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Elementary school principal Katherine Tipton is used to dealing with naughty children. But the problems she’s having with one unruly pupil are nothing compared to the chaos the little girl’s father causes. Bad enough that single dad Steven Walker sees nothing wrong with his daughter’s classroom hijinks, but he’s so drop-dead-gorgeous Katherine can’t think straight when she’s around him.

 

Steven’s convinced that beneath Katherine’s strait-laced exterior, there’s a playful woman eager to explore her zany side. He’s determined to show her that some rules beg to be broken. Katherine resists, but Steven and his wacky family charm their way into her life. Can these two opposites find a forever love?


LOVES ME, LOVES ME NOT
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PROLOGUE

 

 

Nineteen years ago

 

Katherine Tipton held out the brown paper lunch bag and shook it at her three friends. “Put your fortunes in the bag. I’ll shake them up, then we’ll draw. Youngest first.” That meant Casey Madison, three years younger than Katherine’s thirteen.

Casey tossed her scruffy blonde hair. “Why do you get to hold the bag while we pick? This is my house and I should make the rules.”

Katherine huffed with impatience. Casey had been much more likeable in her letters. That was how the four of them had made friends in the first place. Their moms had all seen an article in a kids’ magazine about pen pals and thought it was a great way to, ugh, get their kids to practice their penmanship by writing something in actual pen or pencil on actual paper.

So the moms had sent in a form to get their kids matched up to another kid who wanted a pen pal. Although since Casey’s mom was a complete flake, it had actually been Casey’s oldest sister Shar who sent in the form.

Casey probably got away with a lot because she was little and really cute—much more so than Katherine with her plain black hair and blah colored brown eyes. Rachael Reeves was sweet and the quietest of the four of them, her long hair a little darker than Casey’s. Kat Roth was a beanpole with short brown hair, taller than Katherine, but she didn’t have boobs yet. Or at least you couldn’t see them through that sweatshirt she wore.

Katherine gave the bag another shake. “I get to hold it because I’m the oldest. Kat won’t be thirteen for three more weeks, on July 31st. I had my birthday almost two whole months ago. Rachael is only eleven. And you’re the youngest. Which means you get to draw first. That should be good enough.”

Casey stuck out her lower lip, her brown eyes narrowing. Katherine hoped there wasn’t another tantrum brewing. Casey had already run complaining to her older sisters, Shar and Elizabeth, a couple of times.

Katherine wished they hadn’t had to have this important meeting of the Pen Pal Sisterhood at Casey’s house in Southern California. Even though Katherine could tell that Shar and Elizabeth did their best to keep up the rundown two story, it was always a little bit messy. The basement where they were having their meeting was just a big bare room with a mattress on the floor in the middle and a lot of junk pushed up against the walls. Their meals so far had been of the boxed mac and cheese and scrambled eggs variety.

It would have been so much better if they could have met at Katherine’s house. But except for Kat, whose family up in Seattle was rich, the rest of them were pretty poor, Casey most of all. Katherine’s mom and Rachael’s step-mom had managed to scrape together airfare, Katherine from Sacramento and Rachael from all the way out in Indiana. But there was no way Casey’s sisters could have managed to fly her anywhere, and Casey’s stupid mom just wouldn’t. Meeting at Casey’s house was the only way she could become a full member of the Pen Pal Sisterhood.

Katherine did like Casey most of the time—she was funny and goofy and always had a silly story to tell. And Rachael was so nice, it was impossible not to want to be friends with her. Kat was super-smart, and even though it was clear that the skinny girl was really good at being in charge—it was probably all that money—Kat had pretty much let Katherine run things since they’d all arrived two days ago. And being the boss was just the way Katherine liked it.

The other three girls dropped their folded squares of paper into the bag. Casey’s were all crumpled, Rachael’s neatly folded, Kat’s a little haphazard. Katherine’s, already in the bag, had been written ahead of time, printed out on the school computer. They were all sensible, achievable fortunes. She had a feeling that Casey’s crumpled squares would be neither sensible nor based in reality.

Katherine gave the bag a little jiggle. “I now declare that the Pen Pal Sisterhood will begin claiming their future.”

Casey squinted at her. “Huh?”

Katherine sighed. “Just draw a slip of paper.”

Casey pounced eagerly, shoving her hand so hard into the bag, she tore the top edge a little. She chose quickly, snatching out her prize. It clearly wasn’t one of Casey’s own—too neatly folded. Rachael’s?

Katherine offered the bag to Rachael, who shut her eyes and took several seconds to carefully select a fortune. She concealed it in her hand so Katherine wasn’t sure whose it was.

When Katherine tipped the fortune bag toward Kat, the girl slipped her slender hand inside, flicking her fingers around a bit as if to stir them, then pinching one out. It was rumpled like one of Casey’s.

Katherine’s turn. Tilting her head away so she couldn’t see inside, she followed Kat’s lead and stirred the contents with a finger. She scooped out one from the edge.

It was one of her own. Her heart fell.

This is perfect, she told herself. Who wouldn’t want to set their own future?

She forced a smile. “Should we open them all at once or—”

But Casey had already unfolded hers, and she guffawed as she read it. “‘Someday you will fall in love.’ Eew.”

Rachael, smiling, held out her fortune for Katherine and the others to see. Someone special will find you. Katherine guessed that Rachael had written both of those.

