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Chapter 1

 

After twenty-seven years, it never failed to amaze her that nothing ever changed there.

Rori Mason sat stiffly on the worn cushions of a sofa that had been in her father's house as long as she could remember. He sat in his chair, a once-comfortable recliner with homemade, crocheted arm covers. The women in his congregation constantly tried to butter him up with gifts, hoping to get him to think about marriage again. Didn't they realize Pastor William Mason had no room in his life for that kind of love? That need had died with her mother twenty-three years ago.

He hadn't looked at her, really looked at her, since she walked in the front door an hour ago. He'd hugged her because she initiated it. Then he'd announced one of his favorite preacher's was on, and Rori knew nothing had changed. All the years she'd grown up in this house, that ridiculous radio--the one that looked like a prop from Gilligan's Island--had been on, playing all-sermons, all the time. The only time her father shut it off was at bedtime. She remembered trying to talk over it and getting, "Not now, Rori. Why don't you go play, sweetheart." 

Expelling a sigh, Rori leaned her elbows on her knees, looking around the cluttered living room. Her father still competed with a library when it came to books. The mostly ancient volumes were tucked and stacked everywhere space allowed. Books, nonfiction books, were one of the few things her father actually put down hard cash for. They weren't all about God or religion either. Her father was interested in everything and how it all connected. 

Even if he'd never been affectionate about it, Rori remembered affectionately the way he used to help her with her homework when she asked him to. It was the only time he spent with her that he'd turn off the damn radio. Somehow those times made her feel like she'd won.

She ran a finger over the cover of a book about Antarctica lying on the coffee table. Maybe she could sneak out for a smoke. God only knew how long this booming radio preacher would go on...

"Where are you living now, Aurora?"

Coming from such a close relative, the question could be considered odd. Not for Rori. She contacted her father. He never contacted her. Their communication was her choice, but she had the feeling he wouldn't call her even if he had her phone number. 

Giving him a general location could be done with confidence. "Buffalo."

"How many miles is that?"

Rori clenched her teeth. She'd walked into one of his oldest traps. He'd do darn near anything to avoid her, although even he probably didn't realize he was doing it.

Nodding, rubbing her hands together slowly, she mumbled an estimate he'd go out of his way to prove wrong. Making her feel stupid wasn't premeditated either; it was just an unfortunate side effect of his disappointment in his only child.

Just as she knew he would, her father got out his maps, spreading them out on his work table. For a minute, Rori watched him, wishing she had the guts to say "Daddy, what does it matter if I came more or less a hundred miles? I'm here. Don't you wanna see me? It's been six years."

But she didn't say anything, watching him hopelessly the way she had hundreds of times before.

The last time she'd come home, after five years away, his once dark hair had turned completely white. He wore reading glasses, too, but he still had the same expression of open warmth in his face and in his blue eyes. Rori used to wonder if his detachment from her had anything to do with how little they resembled each other. Although she remembered very little of her mother, old photographs revealed she had her mother's blond hair, ebony eyes, mouth and shape. Her father could withdraw from her because she looked nothing like him. Maybe he told himself she wasn't his child because of those differences.

Feeling desperate, Rori ran her fingers through her thick hair. If she moved now, she might be able to draw him out of his "research". Leaning over the arm of the sofa, she slowly decreased the volume on the radio. He didn't seem to notice this time. Then she got up, almost tiptoeing across the threadbare carpet to her tote bag.

Christmas was still seven days away. She had to work on Saturday and Sunday night, so she planned to leave Saturday morning. Her father didn't celebrate Christmas the way the world did anyway. There were no presents, decorated trees or special dinners. He celebrated by reading the accounts of the Messiah's birth in the Bible and he preached about it during the appropriate season, but it'd never been any different than other days during the years Rori grew up here.

The gift she'd gotten her father now would serve as a haven't-seen-you-in-awhile token. Instead of wrapping it, she'd tied a plain white satin ribbon around it.

He still measured and calculated, concentrating with such focus he took no notice of her pulling an ottoman over to the table near him. Straddling it between ragged denim thighs, she looked up at him.

Rori felt very much like a little girl there. Sometimes, years ago, when she was quiet or feigned interest, her father let her sit near him while he worked. She still remembered the smell of the old books he'd referenced and cross-referenced with and the musky scent of his cologne. She'd wanted to burrow right into his arms until she believed in his love for her. But, even though he always held her when she made the first move, the love wasn't there.

Oh, she knew he loved her in his own way. He loved her in that altruistic, mourning-the-human-condition way he loved everybody. He loved her because she was lost and she needed his love desperately. But his love wasn't unconditional. From the very beginning, requirements were set down in his mind, unconsciously, subconsciously. He'd wanted a boy--Rori's first failure, and it hadn't mattered whether she had any control over the situation.

Besides, leaving her father's arms, she always wished she didn't need him the way he didn't need her.

"Daddy, I got you something. I mean, I saw it and thought of you, so I got it."

The first victory was getting his attention, and Rori couldn't help smiling as he turned his head, easing off his glasses to look at her.

"You didn't need to get me anything, sweetheart. I don't need anything."

"I know." She held it up to him. "I wanted to."

After setting down his glasses, he took the leather-bound book from her. In truth, she went in search of the classic, not stumbled onto it. She certainly didn't frequent bookstores, new or used. One of her father's favorite books was The Spiritual Man by Watchman Nee, and his copy had been in tatters the last time she visited.

"I think it's a first edition or something," she murmured a little too hopefully. He pushed the ribbon off from the top.

When he turned back to the table to slip his glasses on again, Rori stood to watch him thumb through the pages. She was a sucker for her own disappointment because she knew he wouldn't initiate any affectionate gratitude outside of words, yet a little part of her held out for the reaction.

"This is beautiful, sweetheart. Thank you. I may have to give this book another read."

His words, partial satisfaction, sent her hopes crashing rather than soaring. She'd asked herself at least a million times in her life, What were you expecting? Can't you be happy with half of what you want?

