruding stomach. “And I’ve called Ed’s office. They’re trying to track him down and he’ll meet us there.”

Paul should have known she’d have everything taken care of. On the other hand, she scheduled everything so darn efficiently, why couldn’t she have scheduled this moment for about three hours earlier or six hours later so she’d be at home? Then he wouldn’t have to be the one saying, “Okay, I’ll dri—”

“I appreciate your driving to the hospital.” He also should have known her ability to anticipate his sentences would persist even in the throes of childbirth. Jan Robson might be only twenty-five, but sometimes she awed him. What awed him most was how she ran his office to her own exacting standards without impinging on his freedom. She was amazing. She never let up.

Nearly before the thought finished forming in his mind, she spoke. “But before we leave for the hospital, you have a phone call to make.”

“Aw, Jan.”

“You’ve been putting it off and putting it off, and there’s no more putting it off now. It’s exactly the way you’re dealing with the proposal from the Smithsonian, too. Eventually you won’t be able to ignore that, either.”

He ignored her second statement. “This wasn’t supposed to happen until Halloween.”

“No. I’ve told you all along that the due date was October 7. And I’m right on time—”

Of course she was, Paul thought. Jan was always right on time.

“—but you chose to pretend it wouldn’t happen until Halloween because you’ll be out of town then. You wouldn’t make the call before, so you have to make it now.”

“But Jan—”

“You promised, Paul.”

“I know, but this isn’t the time—”

“This is the time.”

“After I get you to the hospital—”

“No. Now, while I can make sure you do it.”

“I’ll talk Centurian into giving me somebody on loan like they did when you had flu two years ago and for your honeymoon and—”

“Disasters, every time. Besides, no assistant from Centurian will work for you now that they know better and—”

“But they all like me,” he protested with a faint satisfaction at, for once, getting to interrupt her.

It would be easiest if he could use one of the Centurian Insurance assistants. Even as an independent contractor, he did enough work for them that they’d rented him this cubbyhole office. A Centurian assistant would have at least a basic understanding of what he did, besides knowing where to find the copying machine.

“Of course they like you. Everybody likes you, but they all know what you’re like to work for and they won’t do it. You’d run wild with a regular temporary, and I won’t have you — Ah!”

The way she broke off and clutched her hand to her stomach propelled him out of his chair and to her side in record time. Then there was nothing to do but give her the support of an arm around her shoulders until he felt the tension ease out of her.

“Jan, we need to get you to the hospital.”

She looked up at him through eyes glazed with pain, joy and determination. “You promised.”

Hell! Hell and damnation! He pivoted and reached the phone in one stride. “You don’t play fair, woman.”

“That’s the only way to win with you.”

“What’s the number?” he grumbled, a grin fighting against the churning in his stomach. She did know him well.

She gave it to him. “And the person you want to talk to is Bette Wharton.” She pronounced the first name as one syllable.

He repeated the name when the voice on the other end of the line identified herself as Top-Line Temporaries and asked how she could help him.

He heard the click of the phone as he was transferred, then a new voice answered, “Bette Wharton.”

This voice sounded crisp and cool on the surface with the hint of something smooth and hot inside, and it made him think inexplicably of a spicy cheese concoction his mother used to stuff celery. Despite his tension over Jan, he almost grinned. How might this unknown woman on the other end of the telephone line react to being compared to stuffed celery?

“This is Paul Monroe. I’m calling because—”

“Ah, yes, Mr. Monroe. I’ve been expecting your call.”

“You have?” He looked up, prepared to skewer his assistant with a look. She would have him call somebody with the same trick as hers of not needing him to finish sentences. And why in the world did he have to make this call if Jan had already lined things up?

“Yes. I have a list of candidates.”

But Paul wasn’t listening. His dirty look had changed to one of worry.

“Tell her,” Jan ordered. She exhaled with a breath he supposed she’d learned at that birthing class she and Ed had attended.

“I need an assistant,” he blurted out.

“I know. As I said, I have several candidates. But I think you should make the final choice. If you’d like to stop by our office, or I could come by your office—”

“I’ll come there … sometime. Maybe today or — I don’t know — We have to get to the hospital. Now! We’re having a baby!”
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Bette Wharton held the phone long after a fumbling click severed the connection, as if the instrument in her hand could reveal to her the scene on the other end. Only when the dial tone pierced her fog did she hang up.

So Jan Robson was having her baby. And Paul Monroe needed a temporary assistant. Which meant she’d finally meet him.

She’d been intrigued ever since the brisk young assistant first came to her office five months ago and explained that she would be going on maternity leave eventually and needed a very special temporary assistant for her very special boss. Bette had regarded the news as propitious. For two years, she had been steadfastly guiding Top-Line toward just that niche in the marketplace — matching special needs with special service. Providing a replacement for Jan Robson could be the perfect gauge of how well she and Top-Line were doing.

Bette had wondered at first if there was more between assistant and boss than dictation, but Jan Robson saw Paul Monroe’s faults far too clearly to be romantically involved with him. It had been Bette’s observation that women in love lost the ability to reason when it came to the men involved.

No, Jan simply had a very high regard for her boss of six years. Bette wondered why, when the man Jan described sounded so little like a businesslike adult, but she couldn’t doubt the assistant’s feelings.

In deference to those feelings and with an eye to her company’s future, she had conducted the search for Paul Monroe’s temporary assistant personally. The results pleased her. All the employees at Top-Line were just that, but the ones she had selected for Mr. Monroe’s approval were the top of the top.

Now all she had to do was wait for the enigmatic Paul Monroe to make his appearance so he could make his selection.
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Darla Clarence closed Bette’s office door behind her.

“There’s a Paul Monroe out front asking for you. I can tell him you’ve left for the day.”

Bette recognized the offer as part of Darla’s long-running campaign to get her to work less. And that meant it must be nearing six, since that was when Darla usually started encouraging her to go home; most nights Bette didn’t follow the advice until two or three hours later.

“That’s all right, Darla. I’ll see him now. He could turn out to be a very important client for us.”

“Just a one-man office,” Darla said with a hint of a sniff.

“True, but he has pull with Centurian. He’s our first contact with them, and you know what a prestigious account that would be. That could open a lot of doors.”

In her overall plan, Bette had targeted such large corporate clients for her fifth year in business. Having the opportunity this soon felt like winning the lottery. Even so, she wouldn’t trust luck to make the most of it. She’d already drafted a proposal of what she could offer Centurian. But first Top-Line had to impress Paul Monroe enough that he’d recommend her company.

Darla gave an almost silent click of disapproval, but started to open the door.

“He doesn’t look like any important client I’ve ever seen. At least not for our kind of business.” She hesitated with her hand on the doorknob and glanced back at Bette, a glint in her dark eyes. “Funny business is what he looks like he’s best suited for.”

The soft chuckle Darla left behind puzzled Bette as much as her words. Neither prepared her for Paul Monroe, who started talking the minute he came through the door.

“Hi. Whew, what a day. And this is only the middle of the week! I don’t know if I’ll make it to Friday at this rate. Hard to believe when people spout off about you-really-should-have-a-family they’re talking about putting you through this 2.5 times. Once is enough to cure anybody.”

Before Bette could rise from behind her desk to greet him properly, he’d crossed the room and flopped into the padded armchair. Eyes closed, legs extended, arms dangling over the arms of the chair, he looked as if he didn’t have a bone in his compact body. At least not a self-conscious bone. He acted as if they’d known each other for years.

She swallowed her surprise. On second thought, he did look as if he’d had a rough day. In fact, he looked as if he’d spent it re-enacting Romancing the Stone.

His dark gray suit was top quality, but the jacket — now critically rumpled — was dangling from two crooked fingers. His slacks bore multiple creases and seemed oddly wrinkled at the knees. The knot of his silk tie rested at midchest, and his limp shirt showed a coffee stain on one rolled-back sleeve. The third button from the top had been matched with the second buttonhole, giving him a lopsided air.

His shining chestnut hair would do a racehorse proud, but any self-respecting Thoroughbred would demand a better brushing than this mane seemed to have gotten, she thought with a private grin.

“Sure, go ahead and laugh at someone who’s been through eight of the nine levels of hell today,” he said.

At the sound of his voice, she stifled a start and killed the grin. Great. Nothing like laughing at a new client to impress him. He’d opened his eyes, but only halfway, as if he could manage no more. When she met his look, however, she saw his eyes were dancing. She’d always thought that was only a figure of speech, but his truly did. The green flecks that showed against a gray background performed something lively and agile. If he’d been through eight levels of hell, well, she could believe he’d brought a bit of the devil back with him.

“You’re the most cheerful martyr I’ve ever heard,” she surprised herself by saying.

His grin widened in satisfaction — with himself, or her, or both, Bette didn’t know. “That’s the only way to go — singing at the stake.”

“A variation on singing for your supper, I suppose.”

“For my sup—? Ah, I get it. Stake turns to steak, as in charbroiled. I see why Jan picked you. I’ll have to mind my P’s and Q’s — and I’m not talking vegetables.”

Bette shifted at the reminder of why he’d come. Word-play was fun, but this was business. “Yes, well … Uh, how is Jan? And the baby? Your call ended rather abruptly.”

“Both doing fine. A boy. Edward, Jr. Eight pounds eight ounces, all parts fully operational. Especially the lungs. Although his father’s a little worse for wear at the moment.” He held up a palm as if to forestall her, his first movement other than raising his eyelids. “And yes, before you ask, he does look worse than me right now.”

“You mean he was there? I thought…”

His eyes narrowed and she felt as if she’d had a spotlight trained on her. “Of course he was there. And what did you think?”

“From your appearance, and from what you said, I thought…” Hesitating, she met his gaze and came to the conclusion that evasion was not a viable option if she wanted to stay on good terms with this man. “I thought you must have been in the delivery room somehow.”

His eyes popped wide open. “The delivery room? Good Lord, woman, are you crazy?” His body seemed to sag in reaction to the energy he’d expended in astonishment. “It was bad enough in the waiting room. I never would have made it in the delivery room!”

She tried not to laugh. She really did. It was no use. In the end, she had to wipe moisture from her eyes and take three deep breaths to get her voice under control.

“I see.” Another deep breath might get rid of the final quiver of amusement in her words, so she gave it a try, avoiding Paul Monroe’s gaze. She had a feeling his dancing eyes would surely pave the road to relapse. “I imagine the hospital personnel wouldn’t let you in there.”

One eyebrow rose in a quizzical expression that invited her to share his amusement. “Actually, they all presumed I was Jan’s husband at first, and for once in her life Jan was too preoccupied to straighten out the mess. I filled out some forms they shoved in my hands, then they kept telling me to follow this corridor and turn that way and check in with this desk and see that nurse. Ed arrived just in time. I tried to explain, but they were making threatening noises about my scrubbing and joining my wife in the labor room when he showed up. When they realized he was the father, they got all huffy, as if I’d been trying to worm my way into some secret place, and they kicked me out to spend the rest of the miserable afternoon in the waiting room.”

“That must have been very difficult for you.” Bette had had time to damp down the laughter, but apparently he didn’t fall for the straight face she’d assumed.

“It was,” he said in a tone that had just enough humor to escape self-pity. “I can see you think I had the easy role in this whole thing, but let me tell you, waiting rooms can really take it out of you.”

She fought a grin. Business. Get back to business. “I’m sure they can. I’m glad everything went well in the end. It all turned out fine. Now—”

His groan cut her off. “Went well? Are you crazy, lady? Midway through my day I had a woman walk into my office and tell me she was in labor, and it went downhill — fast — from there. Went well?”