Kat opened hers and laughed. “‘You will eat lots of chocolate.’” She poked Casey. “I already do.” That was why Kat’s family had so much money. They owned a big candy company in Seattle.

Now they all looked at Katherine. She didn’t even want to open hers. But she did, then mumbled out, “You will be a success at your job.”

“That’s kind of boring,” Casey said.

“Is not,” Katherine snapped back. “It’s a good fortune. The best kind.”

“Sure it is,” Rachael said, patting her on the shoulder.

Then Shar yelled down to the basement that she’d just popped some popcorn. Casey was half-way up the stairs before the rest of them could even get to their feet.

“I’ll be up in a minute,” Katherine told Rachael and Kat.

She listened as their footsteps reached the top of the wooden stairs. Then Katherine opened the paper bag again, shut her eyes like Rachael had, and grabbed another fortune.

Not one of hers, nor Casey’s. She set down the bag. With shaking fingers she opened the square of paper and read.

Love is waiting for you.

Katherine smiled, holding the message close to her heart.
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CHAPTER 1

 

 

Present Day

 

Steve Walker plunged his hand into the murky depths of his daughter’s backpack. As Corazón regarded him with her coffee-colored eyes, Steve probed past fruit snack wrappers and pencil stubs, fingers encountering a soft, sticky lump.

He dislodged the gooey mess and held it out to his almost seven-year-old daughter. “What might this be?”

“Might be peanut butter an’ jelly.” She leaned closer and sniffed delicately. “Starbaby jelly.”

How many days ago had that particular sandwich taken up residence in the bottom of her backpack? With trepidation, he reached again into the black hole. His imagination displayed Technicolor fantasies of first his arm, then his entire body being sucked into the bottomless pit.

His mouth widened into a slow grin. Real potential here for his next smart phone app. Backpack Abyss. Hapless parents battling globs of bread and peanut butter, skewered by pencil stubs.

Finally, he struck pay dirt. He pinched the edge of the crumpled piece of paper and pulled it free. He held it out to Corazón’s earnest face.

“When did Mr. Harper give you this note?” He tried to be stern, but he wanted to hug her, and feel her thin caramel-colored arms wrap trustingly around his shoulders.

She shrugged, the gesture an imitation of his own. He brimmed with parental pride, marveling at how quickly she’d adapted in the eighteen months she’d been his.

With an effort, he returned to the matter at hand. “The message is from the principal and your teacher wanted you to give me this right away.”

She nodded solemnly. “Yes, Daddy.”

He lay the jelly-smeared sheet on the kitchen counter and picked up a damp rag. “I bet Principal Tipton thinks I ignored this note. She’s probably angry at Daddy. ”

“Ms. Tipton is always mad anyway.”

As Steve wiped the note clean, he had to agree. He’d never met the woman, only spoken with her on the phone after each of Corazón’s spirited antics. The Jell-O in the water fountain, the corn snake in the teacher’s desk drawer... Okay, the haircut she’d given her friend Jenny would take a while to grow out, especially the spot Cora had colored with permanent marker....

But where he saw high spirits and harmless experimentation Ms. Tipton saw signs of budding juvenile delinquency. The woman had no sense of humor. Her tone was judgmental, her attitude unforgiving. Talking to her, he felt the urge to pull on a sweater to keep warm. After a half-dozen rancorous phone calls with her, he was convinced she had snakes instead of hair.

Now there was an idea—Gorgon Schoolmistress. He could program each writhing snake on the Gorgon’s head with different venoms, and the hero would have to find the right shields to protect himself. Maybe Ms. Gor—Ms. Tipton would agree to model for the graphic artist.

When he’d swiped enough strawberry jelly off the paper, he read the appointment time penned neatly on the note. She’d expected him at the school at three o’clock. An hour-and-a-half ago. Principal Tipton would be furious.

“Daddy!” Corazón gasped. He looked up and saw her staring in fascinated horror out the front window. “She’s here!”

Steve moved behind his daughter, settling his hands on her shoulders. “Who’s here?” He squinted through the cut glass of the window, glimpsing the lines of a severe navy suit. The face above the suit shifted and fractured Picasso-like through the ornate glass.

Corazón craned her neck up at him, excitement bursting in her dark eyes. “Ms. Tipton!”

He heard the sharp tip-tap of steps on the porch. Then the doorbell rang.

“Daddy, what’re we gonna do?”

Even the doorbell sounded angry as it trilled a second time. “We let her in, mija,” he answered, using the Spanish endearment like a talisman. As he sidled to the door, Cora wrapped her arms around his legs.

“Tell her our dog ate the note, Daddy.”

“But we don’t have a dog, mija. Cousin Denny is allergic.”

She gripped him tighter. “Then a time-morpher took it. Came out of the ‘puter and gobbled it up.”

“I don’t think Ms. Tipton believes in time-morphers.”

“What’re we gonna do?” Corazón said again as her tight grip cut off the circulation in his legs.

“I’ll think of something, mija,” he soothed as he gripped the doorknob.

By the time he opened the door, he’d come up with several creative excuses, each sillier than the last. But it turned out not to have mattered. Because when he saw her on his doorstep, her slim ankles in navy spiked heels, the dangerous curves at hip and waist, the milk chocolate brown hair framing a delicate heart-shaped face—all coherent thought fled.