Yet she always felt crushed--when she'd set herself up for a fall. After twenty-seven years, she accepted she wouldn't walk through her father's front door and have him hug her with tears in his eyes because he was so happy to see her, because he'd actually missed her. What she got were tears in her eyes hugging him. Her dream wouldn't happen, she'd always wish it could, and he'd always prove her worst fears.

She needed some time out. Time to work through her own silly feelings. They were silly. Not only had no one ever promised her a rose garden, the subject never even came up. If she hurt, she needed to deal with it on her own.

The phone rang, and Rori saw her out. Hugging her father's shoulders from the back, she said, "Daddy, I'm gonna go outside for a smoke. I'll be back in a couple minutes."

She'd stopped searching for his disapproval long ago, certain she'd find it every time. Besides, smoking was the least of her latest sins.

Getting her coat from the closet near the front door, she heard him answer the phone. How would she last for another forty-four hours? Smoke break every hour, she joked with herself, except she only had twenty-seven cigarettes with her. Well, sixteen hours of sleep in there somewhere, and she might just make it.

Rori slipped on her leather jacket, not bothering to zip it over her cropped sweater. Fresh air would be a first kiss right now.

Closing the front door behind her, she stood on the steps. Her footmarks from an hour ago were covered with a virginal layer of snow. She'd been so conscious of them then. Ten more steps, Ror. Nine more and you can still turn back. Five more. Daddy, be glad to see me for once.

Taking the pack of cigarettes from her jacket pocket, she started down the sidewalk, pressing new footprints into the snow with her snakeskin boots. Smiling, she experienced a moment of disbelief when she realized there were some good memories connected with Syracuse, her father's hometown. The good memories came so infrequently and even those turned on her eventually.

Rori remembered the snow here as a little girl. She remembered snowball fights, building forts and snowmen, making angels in the fresh-fallen snow. She remembered holding her arms up to Nathan Jovanovich, wanting him to pull her up and away from her angel so it wouldn't be ruined with hand- or footprints. She remembered wanting Nate to pull her up into his arms. His face would always get closer and closer, but then he'd let her go once she was clear of the angel and standing on her own.

He'd been destined to do that to her all his life.

Rori had chosen to come a week before Christmas just to avoid running into Nate and his wife.

The cold air made her breath form smoke before she lit one of the two cigarettes in her pack with the engraved lighter Brett gave her for her last birthday. She stepped out to the part of the sidewalk that formed a T, then performed a fouette en tournant with the grace of a ballerina. She hadn't danced in the snow since she was a little girl, and she was tempted to do it here, in front of her father's house. 

Odd that a dozen ballet lessons had brought her to this point in her life.

Rori shook her head, embracing the lamp post with one arm and propelling herself around it a few times. She came to a stop and found she was facing the Jovanovich house. Nestled squarely in the middle of the block, it looked as cozy as a fairy tale. 

The irony of that house being situated between the Mason house on the right and the Radcliffe house on the left had never been lost on Rori. Nathan Jovanovich had always been between her and Jenna Radcliffe, Nate's wife. It wasn't supposed to be that way. It was supposed to be her and Nate. He'd been her only comfort each time her father told her to "go play".
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Rori stepped out of the house, turning her head immediately at the sound of voices. Jenna had beaten her to Nate's again. For a minute, Rori stood watching them together.

He was beautiful at seventeen, only a year older than she and Jenna. Oh, he looked like a Greek god with the tan summer gave him. He was dressed in khaki shorts and a pullover. His hands burrowed in his pockets as he listened to Jenna with a kind smile.

Rori had dreamed of him again last night. Her fantasies were out of control. And even if it hadn't been Nate she'd shared kisses and caresses with, it was forever him in her dreams. In her heart.

She wondered if Jenna ever fantasized about Nate the way she did. Looking at sweet little Jenna, with her short dark hair and prim sundress, Rori concluded her nemesis only dreamed of hand-holding with Nate, marriage and having his babies.

Rori thought of those things, too, but they were for later. The hot fantasies of Nate were for now. Maybe today he'd kiss her finally. Then she'd never let Jace touch her again.

Hopping down the steps, she felt the warmth of the sun. A gentle breeze caught her long, loose, honey blond hair. Sublime satisfaction filled her from head to toe seeing Nate straighten from leaning on his porch railing at her approach. He no longer listened to Jenna with a gentle smile on his coveted mouth. The only person in the world he paid attention to was her...
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The front door of the Jovanovich house opened, and Rori realized with a start she'd been staring at it. Her boots made a scraping noise against the sidewalk as she whirled away from the house.

Nate came out of his parents' house. Nate was here! What was he doing here? She'd come early to avoid seeing him and Jenna. Now what would she do?

She had reason to hate this man. More reason than he had for coming outside. The blood rushed to her head, harder and faster with each of his closing footsteps. 

The rush of confusion, hurt, and, inevitably, blind anger were infinitely familiar to her where Nathan Jovanovich was concerned. When she'd come here five years ago to visit her father, that cruel lash of emotions made her say to him "Stay out of my life, you sanctimonious, cowardly m@#r." No chance he'd misread the bitterness as unrequited love speaking, so why was he approaching her again? 

Man, she couldn't breathe. Each oncoming footfall reverberated inside her stomach. She'd do something stupid. She always did stupid things over Nate.

Closing her eyes for a long excruciating moment, she tried to block out his voice, but his "Hello, Rori," greeting tumbled past any defense she'd constructed to keep him out. This was the boy who hadn't heard it when two cars crashed in front of his house twelve years ago. He hadn't heard the horrendous racket because she was there, because the whole world faded around them whenever they were together. This was the boy she'd planned her entire life around. He was the reason all her dreams crumbled around her like a collapsing sand castle and she'd fled, leaving her home, her family, her friends at sixteen.

Her hand shook as she fitted her cigarette between tight lips. 

Don't self-destruct this time, Ror; don't let him get to you.

But he did get to her. He always did, even after she'd accepted it was all over for her. Right now, she prayed for the very least--at the very least, she could pretend he didn't mean anything to her, that he hadn't made even a dent in her life, let alone her heart.