“I see your point. One expects one’s assistant to better arrange such matters.”

She regretted the teasing words as soon as they were out. Nine out of ten men didn’t appreciate having their egos pricked by a sharp tongue, even in jest. Not the best way to win prospective clients. She could feel her hopes for entree to Centurian fading as fast as the October daylight. Then she saw the glint of appreciation in his eye, and sighed in relief. Paul Monroe, apparently, was the tenth man. Still, she’d be on safer ground if she got the conversation back to the matter at hand.

“That’s right,” he said mildly. “An assistant should do this sort of stuff on her own time.”

“I can guarantee you that none of the six candidates I have selected for you to choose from will pose a similar problem for you — at least not for the next few months.”

He sat up, and she became aware of the way his chest filled the misbuttoned shirt and his forearms swelled below the rolled-back sleeves. She swallowed, and remembered the things Jan Robson had told her about this man. Not her type. Not at all.

“I sort of hoped you’d be my assistant.”

The words to slash his presumption that any woman in an office was automatically an assistant welled up in her throat. She caught the gleam in his eyes just in time. The sort of gleam a kid’s eyes had as he waited for the teacher to open the desk with a frog hidden in it.

He’d baited the hook and cast it out there like an expert. And she’d almost fallen for it.

“I don’t have the credentials to join the Mission: Impossible team,” she said smoothly. She tapped the folder on her desk. “But these people do. Why don’t you look at the profiles tonight and let me know in the morning whom you would like. Someone will fill in there tomorrow, then your selection should be available, say—” she checked the thick appointment book spread open on her desk “—Monday morning. Is that satisfactory?”

“Very efficient.” He said the right words, but his tone didn’t have the note of appreciation she might have hoped for. She could feel the “but” coming before his mouth even formed the word. “But I don’t think I’m in any shape tonight to give these profiles the consideration they deserve. I’d hate to gloss over them, but I’m afraid that’s what would happen.”

Despite his politely tailored words, Paul Monroe was being a smart aleck. She should be irritated at him for not taking her work seriously, but he obviously didn’t take himself any more seriously. That glint in his eyes seemed to invite her to find a joke to share with him.

She gave her head a tiny shake. Jokes? She couldn’t afford to think about jokes. Business. “What do you propose, then?”

He grinned.

Uh-oh. She’d made the mistake of giving Paul the perfect opening, and she’d been caught.

He sat up, slinging his jacket over one forearm and tucking the folder under his elbow. “As long as you asked, I think it would be a wonderful service of Top-Line Temporaries if you came and told me all about these candidates over dinner. An oral report instead of making me wade through the written report.”

“Dinner?”

“Dinner.” He stood, and tipped his head as he examined what she feared was the incredibly stupid expression on her face. “You do eat, don’t you?”

“Of course I eat.”

“Yeah, I guess you don’t look really anorexic, but you do look a little thin. My mother would love to get her hands on you and fatten you up some.”

“Your mother?” What was he doing talking about his mother? He was a client. A client. He’d proposed a business dinner. A little unorthodoxly, perhaps, but a business dinner nonetheless.

“Yeah, Mom’s a throwback to the old days. You’d think a Lake Forest matron who does charity luncheons and supports the symphony would have followed the trend into alfalfa sprouts and organic tomatoes, wouldn’t you?”

Bette was vaguely aware that his hand under her elbow, warm and firm and so very much there, was supposed to encourage her to rise from her chair. She rose. He handed her her briefcase and she accepted it. He steered her toward the door and she followed. Too preoccupied by his comments, she paid little attention to where she was going.

So he was from Lake Forest, from the North Shore, where suburbs were pristine and upbringings well-to-do.

“But no alfalfa sprouts for Mom. She got fed up on that sort of thing as a kid herself.” Surely alfalfa sprouts hadn’t been big when his mother was a girl, so he must mean something else, but she had no idea what. Though she could swear she’d seen something like a grimace flicker across his face before being replaced by a grin. “She sticks to the basics of my childhood. And I’m happy to say my childhood was filled with double chocolate brownies and triple-decker sandwiches. All my buddies used to come to my house after school, just for the food. I don’t think even now she’s ever served granola in her life. Thank God. G’night.”

He waved to Darla, who stared as they made their way through the outer office. “You’re leaving, Bette?”

“She’s leaving,” Paul answered firmly. “We’re going to dinner.”

“Great!”

Bette cringed a little at Darla’s enthusiasm, which made it sound as if Bette hadn’t gone to dinner with a man in a year. And she had. Doug Burton, last winter. Once.

She tried to slow her pace against the tug on her elbow.

“Uh, maybe I should wait … lock up.”

“Don’t you worry. I’ll lock up.” So much for Darla’s help. Her dazzling smile lit her face. “You two go on and have a nice dinner. Have fun.”

The last two words might have qualified as an order.

“We will,” Paul promised.
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Paul liked the smooth scratch of Bette Wharton’s wool tweed suit jacket against his palm, which he’d cupped under her elbow to guide her footsteps. To him the contact seemed all the stronger for the silence that rested easy around them.

Top-Line Temporaries occupied a neat, efficient suite in a neat, efficient building in the area bounded by Michigan Avenue and Lake Shore Drive, the river and Oak Street Beach. He was heading to a different neighborhood, not many blocks away, but where the mood could swing from class to crass, glass to grit in the time it took to walk from one door to the next.

That very variety drew him to the Rush Street area. You could wait to make up your mind until the very last minute and still be within walking distance of just about anything. And if something more appealing came along before you got there, so much the better.

But he knew exactly where he was going to take Bette Wharton tonight. He’d known it nearly from the start.

When he first walked in and saw the cloud of dark hair, the eyes as deep a blue as Lake Michigan and the individualistic mouth with its tilted-back top lip, he’d liked her looks well enough, but not the expression of stern concentration she’d worn. He was all too familiar with that look.

Then he’d seen her grin when she thought his eyes were closed.

It changed her. That intrigued him. Nobody with a mouth like that should be so serious.

She obviously didn’t agree. One bit of flippancy escaped her and she looked appalled. He’d watched her stiffen into seriousness, and had become determined to lure out that spark of mischief again.

That was when he knew he’d take her to Mama Artemis’s Restaurant. Bette Wharton’s exterior, with her conservative suit of gray wool heathered by faint blue, sensible heels and unfrivolous gold lapel pin, might match her office’s neighborhood, but that glint in her eye screamed of Mama Artemis’s.

“Do you know where we’re going or are you making turns at random?” she asked as they rounded yet another corner.

They could have walked four blocks straight west then five north, but he preferred to mix it up with a turn here and a turn there. “I know where we’re going.”

He frowned. He did know where they were going, had set out with that destination in mind. That wasn’t like him.

“I could have sworn we passed this store before,” Bette remarked.

His frown disappeared. He liked the edge of amused skepticism in her voice.

“I said I knew where we were going. I didn’t say we were taking the most direct route.”

She muffled a splutter of laughter, but he heard it and liked that, too.

“Trying to throw me off the track so I can’t find the place again? If this is a secret hideaway, wouldn’t it be easier just to blindfold me?”

“Aw, you know how nosy people are these days. I was afraid somebody’d stop us or call a cop. Besides, I gave up my handkerchief to the noble cause of mopping Ed Robson’s brow hours ago, and I didn’t want to risk my good tie. You wouldn’t believe how many ties I’ve ruined by blindfolding women wearing mascara.” He stopped and turned toward her as if scrutinizing her in the glow of a store’s lights. “Unless you’re not wearing mascara? It’s not too late to use the tie…” He let his voice trail off hopefully.

“Your tie would be ruined. I’m wearing mascara.” Beneath the words lurked a chuckle. “But all this talk of ties reminds me…”

Her hands rose to just above where the well-loosened knot of his tie rested. Glancing down, he saw he’d misbuttoned his shirt at some point in this frenetic day. But that didn’t interest him nearly as much as the revelation that occurred when Bette Wharton’s index finger brushed his chest as she finished pushing the third button through its proper hole.

She’d hardly touched him. Considerably less skin had come into contact than in a business handshake, but no one would ever have confused the sensations. The bolt of heat tightened his muscles and kicked the breath out of him.

In the uneven light of the store displays, he saw a tide of color rising along her neck and sweeping into her cheeks. The instant before she could pull her hands away, he caught them in both of his and held them, not quite pressed against his chest. If he brought her hands back to where her finger had brushed, he wasn’t entirely sure what he’d do. He couldn’t risk that. But if he let her pull away now, there’d always be a barrier of awkwardness between them. And he couldn’t bear that.

So he simply held her hands. Long enough so that both of them could regulate their breathing and convince themselves nothing had happened. When she took a long breath and looked at him with a smile tinged with wryness, he knew she’d succeeded before he had. To mask that, he spoke the first words that came to his lips.

“Thanks. I told you those waiting rooms are rough. I think that happened when this guy grabbed me by the collar. He was one of those chicken fathers.”

He saw the question flit into her eyes, shoving aside some of the confusion and discomfort, and he felt a spurt of relief almost as strong as the disappointment.

“You know,” he continued his explanation, “the fathers too chicken to go into the delivery room. Although this guy had no trouble grabbing me by the shirtfront and demanding what in the hell was taking so long. As if I knew!”

Her chuckle assured him her recovery was complete.

“The worst afternoon of my life. Thank God Jan was nearly as efficient in having a baby as she is in everything else. The nurse kept telling me Jan was having an incredibly short labor — as if she thought that should make me feel better.”

“Poor Paul.” She smiled, apparently unaware it was the first time she’d used his name. She slipped her hands away from him. “What you need is food to fortify you after such a long day.”

“Yeah.” He pretended to believe the sympathy.

“So maybe we should get to the restaurant.”

“Okay.” But he didn’t move, enjoying the flicker of uncertainty in her eyes, intrigued by the way her thoughts were alternately revealed and hidden. With eyes like that, teasing was irresistible.

“So…” she said again.

“What do you mean, ‘so’?”

“Don’t you want to eat?” she asked.

“Yeah, I want to eat.”

“Then don’t you think we should get going?”

“No.”

“No? Why not?”

“Because if we go, we won’t be able to eat.”

He saw annoyance warring with amusement in her deep blue eyes and loved it. “Paul—”

“All right, all right,” he gave in with a laugh. “Turn around.” He saw her take in the small sign that read Mama Artemis, then laughed again when she turned back to him with a grimace.

“You’re a fiend.”

“I know.” He took her elbow again to guide her through the door and along the narrow hallway that led between two shops before widening to the restaurant proper, tucked into the back of the building. Having his hand around her elbow already felt pleasantly familiar.

“Paul!” A small, round woman with gray streaking the dark hair piled on top of her head wrapped plump arms around him with enthusiasm. “It’s been too long! Much too long. You must tell us how you have been all these long months we have seen nothing of you. And your mama and papa, and your dear little sister. But now you come, come and sit, you and your young lady.”

Bette would barely have had time to absorb the lightning switch from the frown and scolding to the smile and invitation before she was towed along between crowded tables. But she didn’t seem thrown. When she sent a quick, questioning glance over her shoulder, he smiled, shrugged and headed after them.

In a far corner, amid deep, rich colors aglow in candlelight, Bette slid into a small booth, its seat a quarter of a circle so small that when he sat next to her their knees tangled.

“Here. Now you settle, get comfortable, and I get wine. Then we talk about the dinner and I will tell you what you must have to eat.” The woman patted Bette’s hand and Paul’s shoulder and hurried away.

“Is that Mama Artemis?”