As a tantalizing scrap of red—red!—lace peeked from the edge of her skirt, he realized he was wrong about one thing. Ms. Tipton was no Gorgon. But he was absolutely right about another. She was blazing, spitting mad.
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Katherine Elizabeth Tipton considered herself a reasonable, levelheaded woman. As principal of Gardenview Elementary in California’s Sierra foothills, she administered a staff of thirty. She monitored the progress of four hundred fifty-one K through sixth grade students. She eked out sufficient funds from a shrinking budget for educating her students and for maintaining aging school buildings. She possessed not only her administrative credential and Masters in Education, but an MBA as well. She was always, always cool and calm. Yet with every phone call to Mr. Steven Walker, her cool, calm demeanor dissolved.

He didn’t seem to intend to make her angry. In fact, she couldn’t quite put a finger on what he did that set her off. It wasn’t the fact that he was a flake, although she’d never understood how the state of California could have approved such a goofball as an adoptive parent. A single parent at that.

And it wasn’t that he was neglectful of his daughter’s academic performance. Cora’s teacher from last year said that Mr. Walker had attended every parent event. Conferences, PTA meetings, back-to-school night. He’d even volunteered in the classroom every other week.

But every time she spoke to the man, she became more and more convinced that he simply had no clue about the gravity of his daughter’s misbehavior. Nothing Cora did seemed to faze him. She’s only expressing herself, Mr. Walker said in response to Cora’s pranks, a sentiment far too like that of Katherine’s own father.

Which explained at least part of Katherine’s instant dislike of Steve Walker. He was too much in the same mold as Daddy. Harold Tipton had always urged Katherine to “express herself.”

Life’s too short not to do what you want to do, he liked to say. Of course, in his own search for what he wanted in life, Harold Tipton usually left Katherine and her mother in the lurch.

Her father doubtless would have preferred a daughter like Casey Madison, Katherine’s scatterbrained childhood friend. With that neglectful mother of hers, Casey had been allowed to “express herself,” and look where she ended up—dealing blackjack in Reno, Nevada.

Katherine shook off her troubling thoughts as she headed up the walk of Mr. Walker’s narrow, three-story Victorian. The late-afternoon October sunlight glanced off the peach and pale coral adorning the neat clapboards and gingerbread trim. The wraparound front porch wore a darker shade of coral, each post in the balustrade painted impeccably.

She felt a stab of envy at the sight of the well-kept structure. She couldn’t help comparing the perfection of Mr. Walker’s Victorian with the tumbledown state of her own. Not that her house wouldn’t outshine this one someday, when she completed its refurbishment. She grimaced. If she ever completed it. If her mother didn’t drive away every competent contractor in Northern California first.

With an effort, she refocused her ire on Mr. Walker. Mounting the porch steps, she straightened her navy blue suit, tugging at her skirt to conceal the red-lace slip she’d pulled on this morning with guilty pleasure. Jaw set, she stabbed at the doorbell with her finger.

She heard movement inside the house, shuffling feet and furiously whispered voices, one of them clearly Mr. Walker’s. She caught a quick impression of someone peering out the cut-glass front window. Expecting the imminent opening of the door, she squared her shoulders.

The door did not open. She heard the whispering again, the heavy scraping of feet as if something weighted down the legs. She jabbed the doorbell again. Still no response.

Worked into a self-righteous fury, she organized in her mind all the cutting things she would say to Steve Walker. Determined, she raised her finger for a third skewering of the doorbell.

The door opening stopped her hand in mid-air. The sight of Steve Walker’s chest, broad and flat and six inches from her nose, stopped her brain in mid-thought.

Katherine tipped up her head to meet Walker’s eyes. She blinked at their unusual copper color, narrowed her own suspiciously at his slow smile. She clenched her jaw to keep her own face from softening in response.

His grin broadened, as if he’d detected her reaction. She diverted her eyes from his smile, her restless gaze taking in the soft brown waves of his hair, the strong column of his neck, the wide shoulders flexing in forest green plaid flannel. She thought about cupping her hands on those shoulders and sliding them along the musculature, to lock behind his neck and...

“Ms. Tipton?”

A flush rose in her cheeks as she batted down her fantasy. Stop panting after this man. You are nearly engaged. But somehow she couldn’t bring Alan’s face to mind.

Instead that silly fortune from the first and last meeting of the Pen pal Sisterhood floated up in her imagination. Love is waiting for you. She felt a pang in her heart before she brushed aside the adolescent notion.

“Mr. Walker,” she said breathlessly, then added starch to her voice. “You seem to have forgotten our appointment.”

“Please, call me Steve.” He stepped aside, gesturing her into the house. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid Cora’s backpack ate the note.”

She eyed him sharply as she squeezed past him, not liking the close proximity of the doorway. Once she was on a level with him she saw he was only a few inches taller than her five-foot-seven. Holding him in her arms, she reflected, would be an easy, comfortable gesture. She put distance between them as soon as she was inside.

He shut the door, then moved penguin-like toward the living room. For the first time, she noticed Corazón clinging like a limpet to the backs of his legs. Katherine resisted the urge to smile at Mr. Walker’s mincing steps. She needed to keep her expression serious.

“Come sit,” he said, grabbing up an armload of magazines from the plum-colored leather sofa.

Just as Katherine began to lower herself to the plump cushions, an explosion of sound shook the house. With a little shriek, Katherine flung herself onto the sofa in an awkward sprawl.

She tugged down on her navy skirt frantically, covering a wisp of crimson lace. “What was that?”

“Cousin Denny,” Mr. Walker answered placidly as he peeled his daughter from his legs.