His boots crunched in the snow built up against the curb, then he faced her, demanding to be noticed. Avoiding him was torture for her. Rori reminded herself she was made of strong stuff. She'd left Brett, hadn't she? And she hadn't crawled back within a month, the way he'd predicted. She'd been on her own for six months. She didn't need him or any other man. Especially not this one.

"Wanna bum a smoke, holy man?" she asked in a bored voice, trying not to notice his still soft gray eyes behind the round scholar glasses...or how much more strength his face had than eleven years ago. Oh, but she'd thought he was beautiful then, too. His face meant perfection and love to her. She'd kissed every inch of it once the opportunity finally came for her. 

Don't remember it, Ror, she commanded herself. But her fingertips and tongue replayed the magic in her mind one more time. Don't remember loving him with tracing fingers. And don't you dare remember touching your tongue to that little cleft in his chin.

Nate was developing a nimble ability in ignoring her barbs, though she'd only thrown one at him before, the sanctimonious one that shocked her perhaps more than it had him. Instead of paying attention to this barb, he did that darn thing he always did. He stared at her like he wanted to memorize her for later fantasies.

"You look good, Rori," he said softly. 

She could have listened to him talk for the rest of her life. He'd hypnotized her with just his voice, making her want him, love him, need him. And then he'd walked away from her as though her dreams for the two of them were part of some horrible error, an accident like mistaken identity.

"Does that mean something to you?" she asked, dramatically curious. When it came down to a choice between her and Jenna, how she looked certainly hadn't mattered.

The last thing she wanted was the way he looked to mean something to her, but she couldn't help staring at him helplessly, the way she had as a foolish little girl who could find love in just his smile. Snow fell on his dark, feathered hair, glistening once it settled. The contrast was precious, like something inside a glass ball.

Oh Nate, how can I possibly look at you and want so much when you belong to her and I hate you for giving her what should have been mine?

The fear of Jenna coming outside to join her husband kept Rori from weakening in her resolve to remain unaffected by him. But the rush came again as his gaze slid over her torso. He couldn't seem to help himself either. When Nate looked at her like that... Her insides became nothing more than warm butter. What he did to her was effortless, and the sensations rocked her. 

He was married, damn him, to Jenna. Jenna. Not some stranger. He had everything he'd planned for his life. He had a good Christian wife, probably a couple kids, and he pastored his own little flock at some church in Niagara Falls. Double damn him because the only thing she had was an ounce of self-respect for the first time in eleven years.

"What do you want, choir boy?" she demanded, unable to keep back her anger. 

The temptation to return to her father's house just to avoid him was strong, but she couldn't let him win again. She wouldn't waste half a cigarette for him either.

He took a step closer to her, and it was all she could do not to rear back at the reaction he had on her. His nearness went to her head the way an icy blast would...or a rush of intense heat. No middle ground existed in her emotions toward Nate.

He had to have seen her alarm because he scowled in confusion for an instant, then frowned. "What do you want, Rori? What do you want from me?"

"Exactly what I told you last time."

His smile surprised her--that he could find humor in those vicious words. His smile was also a heartache for Rori. She'd had those lips on her own once, and he'd smiled through their kiss for a few seconds before the need took over.

"Rather eloquently, as I recall," he murmured good-naturedly.

Rori watched him balance his foot on the curb and flex it. His hands burrowed in the pockets of his teal parka.

Watching him, it occurred to Rori he was nervous. Oh, not in any obvious way. Nathan Jovanovich was not a shy person. But he had been with her. He'd been shy about touching her, about asking her to hang out with him, about taking that first and only kiss. 

Nothing about him made sense to her. Hating him, blaming him was easier than trying to understand the cold-blooded thing he'd done more than a decade ago.

"So what are you doing now, Rori?" he asked, glancing up from his boot. 

He was irresistible. A part of her used to wonder constantly if he knew that, if he had any idea how she and Jenna competed for him. They were so obvious in their tug of war, he would have had to be blind not to see the rope sawing back and forth around him.

That she could find him irresistible after all he'd done annoyed her. Nathan Jovanovich was not a hero or a knight in shining armor. He didn't deserve forgiveness for his crimes. What he deserved was to get a slap of reality. And she knew just how to do it.

"I work at Baby Dolls in Buffalo," she told him smugly, pushing her hair back with cold fingers.

"What is that?"

She anticipated his genuine interest and ignorance, and it gave her false courage to continue. "It's an upscale gentleman's club. A skin palace."

The snow came down more heavily now, melting against the increasing heat of her face.

His eyebrows came together in confusion. "I suppose I should know what that is." 

He seemed completely unaware of what was coming, and Rori took satisfaction in that before she laid all her sins out for him. "It's a strip joint. I'm a stripper. Get it? I take off my clothes for a bunch of horny bastards, and I get paid damn good money for it."

Her cigarette burned down to the filter. She stepped around him, careful not to touch him, to toss the butt into the storm drain. Nate turned to face her instinctively yet had no answer when she baited, "Got any more questions, holy man?"

The look of disbelief on his face could have meant anything. It meant nothing to Rori--not bitterness and not satisfaction. Still, his expression of disappointment affected her. He had no right to be disappointed in her. He didn't know what she'd been through, what she'd overcome. Nate had made his choices, and she'd made hers despite the few options she'd been given. 

Telling him had been a mistake, Rori realized too late. Getting a jolt out of him wasn't worth the repercussions her secret might create. Like a juvenile, he'd tell his parents and his parents would tell her father what she did for a living now.

Yeah, it'd be another five years before she came home again. 
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That was smooth, Nate chided himself as Rori disappeared into her father's house. Very smooth. You could apply to snake charming school with a little more practice.

He rarely agreed with his mother, but she'd been right this time. He shouldn't have come out here to try talking to Rori. The last time should have been all the proof he ever needed that they couldn't be friends ever again--they couldn't even have a civil conversation. Rori didn't want anything to do with him. But he had to come out here. Since he'd arrived, he'd hoped Rori would show up.

Hoped. His fierce yearning matched how he'd felt after she ran away at sixteen. Every day he hoped she'd come back. Even after he'd tucked that letter into his pocket Bible and told himself he was marrying Jenna, in the deepest part of his heart he'd ached for Rori's return.