“No. That’s her daughter, Ardith. Mama Artemis is much more forceful.”

Bette shook her head as she chuckled. “Where are they from? I don’t recognize the accent.”

“I really don’t know. Not that I haven’t asked. I have. But when they start talking about it they get into a lot of complicated history, and just when I think I’m starting to follow it, they get excited and lapse into their native language. Best I can tell you is somewhere in southeastern Europe. I guess one of those places that’s been passed back and forth a good bit.”

Ardith bustled back with a bottle of wine swaddled in a napkin to catch the weeping condensation.

“How is Mama Artemis, Ardith?”

“Ah, Mama. She is the same. Always Mama.” She poured the pale gold liquid into the chunky clear glass in front of Paul. “She is a terror, Mama.” Even if Ardith hadn’t smiled, Paul could see that Bette recognized the affection and admiration and knew “terror” was a term of respect.

At her gesture, Paul tasted the wine and gave wholehearted approval. “Glad to hear she’s doing well,” he said. “Be sure to tell her Jan had her baby today. A boy.”

“Ah, a baby! Yes, yes, I will tell her. Such a happy thing, young Jan to have a baby. And you should be having babies, too. You should find a woman, marry her, settle down and have babies.”

“Aw, Ardith.” The refrain was so familiar he responded automatically, but underneath a memory stirred uneasily of that same refrain spoken in another voice.

“Yes, yes, many babies. Baby girls for you to spoil and baby boys to play with the toys like you do with my nephews. They ask for you. Goran has found three soldiers he wants to show you. And a new engine. You come some Sunday. And you bring your young lady.”

As she launched into a description of the meal she would serve them, Paul knew it had been more edict than invitation, and if he didn’t bring Bette, he’d spend all his time explaining why.

He sighed as Ardith left them, apparently satisfied that their choices — more accurately, her choices for them — were in order.

“I don’t know why I come here,” he grumbled, only half-kidding. A lot could be said for places where nobody asked you to Sunday dinner or cared whom you were with or speculated on when you’d get around to having babies.

“Isn’t the food good?”

“The food’s terrific.”

“Maybe that’s the reason,” Bette said as if she meant it, but he spotted a glint in her eyes. “Or maybe it’s because you’re obviously adored here.”

“You saying I have an ego problem, huh?”

She shrugged, a movement that also raised and lowered her knee a fraction of an inch where it touched his, just enough to send a shiver of sensation running up his leg. “Or maybe it’s because they invite you to come over on Sundays to enjoy the children’s toys.”

He grinned, trying to ignore where that shiver of sensation had concentrated. “Occupational hazard.”

“Occupational? It sounds more like child’s play.”

He tilted his head. “Didn’t Jan tell you what I do?”

“Of course she did. I couldn’t select possible temporaries for you without knowing what they’d be doing.”

“What do I do?” He saw her resistance to stating what she clearly felt was the obvious. “Humor me, please?”

She let out a short breath. As she started to answer, part of him experienced inordinate pleasure at the idea that she was willing to humor him.

“You are an independent appraiser, with a good bit of business coming from referrals from Centurian Insurance Group as well as several other major firms, although you do a variety of noninsurance-related appraisals. And Jan mentioned you’ve worked with some large museums.”

He nodded, and hoped he succeeded in masking the automatic frown. At least Jan hadn’t mentioned the Smithsonian offer. Prestige was one thing, but you had to consider the cost, too. “That’s true as far as it goes, but do you know what I appraise?”

He saw her quick intelligence consider the question and grasp its ramifications immediately. He could practically hear her thinking that insurance companies rarely hired independent appraisers for the bulk of their business — the cars, boats, houses and routine household goods that they could assess through statistics galore.

“A specialty. Something out of the ordinary.”

“That’s right.” He waited.

“What is it? What’s your specialty?”

He liked Bette Wharton a lot at that moment. She didn’t want to have to ask. He figured she felt not knowing the answer represented a slipup in her preparation. But she didn’t show any of that in her tone. No grudging echo tainted a single syllable.

He wanted to kiss her. Right then and there. To lean forward across the small table and let his lips explore that up-swung lip of hers, to slip his tongue along it and then inside it.

The blood quickening through his body was a warning. Better get his mind — and his hormones — off that track and on business, or he’d be doing just what his imagination had conjured up. And he had a feeling Bette was the kind of woman to take it all too seriously.

Yes, better to stick to business. Even if she wasn’t likely to take his business too seriously.

He shrugged. The movement helped a little, although he knew no shrug would ease the tension that had begun to tighten certain of his muscles. “It’s pretty simple. I mostly appraise cards, trains and books.”

“Cards, trains and books?” she repeated blankly.

“Baseball cards, toy trains and comic books.”

Bette stared at him. “You’re kidding.”

“Most of the time, yes. But not about this. I also operate as a sort of clearinghouse for specialists in other areas from all over the country, and I specialize in appraising other stuff myself, too. Things like original Monopoly games, nineteenth-century mechanical toys, vintage Erector sets. But I’d say those three — baseball cards, toy trains and comic books — are the most common in my trade.”

“Then your occupation really is child’s play.”

He’d heard it before. He’d heard notes of censure a lot stronger than the faint echo in Bette’s words. But they had never bothered him before.

He did his best to shake it off. He grinned and tossed out the words of truth.

“That’s me, a kid at heart.”


CHAPTER TWO


Bette tried to ignore the strange frisson of relief and disappointment that touched through her.

A kid at heart. She believed he’d spoken no more than the absolute truth, and that relieved her. Because that meant the odd undercurrent of attraction would soon wither. Dependability, solidity, maturity — those were the attributes she valued. Someone who would work through the difficulties in life as she did, someone who anticipated them and prepared for them. Certainly not someone who admitted to being — bragged about being — a kid at heart.

So why are you disappointed? asked a voice inside her.

To quiet it, she asked, “How did you get to know Mama Artemis and Ardith?”

“I did a job for them back when I was starting out. In fact, before I’d set up the business.”

“What kind of job?”

Paul gestured widely to the room around them. “Appraising.” For the first time Bette noticed one wall was decorated with assorted wooden game boards, the colors mellowed and softened by age. On a shelf along the opposite wall resided arrangements of old-fashioned toys, a teddy bear appearing to pull a wagon bearing two dolls, a wooden sled next to ancient-looking skates, a hoop and stick.

“The toys? You appraised these toys?”

“These and a whole lot more. This collection’s the tip of the iceberg.”

“Did they bring all these things with them when they came to America?” She wondered again about the origins of Mama Artemis and her family. Not Poland; she’d heard no trace of her grandfather’s speech in Ardith’s voice.

“No way. Mama Artemis had just been widowed and didn’t have much anyway, but she left everything behind except the clothes on her back and her two children. She came to Chicago because she had a cousin she could live with at first, though I guess it got pretty crowded.”

Bette’s lips curved. She could hear her grandfather’s rich, deep tones and exotic accent, recounting with pride each step his family had taken toward the American Dream. As if it were a bedtime story, he would tell her again and again, each movement forward in education or position or savings.

“So Mama Artemis started looking around for a job…” Paul went on.

Like Mama Artemis, Bette’s grandparents had lived with relatives at first. How proudly he had recounted to her how soon they had rented a whole apartment for themselves. Then came moves to a better neighborhood, a bigger apartment. He would say over and over how proud he was of his daughter — Bette’s mother — who had graduated from high school and married a man who owned his own home. She remembered how her grandfather beamed the day she’d graduated from college, and how two years later, sick as he was, he had made her sit on his hospital bed and tell him every detail of the ceremony that entitled her to the initials M.B.A.

“Are you with me?”

Paul Monroe’s touch on her wrist was fleeting, but left behind a tingle of warmth.

“What? Oh. Yes, I’m with you.” She wasn’t surprised to discover that one level of her mind really had absorbed what he said. Many times in business she’d blessed her dual-track mind. “You were saying Mama Artemis went to work as a housekeeper for this eccentric old man.”

“Yeah, and it turned out he had this terrific collection of toys and games and dolls he’d put together bit by bit for decades. When he died, he left it all to Mama Artemis.”

“And that’s where you came in? How did you get her as a client?”

“I didn’t. At least not if you mean going out and pursuing the account. I hadn’t even set up in business at that point. I’d been working for this insurance company — a rising young executive, they said. I hated it.”

He said it so cheerfully she could almost doubt he meant it. “Then why’d you do it? Did you plan that as a springboard to establishing your own appraising business?”

“I used it as a springboard to paying my rent,” he said dryly. “I drifted into insurance after college.”

“You majored in business?”

“No. History. Probably the only history major who never considered going on to law school.” The sharp note was so at odds with his usual tone that she wondered if she imagined it. Especially when he continued easily, “But that might be because I didn’t intend to be a history major. I just liked history. A quarter before graduation, I looked at my courses and figured I lacked one class each to major in psych and history, and I liked the history offering better that spring, so there I was — a history major.”

Bette shook her head, thinking of her own carefully considered selections, each a plotted step along the road to owning her own business.

He took her gesture another way. “Go ahead and shake your head. You probably already know what I discovered — there aren’t any want ads in the Sunday paper for history grads.” He shrugged. “That’s where insurance came in.”

“And then Mama Artemis?” she prompted.

He grinned. “I lucked into that. I’d fallen into being sort of a troubleshooter for the insurance company, getting appraisals for unusual stuff nobody else wanted to bother with. Not the real antiques, but nostalgia items and some really oddball collections. It was an excuse to get out of the nine-to-five rut at the office, so I took courses, read a lot, asked questions. A friend of a friend told Mama Artemis about me, and she asked me to help. I was too stupid to know what I’d gotten myself into until I stood waist-deep in one of the finest collections in the country. It was worth a fortune.” He gestured to the surroundings. “More than enough to set up a successful restaurant on the Near North Side.”

“So you helped Mama Artemis sell off some of the collection to finance the restaurant?”

“You mean as a dealer? No.” His hands and face had stiffened and his words were crisp. Bette contemplated this new aspect of Paul Monroe with something more than surprise. But just as suddenly he was his easy, amused self once more. “You just ran smack-dab into my hobbyhorse. I don’t think appraisers should be dealers, and vice versa. If nothing else, somebody telling you your Great-Aunt Gertie’s vase is worth $22.50 when that same person’s in the market to buy it poses one hell of a conflict of interest. Most folks who do both are honest, but why go dangling temptation out there like a carrot?”

“And Mama Artemis’s inheritance was worth considerably more than $22.50?”

He grinned at her dryness. “Considerably more. Even with a string of zeros. I tell you, I spent the first few months scrambling around trying to figure out exactly how over my head I was. By the end of it, Mama had her restaurant, I had enough contacts to get out of insurance, a couple dozen collectors and several museums had acquired rare finds and the people of Chicago had the opportunity to enjoy some great cooking.”

Bette looked at Paul and considered how different his approach to business — to life itself — was from hers. He talked of drifting, luck, happenstance and scrambling. She lived by planning, forethought, diligence and persevering.

What bothered her was, despite all that, she couldn’t resist smiling back at him.

Ardith’s arrival made Bette jump a little at the realization that she and Paul had been smiling foolishly at each other. It must have been contagious, because Ardith wore the same kind of smile as she set platters of steaming, aromatic food on the table, fussed with their arrangement, then exhorted Paul and Bette to enjoy their meal.

They did. Both the food and the conversation.

Bette surprised herself. She seldom dived into food like this — and never during a business meal. She found herself using a business trick of drawing out her companion by asking questions. But she’d never laughed as much as she did at Paul’s accounts of his hair-raising childhood exploits. And she’d never felt so disinclined to move away from the brush of arms and legs that occurred in the tiny booth.