He settled in a matching plum armchair set at a right angle to the sofa and pulled his daughter into his lap. As he shifted to accommodate Corazón, his denim-clad knees brushed against Katherine’s.

She pulled away and scanned the warm, comfortable room. She admired the spill of lace curtains at the windows, the riotous cabbage rose wallpaper and satiny cherry wood molding.

Her gaze rested on the magazines on the sturdy oak side table. Each cover sported lurid screen shots from various electronic games. She recognized the magazine titles. She’d confiscated enough of them from her fifth and sixth grade students.

Katherine wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Cora likes video games?”

Corazón kept her wary eyes on Katherine. “Those are Daddy’s.” Her father grinned apologetically. “I forgot to take them back upstairs. I was looking for the ice world defense against the fooma bugs.”

Another bang rattled through the house. This time, Katherine pinpointed its source as somewhere upstairs. “What is that?”

“Cousin Denny,” Cora said solemnly. “He’s ‘sperimenting.”

“Experimenting,” Mr. Walker corrected as he dug through the stack of magazines. He plucked one from the pile. “This is a great issue.”

A crash and a clatter shuddered through the house and Katherine peered apprehensively heavenward. When she turned to Mr. Walker, she came face-to-face with a ten-legged purple bug with a face like a crazed bunny.

She nudged the magazine he held out for her away from her nose. “Very nice.”

He turned the magazine back to peruse the cover fondly. “I love computer games, phone apps. The colors, the sounds. The way a programmer can make a graphic come alive.”

A childlike delight suffused his face and the warmth in his eyes started a glow in the vicinity of Katherine’s heart. She had a sudden urge to sit with him at a computer, a mouse in her hand, blasting fooma bugs out of the ice world.

She slammed a lid on that notion. “I’m here to discuss Corazón.” An attenuated boom issued from above. This time Katherine barely flinched. “I have some definite concerns about her behavior.”

The child in question scrunched even farther into her father’s lap, her hands in a near death grip around his neck. The loud noises from upstairs might not have frightened her, but Katherine’s words certainly did.

Mr. Walker untwined Cora’s fingers. “In the classroom?”

“Partly, Mr. Walker.”

“Steve, please.”

“Steve,” she acquiesced. Then his warm smile must have shaken something loose in her brain, because she added, “I’m Katherine.” She snapped her mouth shut. She never invited parents to use her first name.

“Katherine.” He rolled her name across his tongue as if were a particularly luscious chocolate.

A shiver traveled down Katherine’s spine as he gazed at her expectantly. What had she been about to say?

She forced her brain back into gear. “Are you aware that Cora has been holding screaming contests at school?”

“Corazón Estrella Walker!” he chastised, mild censure in his tone. “Have you been screaming in the classroom?”

Cora gazed up at him sweetly. “No, Daddy. Only out on the playground.”

Steve turned his focus to Katherine. “She can’t scream on the playground?”

“It’s against school rules,” Katherine informed him.

His brows arched in surprise. “Children aren’t allowed to scream at school?”

“Of course not,” she said, feeling defensive. “If all the children screamed out on the yard—”

He fixed his eyes on hers. “Do all the children scream?”

“No.” A series of firecracker pops seemed to dance on the ceiling. Katherine waited until the room had quieted again. “Only the small group led by Cora.”

“Then I don’t see the problem.”

“But, Mr. Walker—Steve,” she amended, jumping as one last pop hurried to join its brothers. “When teachers hear a child scream, they’re immediately concerned that a student has been hurt.”

“You’re right,” he said, turning a dazzling smile on Katherine. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

His capitulation, not to mention his smile, confused Katherine. “You can see how it might frighten the teachers.”

“Of course. I agree.” He looked down at his daughter. “Okay, mija. All future scream contests should be held at home.”

“Okay, Daddy. Can I go watch Cousin Denny?”

“Sure.”

Cora squirmed down from his lap and disappeared upstairs. Steve leaned back, draping his arms across the back of the leather armchair. “Problem solved.”

Katherine could only stare, openmouthed. “But nothing’s solved!”

“Cora will keep her word.”

“Perhaps on that issue. But this isn’t just about the screaming.” Katherine scooted to the edge of the sofa, intent on making her point. “There’s the Jell-O in the water fountain.”

He waved a negligent hand. “She just wanted to see if it would turn the water red.”

“But it clogged the drain!”

“And I paid the plumbing bill. Which Cora’s repaying me from her allowance.”

Katherine leaned forward, only half-aware that her knees bobbed perilously near his again. “The snake in Mr. Harper’s desk.”

“She only meant to show it to him.” He propped his elbows on his knees, his face millimeters from hers. “Cora didn’t know he was so frightened of snakes.”

She felt the warmth of his breath as he spoke, the heat in his coppery eyes palpable. Her gaze snagged on his mouth and traced the line of lips with fascination. Somewhere in the back of her mind, a little voice screeched that she had no business being so close to him.

“So you see,” he said, and she followed the intriguing movement, “there’s no problem.”

Somehow, she couldn’t find fault with his logic. “But what about the pictures?”

His gaze dipped down to her knees. “Pictures?”

She looked down to see what drew his attention. A two-inch swath of red lace and satin jutted from the edge of her skirt. In a mortified rush, her good sense returned, and she scrambled back from him. She slid half-way down the sofa’s length to put an extra measure of distance between them.