Aligning his boot with a print made by Rori's, he shook his head in self-disgust. At twenty-eight, the gawky, star-struck-kid feeling he got around Rori Mason should have been long gone. If she'd stayed the sixteen-year-old girl his mind preserved her as, maybe it would have disappeared.

Nate took a deep breath of air so cold his chest burned. 

True, he was lonely. Jenna had died over a year ago, and he'd had little opportunity to grieve for her. But this had nothing to do with loneliness or Jenna.

Unconsciously he started to slide his hand into the inside pocket of his jacket, searching for something that was no longer there.

Whether he'd loved Jenna wasn't up for debate. He'd loved her completely. He didn't feel guilt over seeing Rori again either. Seeing her and. Still being attracted to her. 

As a full-grown woman, her beauty had softened. Its impact on him had also sharpened. She was all honey blond hair, heavy-lidded ebony eyes, and a mouth so generous and shapely it should have been a crime. And, okay, so her figure was beyond compare. If any question arose whether this man of God was as red-blooded as they came, his reaction to Rori's body removed any doubt. She looked so small and soft, so lush. 

Nate let out a breath that created billows of steam in the cold air. No doubt about it. The memory of Rori would slip into his bed like a nymphet when he was alone in the dark.

Maybe it would have been better, for both of them, if sexual attraction was all he felt. Fantasies eventually went away--at least most of them did. But Nate also saw past Rori's beauty, her innate sensuality, her masks. He knew Rori. No matter what she'd been through, she was still all bark and no bite. Beneath the anger, the disinterest, the curse words and scandals lurked a tender-hearted innocent who'd been hurt too many times. God knew he'd given her a few scars.

The wind picked up. Without hat or gloves, he shivered against the chill and turned back to his parents' house. Besides, his mother was probably gawking out the window, trying to catch Rori in some sin or another. For the past four days, she'd been chewing Rori up and spitting her at Nate. He could give her a mouthful with Rori's meant-to-shock confession, if he wanted to.

He didn't want to. She had enough problems with her father without adding more obstacles. His mother would run over there in a heartbeat if Nate told her.

Even the footprints Rori had left a few minutes ago were covered when he finally trudged across the lawn. He'd watched Rori, too, from inside his parents' house, since she pulled up in a truck over an hour ago. He'd watched her come back out and dance on the snow as gracefully as a fairy. Sometimes he wondered if his unintentional mission in life was to steal her joy.

Stepping inside the home he'd grown up in, he shook his head to dislodge some of the fresh-fallen snow. His mother would have a fit if he tracked even a drop of it into the house, so he removed his boots on the mat before he went any further. Down the hall in the living room, he heard the excited chatter of his thirteen-month-old daughter. 

Nate hung his parka on the coat tree, then followed the voices into the living room. His parents weren't strict about holiday traditions the way Rori's father was. The four of them had put up a tree the night he and Andrea had arrived in Syracuse. She perched on her grandfather's knee unwrapping an early gift. Enough packages crowded beneath the tree to warrant one a day until Christmas.

Shaking his head, unable to prevent a grin, Nate sat in an overstuffed chair. His mother constantly advised him about how he spoiled his little girl, but she and his father were as much to blame. 

Marilyn Jovanovich was a chronic worrier, to the point where everything that came out of her mouth was a complaint or criticism. For the most part, her only crime was loving her family too much. She was as harmless as her frail form suggested, but she had the strength of ten men if she was ever called upon to use it.

His father had the exact opposite demeanor as his wife. Maybe it meant the two of them complemented each other, maybe it didn't. When all was said and done, they loved each other. Henry was jovial and easy-going; he wouldn't dare tell anyone else how to live. When Marilyn henpecked him to death, he barely noticed, offering teasingly, "Years of practice" if anyone asked how he could stand it.

"How much did she promise you in exchange for a present?" Nate asked, fingering the snow from his hair. 

Andrea tore the wrapping off the gift in little bits. His mother scooped them up, sometimes before they even hit the rug.

"Something along the lines of a lifetime's supply of hugs and kisses." 'Papa' collected a few of those from his one and only grandchild, tickling the back of her neck beneath the silky black hair with his beard until she squealed with laughter and Nate's mother tried not to smile behind her stern expression.

Andrea's baby fine, black hair was the only trait Jenna had passed on to their daughter. Her tiny face resembled Nate's more and more every day, right down to the dimple in her chin. 

The glossy storybook from her grandparents was finally unveiled, and she crawled off Papa's lap, running over to Nate with it. "Daddy," she said, pushing the book at him to read to her.

Nate touched a finger to her little nose. "Did you say thank you to Gram and Papa, munchkin?"

She rushed back to bestow gratitude on them with gusto. Watching her, Nate thought what he always did during special occasions, sadly rather than bitterly: You should be here, Jenna. It's Christmas, and you should be sharing it with us.

Andrea came back, tucking the new book in the cushion of the chair at his side, then scrambling onto his lap. Getting her to sleep wouldn't take much, Nate knew from experience. She was exhausted from all the excitement of having two sets of grandparents fussing over her. Since they arrived on Monday, Andrea had taken her nap earlier each day. His mother frowned about it, though Nate couldn't imagine why. She was convinced he spoiled his little girl by letting her sleep when she was fainting with exhaustion.

Naps weren't his mother's real concern, Nate had figured out long ago. The fact that he was raising his daughter by himself troubled her. As much as Jenna had been loved by his family, the bottom line didn't come down to love for his mother. What was best for Andrea, she thought, was a father and a mother, even if it meant Nate choosing a single woman from his congregation to marry. Never mind love. Never mind that the few single women among his congregation were all under twenty or over thirty-five. Pastor Mason had remained unmarried after his wife's death and he'd raised his daughter on his own. Nate's mother was certain the Pastor's widower status was the reason Rori had turned out the way she had. In his mother's opinion, a man simply didn't possess the abilities necessary to raise a female child on his own.