She sat back. “You’ve lived a charmed life, Paul Monroe.”

He considered that as he examined his half-full water glass. Maybe he had lived a charmed life. He had good friends, a good business. He’d benefited from a good mind and good education. And family … Well, he couldn’t deny the strains and differences, but the bottom line was that he loved them and they loved him — with one exception. And he’d fought his way clear of that one exception’s influence years ago, so he had freedom, too. What else could anybody need?

Without conscious thought, his gaze went to Bette’s face.

Her smile pleased him at a level he couldn’t explain. More than the way her lips curved — although that was nice, too — he liked the way her cheeks and eyebrows lifted, providing a new showcase for her deep blue eyes. Even more, he liked knowing he had lured the smile into the light. It was a shame to keep that spark locked up behind the dusty seriousness she seemed to think necessary. The challenge appealed to him.

He wanted to see her laugh again. Here, in the soft shadows of their corner.

“You sound just like Michael,” he said.

“Michael? Your brother?”

“No. Friend. Michael Dickinson, Grady Roberts and I were college roommates.” He told her about finding fungus growing in the closet at the end of sophomore year and, though she wrinkled her nose in distaste, she laughed. Laughter looked even better on her than a smile.

“By the time Tris came we had quite a reputation.”

“Tris? Your sister?”

“Nope. Wrong again.” He recognized the flick of annoyance. Bette didn’t like being wrong, and especially not twice.

“But you do have a sister.”

“How can you be so sure — oh, of course, Ardith. Yeah, I have a sister, but Judi’s in college now. She’s eleven years younger than me. Tris Donlin’s my cousin. Her freshman year the three of us — Grady, Michael and I — were seniors, and we all hung around together.”

“It sounds as if you had a wonderful childhood.”

“Had? You look like you think I’m still going through it.” He laughed, but he noted the startled look in her eyes, as if he’d caught her at something not totally polite.

“I’m sorry, I—”

“It’s all right, I was kidding.” He had to cut her off. He didn’t want a repeat of the tone she’d used to describe his work as child’s play; he didn’t want a repeat of the feeling. Better, much better, to turn the conversation.

“Of course everything wasn’t roses, you know. At one time I thought the only answer was to get away. I wanted nothing to do with my family.” He kept words and tone light, consciously pushing aside the jumble of those old feelings threatening to rise again. Why had he brought this up?

“About sixteen or seventeen? I think every kid goes through that stage, don’t you?”

“I must have been an early developer, then, because I was twelve and a half.”

“Twelve?” She cocked her head and her hair swung, exposing the side of her neck in a most distracting way. She pursed her lips — an even greater distraction — and said in ponderous tones, “A manifestation of sibling rivalry, perhaps, since you were displaced by your younger sister?”

He shook his head, but more at his own thoughts than at her words. “Nah, I’d gone through that the year before. But I guess it was about being displaced in a way.”

He shifted, and felt the rub of her elbow against his jacket, the sensation translating directly to a prickling along his skin.

“What happened, Paul?”

Her voice, quiet and soft, lured him.

“We’d just moved. Only across town but a world away to a kid. My grandfather had retired. Not because he wanted to kick back and relax or anything, but because the doctors gave an order he couldn’t refuse.” He tried to fight stronger feelings with ironic humor. He wasn’t sure it worked. “Given the choice of dying or going to Palm Springs, he took Palm Springs. But that didn’t mean he gave up the reins. Not Walter Wilson Mulholland.”

Not a man who’d spent his whole life dictating. Not a man whose only communication with his grandson had come in the form of orders. Sit erect. Take your elbows off the table. Straighten your shoulders. Wear a shirt and tie for dinner at my table.

Not the man who bad talked in front of Paul as if he didn’t exist. The boy needs a haircut. The boy needs discipline. James, if you and Nancy won’t send him away to school, at least stop babying the boy.

Paul propped his elbows on the table and picked up his wine glass, concentrating on the feel of its smooth, warm surface between his palms.

“He named Dad head of the firm in his place and ordered us to move into the big house on the lake where Mom had been brought up. She didn’t want to go, either.”

He remembered sitting on the stairs of the little suburban house he’d been born in, out of sight, listening to his parents.

Jim, we have a home here.

We’ll make a home there, honey.

I don’t want to go back to that house, Jim. Don’t you see what’s happening?

Shh, there’s nothing to cry about, honey. This is a great move up for us.

“But Walter Mulholland said it was more appropriate for our new standing in the community. And nobody disobeyed him.” Certainly not James Monroe. “Big, dark furniture and drapes that looked petrified. The only noise was the hall clock. God, I hated it.”

His own vehemence discomfited him.

Without looking at Bette, he produced a deprecating grin. “I guess I missed our old place. The neighborhood, my friends.”

He remembered the tidy little house not far from the railroad tracks. His mother had baked cookies and helped him grow a tomato patch each summer. His father had taken the train into the city every day, and home every night.

“We used to play baseball together, Dad and I. He’d been a pro. He had a tough time growing up. His folks were really poor, and baseball was his only real fun. He got through college on baseball scholarships and he started law school during off-seasons from the minors. He loves the game.”

In the drawn-out twilights of summer, his father had coached the Little League team or they’d just thrown the ball back and forth, an endless pendulum connecting father and son. He could still feel the lung-bursting pride at his pals’ awe that James Monroe had been a pro baseball player, a gifted fielder who’d reached the highest level of minor leagues and come this close to being in the majors.

Until he married Nancy Mulholland and went to work in Walter Mulholland’s law firm.

“He still has his glove,” he told Bette, turning his wine glass around and around, “but when he took over the firm, he didn’t have time for that sort of thing anymore. And Mom was busy with Judi and the move and the new house. I was a little at loose ends. When Walter Mulholland returned for his version of a state visit late that summer, it all came to a head.”

Paul consciously eased the muscles in his shoulder.

“Walter Wilson Mulholland never bought the theory about letting people ‘find themselves,’ ” he continued. He listened to himself critically. Light irony, that was the appropriate tone. “He knew what everyone should do with his life and how to achieve it — and he didn’t mince words saying so.”

“That can be a sign of caring,” said Bette. “That someone wants only the best for the people he loves.”

“Maybe.” He conceded the point because he didn’t want to have to consider how little he believed it. “But with him it was more force of habit. He was born and bred to be a despot.” He saw the quick frown that pleated Bette’s brows. Sympathy? Or disapproval? Not liking either possibility, he forged on. “When he started diagramming my life, I didn’t care for the grand design, so I ran away, complete with bedroll, clean underwear and seven dollars and thirty-four cents.”

Two decades later he could still remember dinner that night — a formal meal with several strangers joining them at the big, polished table. He could still hear the stern, upright old man proclaiming that he’d decided that Paul would become a litigator. He could hear the deep, determined voice of his mother’s father detailing exactly where Paul would fit into the firm’s roster fifteen years in the future. And each step of his life over the next two decades. The right prep school. The right university. The right law school. The right marriage. The right family. The right address. All selected by Walter Wilson Mulholland.

Paul had never liked his grandfather. That night he’d started hating him.

He’d slipped out of the house while the guests enjoyed after-dinner drinks. He’d headed for the old neighborhood. He couldn’t even remember which friend he’d intended to go to, but he’d ended up in front of his old house, standing in the cold, chilled rain that can bring a preview of fall to an Illinois summer and realizing his home now belonged to another family.

“Dad found me around midnight.”

His father’s arms had hugged him so tightly it hurt a little, but it had been a good hurt. Even as he spoke now he could feel again his father’s jacket shoulder under his cheek, smell the scent of his after-shave. His father’s hands had been shaking slightly as they tightened a blanket around Paul’s damp shoulders.

“I thought he would skin me alive. Instead, he talked.”

Then and now he’d have preferred being skinned alive. He could still hear the words.

Paul, what in the world got into you to run away?

I’m not going to do what that old man tells me, even if he is my grandfather.

Your grandfather is providing you opportunities most boys never have, never even dream of. An education, a profession, a position in life.

I don’t want them. I don’t want anything he’d give me.

You can’t say that, yet. You’re only a boy. You can’t know what you’ll want when you grow—.

He made us move. Mom didn’t want to move. I heard her.

He thought it best. Your mother’s always had these things, so she doesn’t know what it means to be without—

And he made you take that big job.

No. No, he didn’t make me. I wanted that, Paul.

“He said that when I grew up, I’d understand. That being an adult meant making choices, and that meant leaving some things behind.”

Someday, when you’re grown-up, when you’re married and have children of your own, you’ll understand, Paul.

He didn’t have to grow up to understand. He’d understood then. His father had made a choice to follow Walter Mulholland’s rules, and what he’d left behind were twilight games of catch with his son.

He couldn’t blame his father; he’d been poor a long time and now he had a chance for money and position, not only for himself but for his family. But he could blame Walter Mulholland.

He blinked away the memories and looked at Bette. Her eyes were wide and solemn, with another emotion deep in them that he couldn’t read. The flicker of the candles’ flames added a mysterious light. He felt his heartbeat accelerate as if in delayed reaction to some tremendous danger.

He picked up his glass and tilted the cool, clear liquid into his mouth. It didn’t completely ease the dryness. “That’s when I realized I didn’t want to be a grown-up. I preferred to stay a kid.”

When she blinked, he felt as if he’d been cut off from a source of warmth and light. Her left hand rested on the table between them, the fingers long and pale against the forest-green cloth. He wanted to cover it with his own, to give the connection that he thought had grown between them a physical expression.

She lowered her eyelashes a second time, and he sensed withdrawal. Maybe his own.

He quirked a grin at her, manufacturing the mischief. “Especially those next few weeks. Mom was terrific. I even got her to let me play hooky from school the first week and go to a Cubs’ game.”

“What a fiend. Scare them to death, then weasel special treatment out of them.” Bette made a tsking sound with her tongue. “It sounds as if you have a wonderful family.”

He met her deep blue eyes again, and saw recognition there. He considered his family ties — Mom, Dad, Judi, Tris, other cousins, aunts and uncles. Not perfect, and sometimes the ties chafed, but … “I do.”

“Although your younger sister…” Bette gave an exaggerated shudder. “That poor soul.”

He knew what she was doing, skirting away from the serious turn their conversation had taken, and he gladly cooperated. What had gotten into him to spill all this? Not his style, not his style at all.

He snorted in disbelief. “Judi, a poor soul? Not on your life.” Then suspicion narrowed his eyes. “Why would you say that?”

“To have you as an older brother,” she said promptly. “I have an older brother myself, and I know what instruments of teasing torture they can be, but you—” She shivered again. “It must have been a nightmare for the poor girl.”

“Hey!”

She laughed, and he let the sound, low and rippling, wash over him. The pleasure of that sound could become addictive. That, and the look in her eyes, as if she were surprised he’d drawn the amusement out of her, and perhaps secretly rather pleased, too.

“So, tell me about your family,” he invited, sliding his right hand over her left. He did it on impulse, a casual gesture that somehow didn’t feel casual. Her skin was soft and warm against his. “I bet you’re the oldest of twelve, responsible for all the little ’uns since you were barely able to toddle yourself. No, wait. That’s right, you said you have an older brother. So you must be the oldest girl. And you grew up in the country, and spent summers at the local swimming hole.”