“Cora draws pictures,” Katherine stated, concealing her slip again with sharp tugs. “Of monsters, alien creatures, strange worlds. The school psychologist is quite concerned.”

Steve broke into unexpected laughter. “Those are just video game characters.”

Katherine crossed her arms across her chest to ward off his good humor. “It still doesn’t seem healthy for a little girl like Cora.”

“But she’s got some great ideas.” He rose from his chair, holding out a hand to her. “Come on upstairs, I’ll show you.”

No way would she take that hand. No possible way would she go upstairs with him, where the mysterious Cousin Denny obviously concocted pipe bombs. She would remain planted on the sofa until the overwhelming temptation to feel his fingers locked with hers receded.

With a shock, she felt her traitorous arm snake from safety. She reached toward him, her fingers brushing his. Then sudden, thunderous footsteps on the front porch put the entire scene into pause mode.

The front door banged open with an energy that seemed capable of blasting it from its hinges. Just as Katherine snatched her hand back, twin teenage girls, in a clamor of enthusiasm and high-pitched voices, made their flamboyant entrance.

“Uncle Steve!” one of them squealed, although which of the red-headed girls had spoken Katherine couldn’t tell. They hugged him in turn, as if they hadn’t seen him in years, with all the drama of fourteen-year-olds.

The girls slammed the door shut again, then slung backpacks in quick succession under a table. “We won!” said one twin.

“First place!” her sister said, tossing back her long fall of red hair.

“We’re going to finals!” the first said, feet prancing in an exuberant jig.

Steve gave them each another hug. “Fantastic!” He backed away and turned to Katherine. “Melinda, Theresa, this is Ms. Tipton.”

Katherine rose and the girls gravely shook her hand in turn. Spying their white cotton gloves, Katherine asked, “You’re cheerleaders?”

“Ewww,” they squealed in unison, their pretty freckled faces screwed up in disgust. “Yuk.”

Steve laughed. “Melinda and Theresa perform synchronous traffic direction.”

“Synchronous...” Katherine’s voice trailed off as she took in the khaki-trimmed-with-red camp shirt and shorts the girls wore. Neatly lettered plastic nametags were pinned to their pocket flaps and whistles dangled around their necks.

“They’re top of their division,” Steve continued proudly. “If they win the state finals, they go on to National.”

The girls cheered at the top of their lungs, rivaling Cousin Denny’s noise production, while Steve pumped his arm triumphantly.

“Do you want to see?” Melinda asked Katherine.

As Katherine scrambled for a response, Theresa asked Steve, “Which one should we show her?”

He squeezed Theresa’s shoulder. “I’m partial to the flooded intersection routine, myself.”

“Four Lanes Become One,” the girls chimed, jumping up and down.

“You’ll love this,” Steve said to Katherine, steering her to the sofa. “You have the music?” he asked Theresa.

She looked up from her backpack and handed him an MP3 player. “Right here.”

Steve popped the player into a nearby dock while the girls positioned themselves side-by-side, one slightly behind the other. When he saw they were ready, he pushed the play button and hurried to sit beside Katherine. John Philip Sousa rocketed from the dock speakers. Katherine was sure she saw the windows bow from the noise.

Steve shouted in her ear, “They practice every day.” Katherine nodded wanly.

The girls began to march in place, their white-sneakered feet stepping in tandem. Then as the music blared on, they leaped and swung their arms in perfect unison, pointing and gesturing to imaginary irate drivers. They frequently punctuated the routine with the shrilling whistles, the high-pitched sound nearly finishing the damage to Katherine’s eardrums begun by the loud music.

Through it all, Steve grinned, bouncing gently in time to the music. He kept his arm on the back of the sofa and whenever the girls executed a particularly difficult maneuver or twirl, he brought it down to give Katherine a squeeze. Katherine knew it was just an expression of his enthusiasm, but each time the flexing of his muscles across her shoulders unsettled her. His touch set the world a-tilt until even synchronous traffic cops seemed an everyday occurrence.

The music faded in a last blare of horns and tumble of drums. Her ears still ringing, Katherine managed to smile politely at the girls, and congratulate them on their win. But Steve’s arm had somehow ended up draped across her shoulders. When the girls raced each other upstairs, Katherine barely noticed their departure.

Steve’s fingers stroked her upper arm. “Aren’t they great?”

If he meant his fingers, she wholeheartedly agreed. She felt the imprint of each one through the navy linen of her suit. If Alan’s touch felt that vivid, she probably would have married him by now.

Alan! Her almost betrothed. Good Lord, what was she doing playing snugglies with another man? With the father of one of her students?

She bolted upright, jerking away from Steve. “We have to do something about Cora.”

He leaned into the corner of the sofa. If he felt anything from their recent contact, he didn’t show it. “I think we’ve handled the situation well.”

Katherine locked her hands together, placing them primly in her lap. “But she can’t keep breaking the rules.”

He gazed at her sidelong. “Maybe you’re too hard-nosed about rules.”

Katherine stiffened. “You think children shouldn’t have guidelines?”

“Of course they should.” He waved his hand as if that were a trivial issue. “But some of your rules seem to be more for the benefit of adults than children.”

A belief Katherine herself secretly held, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. “The teachers need the rules. With thirty students to a classroom—”

“Stop,” he said, fingertips pressed to her lips. Katherine’s eyes widened at the shock of that contact. He pulled his hand away before he continued. “Let’s not talk about thirty kids. Let’s talk about one. Cora.”