For the good of both Andrea and himself, Nate listened to his mother without heeding her advice. He wouldn't marry a woman he didn't love any more than he'd hand his daughter over permanently to someone else to care for her. The two of them were doing just fine on their own. And he knew best that Rori had more incentive to rebel than her father's lack of understanding for her.

After tucking the book into the cushion of the chair after he'd read less than five minutes' worth, he carried Andrea into his old bedroom, where his father had set up the handmade crib from Nate's infancy. Andrea hadn't slept in the crib more than a couple nights since they arrived. She didn't like it, she wasn't used to it because this bed wasn't hers. When he moved to lay her on the mattress, she predictably curled her fingers into his sweater, murmuring sleepily, "Daddy, ho'd you."

Nate loved those words. Somehow she'd confused "hold me" with "hold you", but he wasn't about to correct such an adorable request.

"Okay, munchkin," he whispered soothingly, pressing a kiss to her shiny hair. The rocking chair his father had brought out of the attic matched the oak crib. Nate sat in it, adjusting Andrea carefully in his arms, though he knew she wouldn't awaken for at least an hour.

Nate spent so much time watching his little girl, it seemed impossible not to perceive the changes on a daily basis as she grew. She was an angel, so sweet and innocent he could no longer imagine his life without her. Jenna had dreamed about this. Dreamed about first smiles, first giggles, first words, first steps. Dreamed about the questionably mundane activities, too, like watching their child sleep.

"She's going to be an angel, Nathan. We won't lose this one. She'll be the love of our life," she used to say while they lay in bed together, each with a hand on her swollen belly. She'd looked up at him, always with the sheen of tears in her beautiful brown eyes. "I can't wait to hold her in my arms. I can't wait to see you holding her."

Jenna had never held their only child. After five previous miscarriages, that was the cruelest twist of fate. Blaming anyone was pointless. Maybe accepting the loss was easier because he'd held on so tight before it happened. He'd been angry for a while after Jenna got pregnant for the sixth time because she'd lied to him. Five miscarriages, five periods of mourning after so much hope, were enough. More than enough. Nate had wanted to get a vasectomy. Instead of taking such a drastic step, Jenna had insisted they'd be careful; she'd use birth control and they wouldn't get pregnant again. When she found out she'd conceived again, she'd admitted she lied about taking precautions; she'd never been on the pill.

Four tormented months passed, and Jenna had been doing fine. All of her previous miscarriages had come during the first trimester. Nate had let go of his silent anger--ninety-nine percent fear for Jenna and another baby--and began to hope again that everything would be all right. Jenna would finally have the child she wanted so desperately, and he'd have his wife back and a family that wouldn't get any larger. He'd planned to go through with the vasectomy after Jenna gave birth, whether she agreed with it or not.

"You spoil her," his mother said softly from the doorway of the room, bringing him out of bittersweet memory. She held a neat stack of clothing she'd taken from the dryer. 

The feelings behind his mother's words were written all over her face, though she could only express them with seeming criticism. He shouldn't be alone, Andrea should have her mother. True. No doubt about it. Just not possible.

His mother had loved Jenna. She'd praised his choice of wife often, but he knew the biggest part of that approval wasn't because of Jenna so much as because it wasn't Rori Mason. 

She came into the room to put his and Andrea's clean clothes into his suitcase. 

"Did Jenna ever talk to you about having kids, Mom?" Nate asked.

"Of course."

Stupid question, his mother's tone implied. Jenna had talked about babies with anyone who was interested. 

"I mean, did she tell you why she wanted kids so much?"

He and Jenna had had a solid marriage. They'd been close friends all their lives, and talking had come easier to them than attraction had. That came with time. But she'd never talked about why she wanted children. She'd talked about the ache of not having them.

"She wanted to give you something." His mother turned to him. "I told her it wasn't true over and over, but she was convinced that deep down you still harbored feelings for that trashy Aurora Mason."

Andrea shifted slightly, and Nate glanced down to see her breathing softly. She relaxed again.

He hadn't expected his mother's response. Jenna would have said something if she believed another woman held his heart. Wouldn't she? They'd talked about Rori during the ten years they were married. He'd always been the one to bring her up; Jenna always ended the discussion. Still, she'd never said anything bad about Rori, even when Nate had told her everything about that relationship.

True, too, that everyone who knew the three of them realized he'd harbored a lot of feeling for Rori. A major clue was his grades in high school. Listening in class had been impossible with Rori in the same room. He'd stared at her instead of paying attention to the lessons. Even when he, Rori and Jenna had studied together at home, his concentration had been nil. How could he concentrate when Rori was putting the cap of her pen in her mouth, chewing on it with her straight white teeth, closing her soft lips around it, sometimes pressing it against the tip of her tongue...

Rori was the girl who'd mesmerized him, yet he'd married Jenna. Didn't that speak for itself with Jenna--the choice he'd made? God knew it'd spoken for itself with Rori.

"You made the right choice with Jenna," his mother said with firm conviction, though he wasn't questioning whether his marriage to Jenna had been a mistake. He'd shared too much with his wife to ever regret it. 

But he did regret what his marriage did to Rori. He regretted his only option had been to hurt his first love just so he could do what was best for everyone involved. And now Rori would never forgive him.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Rori and her father ate dinner together with the radio on. The only other noise consisted of forks striking plates. She could just as well be locked up in a padded room. Nothing to look at, talk about, nowhere to run. The scene was familiar to Rori--the dreaded meals with her father. Only rarely would he broach the silence with a question. Her answer punctuated an embarrassing silence. 

Their entire relationship was based on no-trespassing zones. She could tell him no more than generalities about her life, and he felt little need to share his life with her. Yet every time she asked herself why she bothered coming here, the answer formed swiftly. She loved him so much she'd put up with anything to spend a little time with him...regardless of the fact that she was miserable all of the time she spent here.

"How long are you thinking of staying, sweetheart?" her father asked, not looking up. He cut into his pork chop. 

Rori hadn't eaten too many "balanced" meals in eleven years. She didn't eat a lot of meat, just because it was easier and cheaper not to. The only time she ate a balanced diet was when her neighbor Annmarie invited her over for dinner.