She shook her head with another laugh. “Not even close. I grew up in the decidedly un-country atmosphere of the near western suburbs — mostly Oak Park. I’m the younger of two, and mildly coddled. My parents worked hard enough to take early retirement a couple years ago and move permanently to Arizona where they’d had a house for years. And they still worry about their little girl being ‘all alone.’ ”

Paul looked at her, and felt a twinge of protectiveness deep within him. He could sympathize with her parents. For all her self-reliance, he didn’t like the idea of Bette Wharton being without a strong shoulder to rely on — a friend, a partner.

Then it occurred to him that she might already have that, and the possibility brought a twist to his stomach that came too fast and too strong to pretend it was anything but jealousy. God. That wasn’t a reasonable reaction. What did he care whether she had someone or not? He certainly wasn’t auditioning for the role of strong shoulder in anyone’s life.

He sat back, sliding his fingers away from hers under the pretext of placing his napkin on the table.

Bette, too, straightened and moved away. Although the warmth of his touch still lingered on her skin, it didn’t take a body language expert to read good-night.

She made a show of checking her watch. “This has been lovely, Paul. Thank you. I hope you have an opportunity to check those files, and give me a call in the morning.” She gathered her purse, flashed him a smile and prepared to slide out of the booth.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

If he hadn’t said it with such blank astonishment, she would have been irked by the Neanderthal implication.

“Home. It’s late.”

“Fine. I’m driving you.”

“That isn’t necessary. I can catch a cab to the train station and the line goes right near my house.” That was true; the commuter railroad line ran no more than five blocks from her home in a western suburb, though the nearest station was a couple miles from the house she rented. She’d have to try to rouse a cab, not always an easy task at night in the suburbs.

“I bet roads go right near your house, too. I’m driving you.”

Protests did no good. Not even when she logically pointed out that since he’d said he lived north of the city, along the lake in Evanston, and she lived west, it would be a long drive home for him. By the time he’d wrangled with Ardith over whether or not he would pay for their meal, then they’d said their good-nights, found a cab and reached the lot where he’d parked his car, she’d about given up.

He held open the car door for her, then went around to the driver’s side. Clicking home the seat belt and starting the car with smooth efficiency, he remained silent. She knew little about cars, but this one struck her as sleekly unpretentious. It seemed old enough to be well broken in and new enough to boast all the amenities.

“Paul—”

He slanted her a quick, quelling look. “I’m driving you home.”

A flicker of irritation made her grimace at him. “I intended to ask if you wanted to know where I live.”

The car rolled up to a red light at a deserted intersection, and he turned to her. She could see the amusement back in his eyes. “Sorry. Maybe I jumped to a conclusion. It was just that the previous twenty-three sentences you’d started all ended with junk about taking a train. Obviously, a totally unwarranted assumption on my part this time.”

“Totally unwarranted,” she agreed. As the light turned green and he eased the car forward, she saw his smile in profile and tried to ignore an answering twitch of her lips.

“So now that I’ve apologized, are you going to tell me where you live, or do you want me to start picking spots at random?”

“That could be an interesting experiment.”

He nodded. “Although I do know it’s west, so that trims out a third of the Chicago suburbs. And with the hint that it’s near a commuter railroad, that eliminates about a third of that third. So, I figure it shouldn’t take more than a month or so to find the right one.”

She gave in to the laughter bubbling up in her. “All right! I live in Elmhurst. Take the Eisenhower Expressway. A month’s too long on the road for me!”

“It would be a long time between showers, but it would give me a chance to get to know you.”

Meeting his look for a moment, she thought his eyes held a glint not entirely deviltry or reflected streetlights. She looked away, and they drove in silence until they reached the expressway and headed west.

“Tell me more about your family,” he said. “How about your older brother? Where is he?”

“Married, two children, living in Minneapolis.”

“So you’re an aunt!”

“Two times an aunt. Ron and Claire have a two-year-old son, Ron, Jr., and they just had a little girl, Abby, last month.”

He sighed. “I wish my sister was old enough to have kids. Or maybe I should say old enough to have kids without making Mom and Dad crazy. I’ve always wanted to be an uncle.”

“An uncle? Why?”

“It seems like the perfect setup. Uncles — and aunts — have all the fun without the responsibilities. You don’t have to live up to anyone’s expectations of the perfect parent. No diaper changing, no worrying about childhood diseases, no sweating out death-defying escapades, no grounding them because they stayed out too late, no wondering if the roads’ll ever be safe again with a sixteen-year-old maniac on the streets, no birds-and-bees talks, no college tuition.”

“Sounds to me as if you’re speaking from first-hand experience.”

He quirked an eyebrow at her — questioning, but already primed to share her amusement.

“As if you’re remembering your own youth,” she explained.

The expectant look became a full-blown laugh. “I hadn’t realized it, but you’re right. The idea of having a kid like me would scare anybody off! Lord, when I think of the things Grady and I got into, it’s amazing we made it to twenty — and without being the death of our parents.”

“Just you and Grady? Was Michael the responsible one?”

“Probably. I didn’t meet Michael until college. But, yeah, I’d guess he was the responsible type even as a kid. Steady. Not like Grady and me.”

As she gave him directions off the expressway, a twinge drew Bette’s eyebrows into a frown, but she didn’t have time to consider it, because he had another question.

“How about your friends?”

She hesitated. “I, uh, I haven’t been very good about keeping up with my friends. There’s one girl from high school, Melody, who always checks in when she comes through the area. And my assistant, Darla, has been a wonderful friend to me.”

She broke off to give him further instructions on where to turn. She could have let the topic drop there, but she felt the need to explain further. She refused to use the word justify even in her own mind.

“You know how it is when you get into college and get immersed in your classes and studying.” She thought back to some of his stories tonight; maybe he didn’t know. “Setting up a business is like that. It doesn’t leave time for anything else. It takes twenty-five hours a day just to get it off the ground. To make it really fly, you have to be totally dedicated to that, and that alone.”

He glanced at her as he made the turn into her street and she knew he didn’t agree.

“What’s the use of having your own business if you let it run you? The whole idea is to not have a boss looking over your shoulder, telling you what to do and when to do it. Work’s fine, but there are other things in life. Ambition can take over.”

She bristled a little at the implied criticism at the same time she wondered if anyone could really be that offhand and still make a go of a business. She’d done sufficient homework on Paul Monroe to know his business was successful … even if her research had left out exactly what he did.

“This is it,” she said coolly, “the one in the middle of the block with the light on.”

He pulled into the driveway. “A house? You own it?”

“No. I’m renting, but I’m starting to look for a place to buy.” The next step in her plan. With the business apparently on its feet, it was time to start building equity.

“It’s nice, but you could use a jack-o’-lantern.”

“Jack o’-lantern?”

“You know, a pumpkin, carved to look like a face, with a candle inside,”

“I know what a jack-o’-lantern is.”

“Good. Because that front doorstep of yours could definitely use one. You know Halloween’s getting close.”

“Yes, I know, but a pumpkin has not been at the top of my list of priorities. I’ve been busy at—”

“At work,” he finished for her.

She glanced over, but saw no sign of the humor she might have expected. His gaze was fixed with great concentration on her bare front step.

She prepared to say her thank-yous, but he turned the engine off. For a blood-thundering instant she thought he was going to turn to her, reach across the seats, take her in his arms and…

Before her imagination could get too carried away, he’d gotten out and come around to open her door. She thanked him, but ignored his hand.

She’d known him less than eight hours, but sometimes that was all it took to see the flaws. He’d made no effort to hide them. From his own words she’d learned he hated schedules and put fun ahead of responsibility. He hadn’t learned that achievement followed a plan.

It all added up to one message: he was a man to stay away from.

Too bad her hormones didn’t agree.

“A hatchback, huh?”

She followed the direction of his gaze to the garage door windows. Hatchback. Car.

“That’s right. A total suburbanite, that’s me. It comes in handy for hauling things from the hardware store.”

“But you don’t drive in to the city?”

“It’s efficient to take the train. That way I can work during the commute and don’t have to worry about parking. You always drive?”

“I like the freedom.”

Stepping within the pool of light at the front door, she took a slow, steadying breath as she unlocked the door then turned to him, holding out her hand.

“Thank you, Paul. I enjoyed the evening. Dinner was wonderful, and Mama Artemis’s is a real find. I—”

He ignored the hand and the speech. Grasping her upper arms, he turned her to face him, startling her into silence. He bent his head, so slowly she thought she might explode from the waiting before he ever reached her lips.

And then, when the waiting had finally ended, all he did was brush his mouth against hers — top lip, bottom, top lip again. Softly, quickly.

“Good night, Bette.”

He turned her around and headed her inside. Automatically, she closed the storm door and wooden door behind her. But she couldn’t move any farther. She heard his car door shut, heard the engine start, heard his car back up and pull away, and still she stood, leaning against the door’s wooden panels, staring into the hallway’s familiar shadows.

One thought; filled the yawning emptiness his touch had made of her mind.

Uh-oh.


CHAPTER THREE


Paul turned the corner and caught one last glimpse of the neat neighborhood. A neighborhood where all the corners were squared, all the houses in a straight line, all the lawns trimmed and the trees big. Someone with a ruler had probably plotted out the whole thing, including the flower beds filled with yellow mums.

It suited Bette Wharton.

A vague vision of his apartment rose in his mind as he accelerated onto the tollway and headed north. Although he’d lived there several years he couldn’t form a clear picture of it. The walls were light, maybe white, and the windows good-sized so a good bit of tree-dappled sunlight made it into the rooms. He had an old couch his mother gave him when she redecorated the room over the garage. But he could envision it better in that hideaway of his teen years than in his living room. Books, a TV and stereo equipment rested on shelves of boards and bricks, smacking a bit of college days. But he’d been reluctant to put up shelves. That seemed too permanent, too attached.

He rolled through the automatic toll lane. Merging into the traffic, which couldn’t be considered light even at this hour, he found his mind repeated his earlier thought:

That seemed too permanent, too attached.

Maybe that was what bothered him about the museum deal.

Jobs he’d done for several museums around the country as one-shot deals had worked out fine. In fact, he’d enjoyed them. The people sure weren’t in the business for money, and he liked that about them. Plus, he appreciated museums acknowledging the lighter side of everyday life, the toys, the games, the hobbies. And he enjoyed visits to Washington, especially since they gave him a chance to visit Tris.

But now, with the Smithsonian talking about a regular arrangement … He just didn’t know.

Someone like Bette Wharton would probably jump at this kind of opportunity. He suspected that, to her, it would be a building block in some great life plan.

He checked the rearview mirror as he steered toward the exit, caught sight of his half smile and turned it into a grimace. All right, so he was attracted to Bette, despite the suspicion she actually had one of those god-awful five-year plans the magazines wrote about. Why?

She wasn’t classically beautiful or a sex goddess knockout. And he found himself absurdly glad she wasn’t either one. Anybody could spot a woman like that, but he’d made a discovery not every man would be astute enough to make.

He’d listened to the crisp coolness of her voice and heard that hint of spiciness beneath. He’d touched the no-nonsense wool of her suit and felt the softness of her skin. He’d acknowledged the common sense coming from her mouth and recognized the uncommon sensuality of that maddening upper lip. He’d looked into the forthright navy blue of her eyes and seen that she had secrets there.

Secrets. Maybe that was it. Maybe that defined the whole thing. This feeling that she’d hidden her teasing and laughter beneath a life ruled by an appointment calendar, and the challenge of luring that teasing and laughter out of hiding.

So, maybe what he felt came from the challenge of making her see that other side of herself, the free spirit. He could handle that.

A challenge … Yeah, he could enjoy that.
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“Paul Monroe’s on line two, Bette.”