“But all the others—”

He touched her lips again, cutting off her words. It would be so easy to press a kiss against his fingers.

“Let’s talk about one,” he said softly, roughness edging his voice.

Katherine nodded, mute, and his hand dropped away again. “That little girl went through hell in Mexico. She saw things that no child should at her age.”

“But the other children...” Katherine began, then halted when it looked as if he would touch her again. She fixed her eyes on his, warning him off. “Some of the others have had it rough right here. That doesn’t mean we should let them do whatever they please.”

Impatience narrowed his eyes. “Of course not. But children need more flexibility. A rule that works for one child may not work for another.”

“We can’t have different rules for different children!”

“Why not?” he asked, pinning her with his coppery gaze.

“Because...” She blinked, waiting for the words to come to her. “Because...”

The question seemed so obvious, why couldn’t she think of an answer? To her dismay, she fell back on one of her mother’s platitudes. “We must have a strict set of rules. Otherwise we’d have anarchy.”

“I say love should take precedence over order,” he said, wiping away her reasoned logic with one preposterous, tantalizing statement.

And darned if that old fortune didn’t jump up again. Love is waiting for you.

She squashed the notion like a bug. She was about to respond to Steve when the sudden, excited cry of “Daddy!” erupted from upstairs. Steve turned and took a breath as if to call out a reply.

Then with a shudder that rattled the windows, another explosion blasted through the house. On the heels of that noise came Corazón’s terrified scream.

Steve vaulted over the sofa and scaled the stairs three at a time. Katherine kicked off her spike heels, rounded the sofa and raced after him.


LOVES ME, LOVES ME NOT
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CHAPTER 2

 

 

Katherine was only halfway up the stairs when Steve propelled himself around the top newel post and down the hall. Katherine pelted after him, the gallery of family photos and ornate mirrors a blur in the long hallway.

Steve skidded to a stop at the end of the hall. Katherine rammed into him. His arms wrapped around her and he staggered backwards. Not bothering to disentangle her, he dragged her through the open door. She gave the small bathroom a cursory look, glimpsed a gaunt, bespectacled figure. Cousin Denny? Corazón sat in the bathtub, awash with red.

Oh, God, she’s bleeding. Katherine squeezed her eyes shut as her stomach lurched at the mere thought of blood. She knew if she looked again, she’d disgrace herself, so she peered up at Steve’s face instead. She’d gauge the extent of Corazón’s injury based on Steve’s reaction. If he didn’t appear too horrified, she’d screw up her courage to look again.

Still clinging to his shoulders, she steeled herself for his fear, his grief. She prepared herself to extend sympathy.

When his expression froze for another long moment, she squeaked out, “Should I call 911?”

He glanced at her. She realized that he was not only unconcerned, he was holding back a smile. Delight danced in his gaze.

“No need,” he managed with a grin. Then a chuckle worked its way up from his chest that shook his body. He leaned against the doorjamb, laughing, his hands on Katherine’s waist, holding her to him. Confused, then angry, Katherine tugged away from him to see what was so funny.

Corazón sat in the bathtub, a startled look on her face, red trickling down her cheeks and dripping from her dark hair. More red stained her white T-shirt and pooled in a pair of plastic safety goggles around her neck. Katherine felt a familiar dizziness at the sight of all that red.

“She’s bleeding!” Katherine shouted at Steve, her voice echoing in the small bathroom.

He kept laughing, shaking his head, wiping away tears. She heard another guffaw, like a moose call, and whirled to see Cousin Denny folded over with mirth, his thin, salt-and-pepper hair falling across his forehead. Even Cora, red still tracing her cheeks, burst into childish giggles.

“Ms. Tipton,” she scolded, “this isn’t blood. It’s starbaby soda.”

Katherine swallowed her queasiness with an effort. “Starbaby soda?”

Steve managed to squelch his laughter. “Strawberry soda. That’s what all that red stuff is.”

Katherine took a cautious step closer and touched a finger to the red liquid smearing the white tile shower stall. “Cora’s not hurt?”

Cousin Denny pushed aside Cora’s bangs. “Got in the way of the bottle cap trajectory is all. Banged her on the forehead.”

“Let’s take a look,” Steve said, brushing past Katherine. A frisson of awareness shuddered down Katherine’s spine, adding to her confusion.

Steve sat on the bathtub edge, turning Cora’s head. His thumb passed lightly across the angry pink knot just below the girl’s hairline. “You were wearing your goggles, weren’t you, mija?”

Cora looked offended. “Of course, Daddy.”

“She sure was,” Cousin Denny confirmed. “I just pushed ‘em out of the way to check the damage.”

Cora nodded solemnly, then looked at Katherine. “I always wear my goggles when Cousin Denny blows up bottles.”

Katherine could only stare. Safety goggles? Blowing up bottles? She had to clear her throat twice before she could speak. “You’re making explosives?”

Cousin Denny guffawed again, then reached into the bathroom sink. It was filled with ice, Katherine realized, and a half-dozen glass soda bottles filled with red liquid.

“Soda,” he said, pulling a bottle free. He held it out to Katherine. “Make all kinds. Orange, strawberry, grape, root beer.”

“I see,” Katherine said, although she didn’t. She took the bottle from him, holding it gingerly as if it would detonate in her hand.