"I was thinking about leaving tomorrow." Earlier than she'd originally planned, but she doubted she could last until Saturday morning. Besides, the thought of running into Nate again equated being tarred and feathered. If she had to make a fool of herself, she could think of any number of people she'd rather do it for.

The doorbell rang after she cleared her plate and reached for her milk. A part of her had waited for it since she left Nate out in the snow. The Jovanovich and Radcliffe families were members of her father's congregation. If her father hadn't told them himself, Nate would have told them by now that she was in town. 

Whether either family would go out of their way to visit her was moot. Both had families of their own visiting. She wouldn't mind seeing the Radcliffes, although they'd ask too many questions she refused to answer about her life. Even when they'd rooted for their daughter to end up with Nate, they'd always been nice to her. 

The Jovanovichs were a different story. While Mr. Jovanovich was harmless, his wife possessed the viciousness of a momma bear. She'd done everything in her power to keep her son out of Rori's reach. Fortunately or unfortunately her power didn't intimidate Rori. If she showed up here, it'd be to gloat because Jenna had snatched her son right out of Rori's hands. Or to inform her father about her latest sinful vocation.

Shame didn't enter into what she did for a living. She'd had two options, and she'd chosen the best one--the one that allowed her to stand on her own, financially and otherwise. Stripping wasn't something she planned to do for the rest of her life anyway. But until she had enough money put away, she wouldn't let other people's reactions to her job make her feel worthless. By not telling her father herself, she spared him grief and embarrassment. His disappointment in her was expected. Not telling him wasn't about sparing herself his censure. Rori had realized long ago that she didn't care if her father was proud or ashamed of her. She just wanted him to accept her for who she was. Accept and love her no matter what.

Rori sipped her milk, trying to prepare herself mentally for the worst. Her father got up to answer the door. 

Jason Radcliffe, Jenna's older brother and the black sheep of his family, had come calling.

Rori set down her glass, smiling in relief and welcome. Jace had never officially been her boyfriend, but he'd chased her nonstop from the time she'd turned thirteen. His goal in life was to steal kisses and cop feels. If not for her foolish crush on Nate, she might have given in to him. Rude and crude as Jace could be, he had a sweet side, a charming side...and he'd made her feel like she was special to him, even when he'd used her. She hadn't minded being used by him because she'd used him, too.

"Jason, maybe you should come back later--" her father started.

She needed a break. She hadn't smoked a cigarette in four hours. Pushing her chair back from the table, she insisted, "It's okay, Daddy. I'm finished here, and I need a smoke."

Nothing about his expression changed, yet Rori recognized the disapproval radiating from him as she approached the two of them. His reproach wasn't just for her this time. Her father considered Jason Radcliffe a bad influence--and he was. Maybe she'd sneaked off with Jace a lot as a teenager, but she'd had no desire to get into trouble. Trouble always found her too easily anyway, without her looking for it.

Rori got her jacket from the closet, smiling slightly. Jace stared at her chest like he'd never seen one before. She knew for a fact he'd seen his share and then some. No surprise that Jace wasn't going to do the Eddie Haskell bit for her father. He was too comfortable with himself--at seventeen and now at thirty.

"We'll be right outside," she assured her father.

Jace put his arm around her, and they walked out into the cold evening together. Darkness had already descended. Soft orange street lamps glowed, making it seem like the falling snow came out of nowhere.

"I didn't know you were gonna be here," she said, looking up at him once they hit the sidewalk. He still resembled a wild teenager to her, all shaggy dark hair and height. He smelled like leather and cologne, a wild scent she associated with him, with Brett, with the way she'd left this town at sixteen.

"Same here. I've been on red alert since the old man told me you were here." He pulled her closer with a squeeze of her shoulder. 

They reached the road, and she walked around to the side of her truck not facing her father's house. She only had one cigarette in her jacket, and Jace was always conveniently out. She kept an extra pack in her truck.

"How 'bout a hug?"

Jace's hugs amounted to copping a feel that would do little if anything for her. She considered very little erotic anymore.

Turning to him, she invited his hug. His hands slid inside her jacket. Leather mingled with leather, torso pressed to torso. Jace hadn't changed a bit. He still pushed every limit, seeing what he could get away with.

His cold mouth covered hers, but Rori eased away when his tongue tried to slip between her closed lips. "You want a cigarette?"

He refused to let her go so easily, whispering what he really wanted into her ear. She shivered at the sudden heat and laughed. "You still sweep me off my feet with all the romantic poetry, Jace," she teased, pushing him away. He let her go this time.

Opening the door of her truck, Rori leaned in to get her extra smokes from the coffee cart in the middle of the floor.

"There's nothin' to stop us now, Rori. We'd be good together."

She ignored most of Jace's begging. But she'd let him get away with a lot back then. Her hormones had been going off like firecrackers from the age thirteen to sixteen. Though she loved Nate, he'd never given her a clue when, or if, he'd make the first move with her. Allowing Jace to kiss her and touch her everywhere he wanted to had partly been in anticipation and substitution of Nate. 

The biggest reason was that at that time in her life, it felt good. Foreplay had been about actually becoming aroused. She didn't fake it then. She'd also enjoyed seduction back then, torturing and satisfying Jace with her own caresses. Giving less would have been cruel. 

Yet she'd protected her virginity. Even when Jace begged her to let him go and when she just wanted to end the torment of halfway herself, she'd kept that intact. She'd wanted to give her virginity to Nate, as if it meant something. As if it would have meant any more to him than it had to Brett, her first lover. He'd been insensitive enough not to notice she was a virgin, or the pain of it, their first time. 

"Did you come alone?" Rori asked. She packed the cigarettes against the palm of her hand, then opened the package.

He glanced away from her, always on the alert for a female trap. "She's nobody special. I've only been with her a couple weeks. You know I've always wanted you."

He took the cigarette she offered him, putting it in his pocket instead of lighting it. Inching closer to where she leaned against the truck door, he put his hands inside her jacket again.