Bette sidestepped Darla’s curious look, just as she’d sidestepped earlier questions with a simple statement that she and the client had had an enjoyable business dinner. “Thank you, Darla.”

She waited until her assistant closed the door behind her, took a deep breath and answered. “Good morning, this is Bette Wharton. May I help you?” It was chicken to pretend she didn’t know who was on the other end of the line, but she wanted an extra second to remind herself of how she’d decided to deal with him.

“Hi, Bette. It’s Paul.”

So much for formality, she thought with an unwilling and wry smile. “Good morning, Paul. I hope everything’s going smoothly so far with Sally.”

“Sally? Oh, the temporary temporary assistant. Yeah, everything’s fine. In fact, you know what she did?”

“What?”

“She made me fresh coffee.” He sounded so impressed she couldn’t help but chuckle.

“No! Really?”

“Go ahead and laugh, but Jan never does that for me. She says anybody who comes and goes as much as I do deserves to drink whatever’s available.”

“She has a point.”

“Well, just don’t go telling Sally, okay? I usually only get fresh coffee about twice a year, so this is a treat.”

“I promise not to tell Sally, but she won’t be there much longer.”

“How’d you know?”

“How’d I know what?”

“That Sally won’t be here much longer.”

“Because she’ll be replaced by your permanent temporary as soon as you make a selection.”

“Oh. I thought maybe my reputation had already gotten to her. Isn’t that an oxymoron?”

“Isn’t what an oxymoron, and what reputation?”

“ ‘Permanent temporary.’ I think that’s an oxymoron — you know, a built-in contradiction.”

“I guess it is.” She hated herself for it, but she couldn’t resist repeating, “And what reputation?”

“For going through a lot of assistants fast.”

She wondered if the reason for this was only his business habits. A certain breed of men viewed temporary assistants as a two-birds-with-one-stone dating service. She’d have been surprised if Paul was one; she’d also have been too disappointed for her own comfort.

In her coolest, most neutral tones, she said, “I understand that’s the reason Jan Robson contacted us in the first place, isn’t it?”

“I guess it is.” If she thought she caught an echo of sheepishness, she could also imagine a grin lurking.

“And that, I’m sure, is why you’re calling this morning.” She thought he mumbled “not exactly,” but ignored it. “If you’ve looked over the files and made a selection…?”

“No.”

“Then let my office know before the close of business today whom you have selected and we’ll make every effort to have that person in place tomorrow morning.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

What was there not to like? She was being more than reasonable; getting someone lined up overnight qualified as above and beyond the call of good customer service. She decided to quell him with a single syllable. “No?”

“I thought we could meet for lunch and discuss the whole thing then, say about one.” He sounded singularly unquelled.

“I’m sorry, lunch won’t be possible.” Not if she hoped to catch up with yesterday’s leftover chores.

“But you’ve got to eat. All I’m saying is spend that time with me. And, of course, going over these files.”

“I don’t eat lunch.” Now why had she said that? There were certainly times she’d skipped the meal to finish work, but she’d also had her share of business lunches. She was reacting almost as if she were afraid of Paul Monroe. Ridiculous.

“You don’t eat lunch? Well, no wonder you’re thin. I tell you, Bette, my mom would definitely worry about you.”

“It’s very kind of your mother to be concerned.” What a damn fool thing to say! His mother didn’t know of her existence. “But I must go now. I’ll wait for your decision on those files, Mr. Monroe. Goodbye.”

She ended the call.

Jerkily, she picked up a pencil and rammed it into the small, old-fashioned sharpener from her drawer.

Why did she react that way? All right, Paul made her a little nervous. Yes, she felt an attraction to him, although clearly nothing serious, since she had a firm fix on the man’s faults. Even though that eye-dancing smile could make the clearest of faults a bit fuzzy around the edges. But she hadn’t turned him down because of that … exactly. She’d turned him down because she had a lot of work and he’d disrupted her schedule yesterday. It was only logical to make up the time today. Refusing his invitation constituted an ordinary, reasonable business decision.

Then why did she feel so flustered? And why had she just methodically sharpened her pencil to exactly half its previous length?

She shook her head, trying to jostle her thoughts into acceptable order.

She felt flustered because Paul Monroe was not an ordinary, reasonable business associate. No wonder she had an odd reaction — he was odd.

Satisfied with that analysis, Bette turned to her delayed tasks from the day before, and tried to concentrate. All day she tried.

An annoying anticipation edged into her afternoon, lifting the edges of her concentration and peeling it away like a label coming unstuck. By six-fifteen she had sharpened every pencil at least twice, and accomplished little else.

At the opening squeak of her office door, she jumped, a hand to her heart. Her pulse burst into a sprint, then slowed. Only Darla. She frowned fiercely. Only Darla? Exactly whom had she been expecting?

“Bette? Are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine. What is it, Darla?”

“There’s someone here—”

The door swung wide and there he was, grinning and sending her pulse off again in double time.

“Hi, Bette.”

Darla looked over her shoulder, then back at Bette. “Do you want me to…?” She let the words trail off, and Bette could tell that she didn’t want to do anything, that she approved of Paul’s presence in her boss’s office. Bette felt ganged-up on — Paul Monroe, Darla Clarence and her own heartbeat.

“It’s all right, Darla. Thank you.”

She waited until Paul moved into the room and Darla closed the door. That gave her a chance to prepare a cordially businesslike scold. “Paul—”

“Don’t apologize, Bette.”

Her prepared words vanished. “Apologize!”

“Yeah, I understand about lunch. I know some people get uptight about keeping to a schedule.”

“Uptight.” She forced the word through clenched teeth.

He went blithely on.

“I realized I shouldn’t have pushed about lunch. But now that you’ve had all afternoon to catch up—” he hesitated just long enough for her to remember how abysmally she’d failed to use the afternoon to catch up, and that it was all his fault “—let’s go to dinner.”

“I have plans.”

Most men would have instantly withdrawn at the deliberate chill in those three words. She should have remembered that when it came to what nine out of ten men would do, she faced Mr. Ten.

“Plans?” He repeated the word as if he’d never heard it, and certainly had no familiarity with the concept. “Don’t you want to have dinner with me?”

She opened her mouth and shut it immediately, uncertain it would deliver the sentiment she needed to express.

Damn the man.

“It’s not that…” A fine start, but then she didn’t know what to say next. “I have a lot of work to do.” Why did the truth sound so lame?

“Didn’t you have a good time last night?”

“Yes, I had a good time, but—”

“I did, too. Good. I want to hear about your business, and you should probably know more about mine before we make a final choice on this permanent temporary, don’t you think?” Not giving her a chance to answer, he continued. “I thought tonight we’d try this pizza place where they serve deep-dish by the pound. It’s across the street from where the St. Valentine’s Day Massacre took place back in the twenties, and legend has it one victim crawled to the front step and breathed his last right there.”
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Nearly four hours later Bette found herself trying to figure out exactly where she’d lost control with Paul Monroe.

Somewhere, she figured, between the time he played on her sense of responsibility by mentioning the need to discuss business and the time he cast out the lure of deep-dish pizza. She dismissed as overly pessimistic the voice that insisted on whispering that control had walked out the minute Paul had walked in the day before.

The dinner had been wonderful. And so, she had to admit, had the company.

He’d regaled her with tales of the oddities he’d seen in his business and of the escapades he’d pulled in his life. He’d also drawn stories from her of her childhood and her travails in setting up her business, but she didn’t enjoy that half as much as when he talked — and made her laugh.

As the cab carried them south from the restaurant toward the center of the city, she studied him. A man whose business was children’s toys. A man who refused to live by schedules or plans. A man who seemed wary of committing to something as simple as choosing a temporary assistant. Logic said, a man wary of committing to anything. Or anyone?

“Wait a minute. Stop here,” Paul ordered the cabbie as they neared the northern limit of Michigan Avenue’s Magnificent Mile.

Bundling Bette out of the taxi, he paid the fare and started her off across the wind-whipped boulevard.

“Where are we going?”

“The beach.”

“What?”

“Oak Street Beach. I haven’t been there all summer.” He took her hand and wrapped it securely in the warmth of his, then led her across the lanes of traffic. They’d reached the sidewalk bordering the beach before she thought to protest further. “Don’t you think it’s a little late in the season to be going to the beach?”

“Don’t want to rush into anything,” he said with a grin, still pulling her along.

“Hey. Wait a minute. I’m getting sand in my shoes.” Hauling back on his hand, she managed to stop him.

“Take ’em off.”

She glared. “I also have nylons on, and besides, it’s October.”

“It’s also probably seventy degrees, and the sand’s been soaking up sun all day.”

He had a point; she ignored it. “I’m not taking my shoes off and walking in the sand in my nylons. And before you say it,” she rushed on, “I’m not taking off my nylons on a public beach, either.”

He looked at her a long moment, and she had the impression that a measuring and accounting was taking place. She stood very still for the outcome.

“You want to go back?” It was an offer more than a question.

Now she felt as if she were the one doing the measuring and accounting, only she didn’t know of what or by what standards. She considered the toes of her shoes, already awash in a wave of sand. The black leather pumps needed polishing anyhow, and their wedge heels were nearly flat. She glanced at the tall, lighted buildings standing sentinel behind them, then out to the glistening roll of the lake and finally back to Paul. He watched her. Not goading, not pressuring. Just waiting.

“Could we walk a little slower?”

His eyes lit first, then he smiled. “Yeah, I think we could manage that.”

She smiled back, feeling oddly happy, as they started more sedately for the edge of the water.

“Thanks, Bette.” The quick words sounded almost ill at ease, as if he expected her to jump on them. “I wouldn’t have wanted to miss walking on Oak Street Beach. I’ve done it every summer since I was fourteen.”

“Summer, huh?” She made as if to pull her suit jacket closer around her, though the lake breeze felt good against her heated skin. “I suppose you do everything at the last minute?”

“Everything.” He drew her close, then let loose her hand to loop an arm around her shoulders in a chill-chasing gesture.

Disconcerted by the immediate response she felt, she dredged up extra disapproval to lace with her teasing. “I suspect you’re one of the people who crash the IRS system by filing your tax return at the last second.”

“I prefer the old-fashioned lining up at the post office to get the midnight postmark. I’ve met some very interesting people in that line.”

She couldn’t repress a grin at his blatant self-satisfaction, but it faltered as he turned his head and contemplated her. His face was too close, his eyes too observant, his mouth too … tempting. “Bet you’d never be in that line, would you?” His eyes dropped to her lips, and she felt as if her heart and lungs were operating at double time. He blinked. “And I suppose you have your Christmas shopping done by Labor Day?”

“Of course.” She’d never been prouder of producing two steady words.

He gave a histrionic shudder, and she laughed. Everything had returned to normal. Almost.

“Some years,” she confided, “I get really crazy and wait until Halloween. But I’m always done, totally done, by my parents’ anniversary the first week of December. That way I can enjoy the holiday. And you, I suppose, are probably out there on Christmas Eve madly buying.”

“Of course. The insane rush is half the fun of Christmas, as long as you go about it with the right attitude. You can’t be buying to meet some quota, you have to be looking for the exactly right gift.”

They’d reached the water and turned to follow the narrow path of sand that had been hard-packed by restless waves and gentle tides.

“Why can’t you look for the exactly right gift before December 24th?”

He leaned toward her intently. “But that’s just it. What if you get what you think’s the right gift on December 14th and then find the perfect present on the 24th? Do you return the gift you bought on the 14th or do you pass up the perfect present?”