“No danger from that one,” Cousin Denny reassured her. “That’s a low-carb sample. Part of the control group. Here, I’ll show you.” He reclaimed the bottle and shook it vigorously.

Katherine couldn’t help her whimper as she backed away. Somehow her feet tangled with Steve’s and she ended up plopping into his lap. He threw one arm around her, the other bracing himself so they didn’t fall into the tub. Even as her mind told her to get up, Katherine’s body leaned blissfully into his hard chest, nestled on the firm cushion of his lap.

It was his hand curving around her waist that woke her up. She sprang to her feet, her cheeks warming as she looked down at Steve. He smiled, his eyes bright with humor and a sweet invitation that reached inside Katherine and caught her breath.

Steve rose and kept his gaze matched to hers. He stood so near, he nearly touched her, had to touch her. Katherine knew she couldn’t let him and she tried to step back. But her feet, traitors that they were, moved forward, moved closer.

Then Cousin Denny released the cap on the soda bottle and a shower of strawberry soda burst from the bottle. The sound of the soda slapping and puddling on the white tile floor jolted Katherine’s attention away from Steve.

Corazón squealed with delight. She reached out to her father for a hand up and climbed out of the bathtub. Grabbing up a stack of paper cups from the toilet tank, she held out cups for Cousin Denny as he poured. She passed soda first to Katherine, then her father, before she took one for herself.

Katherine breathed deeply to gather her control back around her. Then she made the mistake of watching Steve drink, riveted by the strong motions of his throat. She distracted herself with the soda, taking a cautious sip.

The delicious tart taste surprised her. It was nothing like the stuff she usually drank from a can.

“You made this?” she asked after she’d finished the sample.

Cousin Denny nodded, pushing gold-rimmed glasses up on his nose. “Easy as pie. Trick is in the yeast. Too little and you got no fizz. Too much and watch out. Carbonation rockets.”

The noises Katherine had heard downstairs began to make sense. “So those bangs and pops...”

“My high-carb samples,” Cousin Denny confirmed. “Looking for just the right balance of yeast and sugar. Make the perfect soda.”

Steve took the bottle from Cousin Denny. He leaned over to fill Katherine’s cup, steadying her hand with his as he poured. Katherine jerked at the contact, spilling soda on her hand. She chanced a look at Steve. He gazed at her hand as if he wanted nothing more than to sip the drink from her skin.

Katherine guzzled her second cup of soda as Steve served himself another helping. “I keep telling him that what he’s got now is darn good, but Cousin Denny’s a perfectionist.”

“What do you plan to do when you get it right?” Katherine asked, proud at how nearly she’d controlled the trembling in her voice. “Market it?”

“Market it?” Cousin Denny looked puzzled. “Sell it, you mean? Oh I don’t want to sell it.”

“Then why...” Katherine flung a hand out, gesturing around the bathroom. “Why all this testing?”

Cousin Denny shrugged. “Research, I guess.”

Cora loudly sipped the last of her soda. “Cousin Denny’s always ‘sperimenting.”

Steve tipped the bottle toward her. “Can I give you more?” Katherine took one look at the irresistible curve of his mouth and shook her head.

She turned resolutely to Cousin Denny. “Are you a scientist then?”

“Nope.” Cousin Denny swirled the inch of soda left in the bottle, eyeing the sludge his motions kicked up. “Don’t like the looks of that yeast.”

“Cousin Denny just likes to experiment,” Steve said. “He spent the summer raising dandelions.”

“Raising?” Katherine managed. “Dandelions?”

“Taraxacum officinale.” Cousin Denny gave the bottle another shake, then dumped its contents down the bathtub drain.

Steve laughed, the sound warm and rich. “Drove my father half-mad. Dad spent all of July and August pulling ‘em, but Cousin Denny just kept planting more.”

Katherine put a hand to her temple to rub some sense into her brain. “Why, er...why...” She couldn’t quite figure out a tactful way to phrase the question. Obviously Cousin Denny was unhinged.

“Studying seed dispersal,” Cousin Denny answered. “Propagation rate.”

“I see.” Katherine murmured.

Steve grinned. “That’s Cousin Denny. Just loves to experiment.”

“All done?” Cora asked. When Katherine nodded, the little girl plucked the paper cup from her and slam-dunked it in the tiny bathroom wastebasket.

Steve tipped the last bit of soda from his cup, swiping a drop from his chin with his finger. Then his eyes locked on hers as he sucked his finger clean. Mesmerized, Katherine watched his movements, the breath leaving her lungs in a rush.

“Here, mija,” he murmured, handing his daughter the crushed cup, his gaze never leaving Katherine’s.

Suddenly spontaneous combustion didn’t seem that preposterous a notion. She wondered fancifully if the flames would start licking her skin first, or if they’d originate from the searing heat between her legs.

“Ms. Tipton.” Cora’s voice tapped dimly on Katherine’s consciousness. “You’re steppin’ in the soda, Ms. Tipton.”

She stared stupidly at her feet as something cold and wet finally registered between her stockinged toes. Somehow she’d planted herself right in the middle of a puddle of red.

“Oh!” she said, stepping hastily back.

“Sit down on the tub,” Steve said, reaching for a towel. He grinned wolfishly. “I’ll help you clean them off.”

“No thank you,” Katherine replied primly, seizing the towel from his hands. “I can do it myself.”

She stepped inside the tub and sat on the edge with her back to him. As she rinsed each foot under the spigot, soaking her stockings in the process, she was aware of his amused grin without even looking. She dried herself with the towel, her hands slowing as she imagined Steve performing that service with sensual attention.