"Your hands are cold." She jumped at the icy touch of them against her bare midriff, shivering as goose bumps rose on her flesh.

"I care about you, Rori. Is that what you need to hear? I never wanted anybody the way I want you."

His irresistible sweetness was nothing Rori hadn't heard a hundred times before--probably more. Brett had convinced her to stay with him for eleven years because of three little words and what she'd wanted them to mean. Wising up had included accepting that Brett loved her but he didn't really care about her. And she didn't want any more of that kind of "love".

"Much as I enjoy scandalizing Mrs. Jovanovich, I don't think either of us wants her screaming up and down the street this time of night."

Jace's hands raced up as she tried to light her cigarette against the slight wind. His caress coaxed no physical response from her. 

"You're insane, Jace," she murmured, trying to push him away. 

Brett insisted a breast job was obligatory to fitting into the "glamorous" life they'd entered when she was eighteen. She'd eventually surrendered to his demands because it was easier than fighting him. When the doctor warned her she might lose sensation because of the implants, she'd laughed at him. For two years, sensation there, or anywhere, hadn't existed. Nine more years certainly hadn't restored anything in that department.

"How come you're not feeling this anymore?" Jace asked, taking a step back to look at her. His tone implied she'd turned into a freak of nature. 

She'd chalked his insensitivity up to eagerness all her life. This time the brass words hurt--too much of the cruelty Brett had given her on a daily basis. "How come you're so stiff? Can't you even pretend you're alive? For my benefit at least? I could f@#k a knothole and get the same emotion I get outta you."

Rori's head twitched, remembering the slap that had followed. "Did you feel that?"

She got mad at Brett because he hurt her on purpose so often. He liked it when she got mad at him. He liked manipulating a live puppet, one that kicked and screamed and eventually collapsed before him in defeat, accepting that there was no way to win with him.

"How's your baby sister?" Rori asked in a tight voice, with her face turned away from him.

Jace took another step back from her, creating a welcome space between them. He took her lighter to catch up to her quarter-down cigarette.

Jace loved his sister, but he wasn't defensive. He understood the rivalry between Rori and Jenna. Embarrassing, but he knew how much Rori had loved Nathan Jovanovich. 

Jace hadn't introduced her to Brett hoping they'd hit it off romantically. Meeting Brett had happened at a time when Rori had needed something else. Nate and Jenna had become a couple, thrusting Rori out in the cold. All she'd planned for her life had fallen through. Brett Foxx, a struggling musician eight years older than her, had asked her to join his band and come on the road with them. She'd hesitated only long enough to make certain Nate wouldn't change his mind before she'd run away with Brett. Nate and Jenna's engagement announcement had been all the proof Rori had needed that she was wasting her life here. Wasting eleven years with Brett wasn't much better, but at least she'd gotten away from Nate.

Rori zipped her jacket against the chilly air, noticing Jace's silence.

"Your old man didn't tell you?" he asked with alarming seriousness. 

"Tell me what?"

A thin stream of smoke came out through his nostrils. He looked down at her. "She died. About a year ago. She died givin' birth to Andrea."

Rori made a little noise, something between a gasp and a sob. One thing to bitterly despise someone your whole life, quite another to imagine them dead. If she and Jenna had been friends, Rori couldn't have been any more shocked. 

"She was only a year younger than you," he murmured as if she hadn't considered that fact.

In one short minute, Rori considered everything. No triumph or sense of accomplishment came. Her feelings for Nate had never been about Jenna. Rori had no opinion about Jenna Radcliffe one way or another...until Nate chose her instead. Even then, Rori had subconsciously realized Jenna was just an innocent bystander.

Her limbs felt weak and uncoordinated. Rori reached for Jenna's brother, hugging him fiercely. "I'm sorry, Jace," she whispered against the worn leather of his jacket.

He caressed the back of her head silently, as if she was the one devastated over his sister's death. Crazy but true, Rori's grief devastated her. He'd had over a year to come to grips with it.

The unfairness of it! She'd never been out for blood from Jenna. Their cat-fight had gone from a few hisses to something much, much worse. Jenna's death made it seem to Rori as if she'd turned her back and someone else took revenge for her. Revenge a hundred times more than Rori had ever wished for.

She finished her smoke quickly, hugged Jace one last time, then went inside. The need to be held was excruciating, but she knew if she crawled into her father's arms she'd only end up feeling worse.

Shrugging off her jacket, she watched her father in the living room. He hadn't looked up from his book at her entrance. So damn comfortable with me or just don't care? Rori wondered bitterly.

Knowing she was prolonging her own torture, she walked into the living room. She could hear the soft hum of the dishwasher from the kitchen. The room felt cold to her, and she hugged herself, moving over to the built-in shelves on the far end of the room. Framed pictures lined the shelf on eye level. Every one of them was covered with a thick layer of dust.

Her father managed housekeeping a lot better than she did, but he obviously avoided this side of the room. The pictures sat exactly as they had before Rori had run away. 

She'd framed her tenth grade picture herself, the one Brett laughed about the only time he'd come into her father's house so she could pack on a Sunday morning. Brett had laughed, saying, "All you need is a little cleavage showin' and we could send this to Heffner." 

Rori remembered her embarrassment. Brett mistook anger in that photograph for camera seduction. The photographer who'd come to the school had made every excuse in the book to touch her--in places she hadn't wanted him to. Jenna had said he hadn't come near her...

The regular snapshot in a frame next to her last school picture showed her and her father at a church picnic. The look of desperation on her young face as she hugged him made her cringe now. She hadn't changed at all.

Although Rori had studied the rest of the photographs on the shelf hundreds of times, it'd been so long that she could regard them with new sight. Dusting each one off, she looked at her baby pictures. All of them up to age four were taken with her mother. The love between the two of them transcended the frozen moments.

"What was she like before the car accident?" Rori asked quietly. If he couldn't give her the love she needed, her father could give her her mother's love through his memories. She knew he hated talking about anything concerning her mother. The first time she'd asked where she was, he'd turned away, mumbled, "There was an accident...car..." and then he'd walked away and never told her any more than that.