She shrugged, and his arm rose and fell with the gesture. It made them seem connected somehow, that her movement affected his. “It depends.”

“On what?”

“On if you have the receipt. On how hard it is to return the present from the 14th or if that present might be something someone else would like or maybe even something you need yourself.”

He groaned. “All those ‘ifs.’ I save myself all that. I take no chances. By the 24th, it is the perfect present, like it or not.”

They’d stopped in unspoken accord. They stared out across the water. Bette was aware of how the concentrated glow of lights from downtown illuminated the right side of Paul’s face, and lights strung along the city’s Gold Coast were nearly as strong on her left side. Between existed a shadowed world that seemed to leave the city and its everyday life far behind. This world between had only the light of the moon to reveal it, a strange light that could make the ordinary extraordinary and mask the dangerous.

She smiled slyly at him. “Of course you realize, don’t you, that by the time you go shopping on the 24th, you’re just looking at my leftovers. I’ve already snatched up all the perfect presents out there.”

His wounded expression drew a triumphant chuckle from her that he joined with easy, warm laughter.

It was crazy. The whole thing. Walking on a beach in her work clothes in the middle of October — even if the weather seemed a flashback to August — with a man she’d known exactly thirty hours, and whose drawbacks easily reached double digits. And enjoying it. A lot.

Crazy.

Paul turned to her, and slight pressure from his arm shifted her shoulders so she faced him. The grin still lifted his lips and fizzed in his eyes. She watched that, so fascinated by the amusement that always seemed near the surface with him that she was hardly aware when he lowered his head and brought his mouth to hers.

Her last thought, a flash, really, was how like Paul it was to kiss her with a grin still molding his lips. She felt the teasing joy in the gliding pressure of his skin against hers.

How different this was from the night before. Then he’d drawn out the moment before their mouths met like an extended question; now he swept into the first kiss, and a second, without hesitation. Then he’d whispered a caress; now he stated it boldly. She felt a sensation of warmth that came from one arm still around her shoulder, and the other across her lower back, drawing her to him and out of the lake’s cooling night breeze. A sensation of heat that came from the insistent sweep of his tongue against her lips, edging her nearer to some elemental furnace.

“Bette.” She heard the faint request in his voice, even as he muffled it against the skin of her cheek, jaw, and throat, and when his mouth came back to hers, she parted her lips. Her hand rested high on his shoulder, so the tips of two fingers grazed the skin at the side of his neck. The fingers of her other hand wound in his hair where it topped his jacket collar. She clenched them tighter, waiting.

He took her top lip between his teeth, not quite nipping, but seeming more to test. She sighed, and his tongue lingered on her lips, finally slipping through slowly, exploring. She felt the glide of his tongue against the sharply smooth ridge of her teeth and gave a small, smothered gasp of impatience. Then he was done with teasing, meeting her tongue and drawing it back into his mouth.

She had the notion that her nerve endings had retreated from her limbs and brain, leaving them weightless and empty. But there seemed nerve endings to spare in other parts of her body, the parts in contact with his, where the impression of his flesh seemed to pass through layers of his clothes and hers, and into her skin.

He shifted, bringing her into closer alignment with his body, so her breasts absorbed the firmness of his chest. Pressing his arm against her hips, he settled her into the narrow cradle created by his wider stance, and she recognized the sensation of another male firmness.

For an instant, an instant without consequences, without responsibilities, she felt only a responsive softening and warming.

But she had spent too much of her life following step after careful step toward a specific end not to know that with such incendiary steps as these, one thing would most definitely lead to another.

She pulled away from his mouth with a gasp that was partly driven by a need for oxygen and partly by disappointment at the separation. A step backward got her nowhere because his arms held her fast. For a breath, her mind acknowledged her situation, alone on the beach with a man strong enough to hold her against her will. But she didn’t truly fear him. Perhaps she would have if she hadn’t realized that the deep, uneven breaths he pulled in as he rested his cheek against her temple were his method of regaining equilibrium.

He’s shaken, too, she thought. His reaction steadied her, making her own responses seem less extreme. She was also, at some level, grateful he hadn’t let her go. She wasn’t sure she could have stood alone in those first seconds.

When, with a last long breath, he loosened his arms, she stepped clear of the heat. With quick, unconscious movements, she straightened her jacket, twisted her blouse into line, smoothed her skirt and ran her fingers through her hair. Only when her hands moved to her lips, a reflexive reaction to the burning sensation there, did she feel Paul watching her. His gaze slanted at her from the side. She stopped her gesture half-made.

“I, uh—” She stopped to clear her throat, and started again. “I think we’d better get back now.”

For a man so full of teasing words and easy talk, he could be amazingly quiet. She couldn’t even be sure if she heard or imagined the half sigh before he spoke the single word. “Okay.”

They started across the sand toward the lights of Michigan Avenue. He seemed content to let silence stretch between them. She wished he wouldn’t. It gave her too much time to wonder what he was thinking, why he was so uncharacteristically — What? Almost solemn?

Was that how he felt after kissing her? Solemn? If she’d learned anything about Paul over the past two evenings it was that solemnity lived outside his philosophy of life. She felt like a thundercloud at a picnic, and fought the ridiculous urge to shed a few raindrops right now.

“Well, one thing for certain.”

His voice made her jump, but she welcomed it and, as they emerged into the brighter lights and firmer ground of the city’s streets, she gladly supplied the line he’d demanded. “What’s that?”

“I definitely won’t be doing my Christmas shopping early this year.”

“Why not?” She didn’t really care, but as long as the wryness had returned to his voice, she’d encourage him.

“Who can think about Christmas when they just went through a heat wave?”

[image: *]*

This time when they pulled into her driveway, she was ready.

She wasn’t sure how she’d respond if he repeated last night’s soft caress, not after tonight’s disconcerting taste of another kind. Even though their conversation during the drive had been innocuous and friendly in the extreme, with no hint of a reference to the embrace on the beach, she’d take no chances.

So she laid a cool hand on his forearm to forestall his turning off the ignition, yanked it back as if she’d been burned, forced a cheerful good-night and practically sprinted to the front door. She stood inside again, listening for long, heart-thudding moments until he backed up and drove away.

Not until she slid between the crisp clean sheets did she shake those moments on Oak Street Beach long enough for other considerations.

Leaving work early — and any time before seven was early for her — and getting home too late to do any work Wednesday had put her behind. Today made it worse.

She’d have to keep a strict schedule to catch up. Especially since she’d earmarked Sunday for attending real estate open houses to get a fix on the market. And added to her duties Monday would be getting Paul to decide on a temporary assistant.

She frowned. When Jan first came into Top-Line Temporaries, she’d described her boss’s aversion to schedules and long-term planning. “Short-term planning, too, most of the time,” Jan had added. Cheerfully and amid all the teasing of the past two evenings, he’d confirmed it.

I wonder if he views women the same way he views Christmas shopping? she thought. Her frown deepened. Probably. What else could she expect? Someone who couldn’t commit himself to buying a present because something better might come along surely wouldn’t commit himself to a woman.

She rolled to her side and punched the already plumped pillow. Not that it made any difference. Paul was a client. Period. A client with whom she would have a few business conversations, but would likely never see again. If she was smart.
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She was smart, but her heart was a moron. That was the only explanation for the way it started pumping at high speed and depleting her oxygen stores when she opened her front door to Paul Monroe at 3:25 Sunday afternoon.

This morning she’d pored over real estate ads in the Tribune. This afternoon she’d attended open houses. She’d studied the market for months, honing her prerequisites in a house, her must-haves and should-haves. This, her first foray into inspecting houses, constituted the next step. After several Sundays sampling the market, she would target specific areas. Then would come the nitty-gritty of offers, contracts, and mortgages.

Once she completed that, it would be time for the next step. She slipped off her shoes, tucked her feet under her on the couch. She wanted a husband, a family. Just turned thirty in July, her biological clock wasn’t about to expire. But she didn’t want to let that pass her by. She saw the life her brother was creating with his wife and children and, although she wouldn’t want a carbon copy, there were elements she longed for.

Setting up the business had been first; it was progressing well. Then a house. Once she’d accomplished that, she’d be ready for the next step. She’d be ready to look for the right kind of man.

Gray eyes flecked with green smiled into her imagination. She glowered at them, and the startlingly clear memory of the man they went with.

Paul Monroe was not her idea of the right kind of man.

But he is some kind of man, commented a previously unheard-from voice inside her. The voice had backing from a hundred-thousand nerve endings that retained vivid memories.

Damn. She thunked her feet down on the floor. Damn.

All right, maybe she did find him physically attractive. Really, it couldn’t be called more than that after one real kiss. One kiss, in the moonlight, on a deserted beach. A fluke. It had to be. Because, heaven knows, nothing in his haphazard approach to life or business agreed with her ideas.

She picked up one of the real estate listings from the pile on the coffee table while the TV wrapped up the Bears game she’d mostly missed. For now, what she had to do was consider the information on the houses she’d seen. With her shoes kicked off and a soft drink at hand, she would concentrate on comparing cost per square foot and making notes of her impressions. She settled back.

The doorbell sounded.

Barefoot, she carried the listing sheet and her pen to the front door. She nearly dropped them both.

“Paul!”

She’d missed him. The realization hit hard.

Afternoon sun bronzed his breeze-ruffled hair and seemed to add a special glint to gray eyes flecked with green fire. He wore a blue shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, a lightweight insulated vest in green and jeans that had been worn to a state that looked as soft as she knew they’d feel. She felt her cheeks burn at the realization that she’d been thinking about touching his jeans — with him in them.

“Hi. How ’bout those Bears, huh?” Without waiting for her to invite him in, he walked right past her. “I like the running game this year, don’t you?”

“What are you doing here?” She’d trailed him into the living room. His intent gaze took in her house as if he thought he’d be tested on it. The absurd urge to tell him she’d bought this furniture to go into an eventual family room and she had her eye on an elegant couch bubbled to her lips, but she turned it sternly back.

“I came to get you. You look great.”

At his warm tone, she glanced down to see if she’d been transformed, like Cinderella going to the ball. No, she still had on a surplice-wrap top in a soft raspberry color, tucked into the gathered denim skirt. Her simple leather belt matched her discarded loafers and she wore plain gold hoops in her ears as her only jewelry. In deference to the warm weather she hadn’t worn nylons. Clean and comfortable was about the most that could be said for the outfit.

“Get me?” She ought to be taking better control of this conversation.

“Yeah. You’d better put a jacket on. It’s going to get cool tonight. I think Indian summer’s about to come to a screeching halt.”

“What are you talking about?”

He glanced up from turning off her TV, and she saw the devilment in his eyes. The only thought her brain could form was the refrain she had come to associate with Paul: Uh-oh.

“The weather.”

“What?”

“That’s what I’m talking about — the weather.” He scooped up her navy cardigan sweater from the arm of the couch and her purse from the floor and held them out to her. Numbly, she accepted them. But she also shook her head, and that helped clear some of the cobwebs.

“Paul, we didn’t make any arrangements to see each other today, and I have things I need to get done—”

“What you need is a jack-o’-lantern, and I intend to see to it. C’mon, you’d better put your shoes on, too.”

“No.”

He looked at her bare feet, over to her loafers, then at her face. “I don’t know, Bette, I think your feet’ll get awfully cold, but if you don’t want to wear shoes…”

“Not no to the shoes. No to leaving with you.” There, that sounded firm enough. So why did she feel so rotten? Had those glints of light in his eyes dimmed?

“I thought you’d like a pumpkin.” His tone was matter-of-fact, but she felt as if she’d just kicked his puppy.

“I would like a pumpkin, but—”

“Good, I know a great pumpkin farm not too far from here.”
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An hour later she stood, bemused, amid pumpkins of every size, shape and construction, and thought that if Linus of “Peanuts” fame was right that a Great Pumpkin with magical powers did exist, then Paul had a direct line to the big orange guy.

That was the only explanation she could come up with for how she had come to be here. One minute she was sitting in her living room checking real estate listings and the next minute she was a passenger in her own car — “You said the hatchback’s better for hauling, and we’re going to have a lot of pumpkins to haul,” had been Paul’s explanation — and the minute after that she stood here in pumpkin land, laughing.

She’d laughed so much in the past half hour that her sides ached. She would never again look at a pumpkin without remembering the outrageous personalities Paul assigned to the gourds they’d collected. Then he and the man running the pumpkin stand had indulged in a round of good-natured wrangling over price that had set her off again.

“Boy, remind me never to have you around when I’m haggling,” Paul ordered after they’d settled their orange army on the car’s deck, separated and cushioned from one another by sweet straw from the stand operator.

She smiled out the window, not bothering to respond. She felt too content, as golden and glowing as the afternoon, as mellow as the approaching dusk. Fading sunlight gilded the hardier leaves still clinging to branches while their fallen brethren wove an orange and gold coverlet. The trees rose high and straight, arching their limbs in the bare outline of what had been a summer canopy.

They’d left an area of cornfields and woods interspersed with stables, and the houses now were closing ranks. The street was trafficked, but peaceful. A straight, orderly artery going … where?

“This isn’t the way to Elmhurst. Where are we going?”

“I thought we’d off-load some of these guys before we went to your place.”

“I wondered why you bought so many. But then I thought it was probably a whim.” She meant to tease him, but she also believed him totally capable of such an impulse.

“It was.”

“And now you’ve decided to set up your own stand?”

“That’s an idea.” He seemed to consider, then discard it. “Nah. I like my idea better.”

“Which is?”

She saw the sign for the town they were entering at the same time she heard his words. “We’ll take some to my folks. They can use some jack-o’-lanterns, too.”

“Lake Forest.” She read the sign aloud, heard the dread in her voice and, knowing the tone would have carried over, was grateful she hadn’t said the other two words in her mind at the moment: your parents.


CHAPTER FOUR


She’d said the name of his hometown as if it were a toxic waste dump site. He was used to the other reaction, the one that said that anyone from Lake Forest was a rich kid, and probably a bratty rich kid.

“This is the downtown area,” he informed her as they rolled between lines of neat red-brick buildings whose sharply angled roofs ended in green awnings or, for more adventurous establishments, green-and-white-striped awnings. He made a couple turns and brought her through the heart of the area, then completed their circuit.

“It’s very nice.”

He looked around at the shops, both familiar and trendy. “Yeah, it is.” If he sounded a bit defensive, too bad.

From the corner of his eye, he caught her looking at him. “Really, it is, Paul. It’s rather amazing. Everything’s so neat. Even the gas stations and train station.”

He said nothing as they passed the train station and drove next to the tracks for a while. When he turned, it was into a neighborhood of older, modest homes that seemed to grow bumper crops of bicycles and skateboards. He slowed nearly to a stop in the middle of a block.

“There, the light blue one, that’s where we lived until I was twelve.”

“Oh.”

Bette Wharton could infuse a lot of meaning into one syllable. He just wished he could interpret it. Glancing to his right as he pulled away from the curb, he caught her eyes on him and thought perhaps he saw someone truly looking at him — at him, beyond images, expectations. His shoulder muscles seemed to have abruptly grown tight, so he shifted position, steering with his right hand at the top of the wheel and his left elbow propped out the window. If that left less of his face open to his passenger’s scrutiny, well, that was a coincidence. He turned into a narrowly twisting street, and headed toward his parents’ house.

What was the big deal? So he’d had this impulse to show her where he grew up, to have her meet his parents. That was how he did things. By impulse.

A curse muttered across his mind.

Who was he kidding? He’d fully intended to introduce Bette to his old house, his hometown, his parents ever since he’d first had the idea on Friday. How could it be an impulse, when he’d been spending every waking hour, and more, contemplating one, solitary woman?

He’d been planning this afternoon’s stops for two days.

And he didn’t like that fact.

Even when he’d done it for a woman whose navy-blue eyes lit at the sight of him, then shuttered themselves faster than a blink. Even for a woman who talked about plans and arrangements so stiltedly, then laughed with abandon over a pumpkin.

Worse, he couldn’t find it in himself to regret any part of it, not the thinking about her, not the pumpkin ploy, not the hometown tour. None of it, because it all meant she was sitting here next to him.

“There are my folks,” he said as he pulled into the circular portion of the driveway. Spotting the car, his parents waved and started toward them. Since they’d been contemplating a flower bed on the far side of the considerable front lawn, he had a moment to cover Bette’s hand where it rested between them. “They’re nice people, Bette. Honest.”

She met his look and gave a forced smile.

“Much easier to get along with than me. I promise.”

To his relief and pleasure, the teasing light flickered into her eyes. “Thank heavens!” she said with soft vehemence.

He was still chuckling when he opened her door and they walked to meet his parents.

“Paul! Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?”

His mother’s affectionate scolding as she hugged him harmonized with his father’s dry interjection, “Because he never does.”

“I would have made something special for dinner,” his mother concluded, then barely paused as she smiled warmly at Bette and extended a hand. “Hello, I’m Nancy Monroe.”

Paul knew he’d have to hurry or his mother’s sociability would outstrip his manners, and for some reason he wanted to be the one to make this introduction. “Mom, Dad, this is Bette Wharton.” He placed a hand at the small of Bette’s back, with some idea of encouraging her and reminding her of his support, though he knew his parents could be counted on to welcome her. But the feel of her soft sweater and the firm, smooth curve of her back gave him something, too, something indefinably pleasing. “Bette, these are my parents, James and Nancy Monroe.”

“How do you do, Mrs. Monroe. Mr. Monroe.”

She shook hands with them, and he glimpsed the poise she must bring to business dealings, at least ones that didn’t involve him. He suspected he threw her off her usual stride.

He liked that.

“Bette’s in the market to buy a house, and I thought she should see some of the other neighborhoods around, so we swung by here.”

He caught her dagger look of surprise and dismay. She probably wanted to tell him she certainly wasn’t looking in this kind of neighborhood, because it was way out of her price bracket, but was constrained by his parents’ presence. He’d remembered her comment Thursday about looking for a house and he’d spotted the real estate listings on her coffee table, but he hadn’t known he’d make use of the observations until he’d spoken the spur-of-the-moment words.

“A house is an excellent investment,” said James Monroe with an approving nod. “I wish Paul would make that move so he’d build some equity in a property.”

Paul shrugged at the familiar refrain. “I don’t mind paying rent.”

“You must not, since you’ve been doing it so long, and now you have rent on your office as well as the apartment.”

“Property just ties you down.” He worked to keep the words light. It was an old skirmish line between his father and him.

“Perhaps it’s time you were tied down. We had owned our first home for six years by the time I was your age.”

“You owned it?”

Only the blink of his father’s eyes showed that the arrow had gone home. They both knew Walter Mulholland had held the title on the Monroes’ first house, as he had on this house until the day he died.

“Well, I’m just glad you both came,” smoothed Nancy Monroe. “I have a lovely roast in for dinner, and now we’ll be saved from a week’s worth of leftovers.”

“Oh, no, really. Thank you, but we can’t drop in like this for dinner.” Bette stopped abruptly, turning wide blue eyes on Paul, and for a moment he forgot everything else. “I mean, I … I really should…”

He saw her floundering between not wanting to impose and not wanting to deprive his parents of having their son home for Sunday dinner. “We didn’t mean to stay for dinner, Mom. We just thought we’d drop off some pumpkins and I’d show Bette around a little, then we’d be on our way.”

“Oh, but you must stay for dinner. There’s plenty of time for you to show Bette, maybe take her to Beach Park, then we can have a nice meal and get to know each other. This is such a wonderful surprise, Bette. We don’t get Paul home often enough as it is, and we always enjoy meeting his friends.”

Paul tried one more time against the force of his mother’s beaming smile. “But we don’t want to interrupt your afternoon, and—”

“Nonsense. We were just discussing the arrangement of our spring bulb garden. It’s so hard to remember where things were the spring before by the time you get around to planting in the fall.”

He knew staying for dinner was all but a certainty. Maybe he’d known it when he pulled into the driveway. He refused to consider whether he’d known it when he’d first thought about stopping by.

He cocked an eyebrow at Bette and gave an infinitesimal shrug, indicating that if she didn’t want to stay, he’d do his best, but … A smile edged into her eyes and he felt an easing of the muscles in her back where he was only half-surprised to realize his hand still rested. She’d come to the same conclusion and she didn’t mind, at least not terribly.

Paul’s father took a more direct approach in trying to make the unexpected guest feel less awkward. “Bette, how long have you known our son?”

Paul rubbed his free hand across his mouth to mask a smile. Ever the lawyer, his father had asked the question to set up some point he wanted to make. The flaming color he brought to Bette’s cheeks was inadvertent, and the surprise her answer was about to administer to his parents came as a pure, unanticipated bonus from his point of view.

“Four days.” Ah, another bonus. She’d been counting. Otherwise, she would have hesitated to total them or said “since Wednesday.”

Paul saw his mother blink, then take a closer look at Bette. When her gaze came to him, he looked away, suddenly not so enthralled with surprising his parents.

James Monroe, however, nodded, as if he’d half expected the response to his question to be “four days,” then took Bette by the elbow and started her toward the house.

“I don’t imagine in that time he’s introduced you to any other relatives, has he? No? I didn’t think so. So we can understand your being a bit taken aback by all this. We just hope you’ll commiserate with us, since we’ve known him for thirty-two years last March, and he’s never brought a young lady home to meet us before.”
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“Is that true? You’ve never taken a woman home to meet your parents?”

Paul gave Bette an extra beat to add the word before, but she didn’t, and he felt a frown growing. The way she said it made it sound as if bringing her today didn’t count.

“There wasn’t much need to,” he said.

He looked down the stretch of pebbly sand, then out beyond the huge, jumbled boulders that created shallow pools for summer-time beach-goers at the municipal park. This late in the year, with the sun rapidly fading, the beach and the boat ramp farther down the lake were deserted. Two distant fishermen on the pier beyond the ramp were their only companions. He narrowed his eyes as he considered the darkening eastern sky. The breeze had picked up, and if he didn’t miss his guess, Indian summer’s spell would soon be broken.

After a soft drink at his parents’ house, he’d brought Bette here by a roundabout route through town. He’d been telling her about youthful summers he’d spent divided between this beach and his home. “I think half my high school graduating class spent three days a week at our house, so everyone I dated was there all the time anyhow. Then in college we were too busy proving we were grownup by going into Chicago to bother coming home.”

“And since college?”

His head jerked around in surprise, then he had to bite off a grin. He hadn’t mistaken that note in her voice — she was more than mildly curious. But her eyes, darkening with storm warnings just like the lake behind her, told him the consequences if he dared to make anything of it.

He knew a few people who’d be surprised to hear it, but he could be cautious.

“Since college, there hasn’t been anyone I thought my parents would enjoy meeting.”

Pleased with himself — he’d told the truth and paid her a compliment without tying himself to anything — he took her arm and headed toward the pier. They could walk the length of the beach before taking another path to where they’d left her car overlooking the water.
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