The slap of a book closing made Rori turn toward her father. He stood. "I'm going to turn in for the night. Will you lock up?"

Damn him! Tears rushed into her eyes, angry and vulnerable and tired tears. He'd heard her. She knew he had. And now he was walking away from her question about her mother.

"Daddy." The instant the word tore from her throat, her emotions spilled over.

Her father stopped at the hallway leading to the bedrooms but didn't turn back when he muttered, "She was exactly like you. She was a falling star."

Rori made no attempt to get an explanation from him. He wouldn't give one. He just left her in the cold room alone, fighting her demons.

Setting her parents' wedding photograph back on the shelf, she went to lock the front door. She turned off the lights before walking through the dark house to her bedroom. 

Keeping the lights off, she curled up on the window seat facing the Jovanovich house, facing Nate's bedroom. A light shone from his room and a silhouette rocked slowly before the window. Nate. Nate was rocking his little girl. She knew it without confirmation.

I didn't mean for it to end like that, Jenna. You won. I thought I hated you for it, but it was just easier that way.

Jenna hadn't had an ounce of malice in her. Not when she'd seen how Nate completely forgot she existed whenever Rori approached them. Not when Jenna had confirmed he was hers at long last.

The Jovanovichs and the Radcliffes had taken a vacation together that year, leaving Rori in limbo for two weeks. After Nate had told her he was going, he'd done what she'd always dreamed of--kissed her.

Their kiss had involved all of her heart and her soul and her body. Nothing had matched the perfection of it for Rori since. Yet, once he'd returned from the vacation, he'd had his arm around Jenna. Rori had confronted her only hours after she'd asked Nate what was going on. 

"Nathan wants a sweet girlfriend, Aurora," Jenna had said softly, genuine sympathy in her eyes. "You're trouble. You couldn't love him the way he needs to be loved, even though I know you want to. I can love him the way he needs."

Striking back at Jenna had been pure instinct...and perhaps retaliation against the truth. "Fine, but just remember one thing. When he's in bed with you, it'll be me he's thinking of. He'll be with you, wishing he was making love to me."

Rori really didn't believe her own words, yet Jenna flushed a humiliated red. Jenna believed it. Even in her victory, she'd refused to be triumphant. "You can have any guy in the world, Rori," she murmured. "Nathan is the only one I want."

Rori's cruelty back then had given her no satisfaction. It gave her none now, watching Nate's lonely silhouette next door. Jenna may have lived with those false fears for the rest of her life. Eleven short years.

Forgive me, Jenna. Forgive me, Jesus.
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"I'm really not hungry, Daddy," Rori said, lifting her gaze to him.

He looked at her for a few seconds, then put the freshly made pancake on his own plate. The way he'd stared at her reaffirmed what she already knew. She looked like hell. Even after a shower and a little makeup, her eyes were still red from last night. She'd fallen asleep on the window seat in her room...cried herself to sleep the way she used to the last few months before she ran away. She used to cry herself to sleep even after she went with Brett. In the beginning he'd held her for no other reason except she'd needed it. Then he got sadistic, tormenting her with her own weaknesses. She needed comfort now, but she had no one. Thank God Brett had promised he wouldn't come after her. She was vulnerable enough to do something stupid--like get involved with him again, knowing she'd regret it almost immediately.

Early that morning, Her mood had brought her to the conclusion that, when her father said she was a falling star just like her mother, he meant the both of them disappointed him. They'd fallen from his grace. So much for the perfect marriage she'd imagined her parents having before her mother's fatal car accident.

Her father sat down to breakfast. She sipped from a glass of milk. The infernal radio was on, playing commercials at the moment. Now was the best time to get his attention. "I'm leaving."

He looked up at her, chewing and swallowing before saying, "Oh?"

What did you expect?

Glancing down, she ran her fingertips over the textured surface of the glass. "Yeah. I'm gonna leave right after breakfast."

"That was a long drive for a short stay."

His conversational tone held no trace of regret or disappointment. For the first time, Rori wanted him to be disappointed. 

"It's under two hours. I consider that a short drive." Especially considering all the touring she'd done in her life, from state to state in a claustrophobia-inducing bus with four male bandmates, their girlfriends, and the only female band member.

 Her father wouldn't consider two hours a short drive. He never left Syracuse. He went only as far as his books took him. That satisfied him completely.

No arguments or appeals to stay longer; the matter was closed. She was going, he didn't mind, and the radio took hold of him again.

Rori downed the rest of her milk, then pushed back from the table. "I'll get my stuff together," she murmured, uncertain whether he'd hear her.

In her bedroom, she shoved the few articles she'd taken out of her canvas tote bag back in. Glancing in the mirror, she saw the blotches around the eyes. You've really got abrasive tears, Ror. You'd think all the practice you've had would make you at least cry prettily.

What did it matter anyway? She wouldn't see anyone until she got home. Annmarie and her little boy, Zak, would be there, and they always cheered her up.

She went to the bathroom one last time before she hit the road. Dropping her tote near the front door, she saw her father had gone into the kitchen. Without spite, she decided not to make the first move with the goodbye hug; it was no-win, hurts-when-I-do, hurts-when-I-don't thinking.

"I'm gonna head out, Daddy," she called, pulling her jacket from the hall closet.

He didn't emerge from the kitchen. Rori almost gave in to the stinging tears then and there. She couldn't understand men. Why did it make them feel so powerful and masculine to be malicious toward women? All the men she'd ever loved seemed to thrive on purposely hurting her.

But her father finally emerged, coming over to join her in front of the door. "Drive safely."

He just stood there, making no move to get closer to her or to hug her. She wanted to scream at him, but what was the use? He wouldn't understand. 

"Thank you for dropping by and again for the classic Nee."

Rori bit her lip, wondering all those things his distance always made her wonder on whatever subconscious level: Did you hold me when I was born, Daddy? Or were you so disappointed I wasn't a boy, you didn't even wanna hold me? Was Momma happy to have me? Did she love me before she died? Were you different then? Why can't you look at me, Daddy? Why can't you see how much I need you to love me as I am? You have to be able to see how much you hurt me.
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