She bit back the image, giving herself a mental scold. Knees pressed tight together, she turned and lifted her feet over the edge, taking care to keep the red lace under control. Skirting the soda pond and Steve’s delectable presence, she left the bathroom, no doubt leaving damp footprints in her wake.

It was only once she stood in the hallway, staring down at the profusion of cabbage roses on the carpet runner, that she realized nothing had been settled about Corazón. Agitated, she shifted from foot to foot, the prospect of yet another go-round with Steve Walker both appalling and all too appealing.

She rounded on her heel and took one step into the bathroom. Unfortunately, Steve stepped out and she found her arms full of him. Her hands flexed involuntarily on the warm flannel of his shirt before she snatched them away.

She backpedaled, increasing the distance between them. “Must you sneak up on a person, Mr. Walker?”

“Steve,” he reminded her. “I thought you’d gone downstairs.”

Corazón nudged under his arm, safety goggles still around her neck, face sticky with soda. “Can I help Cousin Denny clean up?”

“Drink the rest of the soda, you mean.” Steve eased the goggles over her head. “Go take a shower, mija, and get into clean clothes.” Cora scowled, mouth open as if to protest. “Cora,” Steve warned.

The little girl wriggled in rebellion but when Steve pointed down the hallway, Cora stomped away without a word. She ran the last few feet and disappeared into a room at the other end of the hall. “Showers,” he mused. “A fate worse than death to a second-grader.”

“Worse than fooma bugs?” Katherine asked, surprising herself with the question.

Steve laughed. “Fooma bugs are a piece of cake to a second-grader. They have it all over us old folks when it comes to game apps.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Katherine said. She clamped down on the little flutter inside that Steve’s laughter incited. “I’ve never played a game app.”

His eyes widened in mock horror. “Never?”

She shook her head in response.

“What about computer games?” he asked.

She shook her head again. “No apps, no computer games.”

“Arcade games?”

She gave him a scathing look. He smiled at her and said in a musing tone, “No, I guess you wouldn’t.”

“I’ve never even been inside a video game arcade.”

“You must not have kids, then.”

“No,” she confirmed. “And if I did, I wouldn’t permit electronic games in the house.”

“No nieces or nephews either?”

“An eight-year-old nephew,” she said, sweeping a strand of hair behind her ear. “I always give him books or educational toys for his birthday.”

He leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. Katherine’s traitorous gaze strayed to the vee where his shirt parted. She could just make out the sandy curls nestling there.

“Some apps are educational,” he commented and Katherine’s attention snapped to his face. His mouth folded into a smile as if he knew exactly what she’d been contemplating.

“Those kind of games are junk food for the brain.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “They’re fun. And most of them, at least mine, are challenging enough to give your mind a good workout.”

She sniffed. “I’m sure you enjoy playing the games you have. Even I enjoy McDonald’s once in a while. But I wouldn’t want a steady diet of it.”

“But you’ve never even tried them,” he protested.

“There are plenty of things bad for me that I don’t need to try.” He pushed off from the wall. “You’re saying computer games and apps are bad for you?”

“I’m saying they’re not good for you. They’re nothing more than a waste of time.”

He opened his mouth, then clamped it shut again. He turned from her, shoving his hands into his pockets, and glared down the hallway. Anger blared in every line of his body.

Katherine hugged herself around her middle. Why in the world was he so mad? Because he felt he had to defend to her the time he frittered away playing computer games? Why would a grown man be caught up in a such a useless hobby anyway?

Then he whirled and grabbed her arm. “Katherine Tipton, you come with me.” His grip was gentle but implacable as he tugged her down the hall.

She trotted beside him. “Where are we going?”

“To my room.”

Her mind raced in a thousand crazy directions before she reined it in. “Why?”

“Because it’s time you lost your innocence,” he snapped, and Katherine tripped and would have fallen if he hadn’t had a hold of her.

“It’s a little late for that,” she managed, then wished she hadn’t when he arched his brow at her.

“Not for what I have in mind,” he said. Katherine shivered, wondering what kinky acts he might be considering.

He pushed open the door set in the other end of the hallway and pulled her inside. Katherine sighed with delight at her first glimpse of the room. The expansive space extended nearly the width of the house. Ribbon windows filled the far wall from ceiling to cushioned window-seat. She saw a black oak in the back yard spreading its branches toward the house.

Katherine turned, taking in the room’s matte-finish oak dresser and night tables, the green-striped wallpaper. Then her gaze snagged on the massive king-sized four-poster, fixing on the bed and its plush, hunter-green velvet spread.

Surely he didn’t expect her to hop between the covers with him? As she gazed down at the immense mattress, temptation crooked its beckoning finger at Katherine, and she indulged in a brief fantasy of herself in Steve Walker’s arms.

“I’m ready,” he said, his hand cupping her elbow.

She swallowed a gasp as her heart raced at the contact. I’m not, she wanted to shout, although her contrary body certainly was. “R-ready?”

He tipped his head to the opposite side of the room, away from the bed. “I’ve got the game up on the computer.”

Feeling like an idiot, Katherine saw for the first time the elaborate computer set-up arranged on an ornate oak desk, two giant screens almost filling one wall. Mortification flooded her at the X-rated images that had danced in her brain. Thank God the man didn’t read minds.

Then he cocked his brow at her again and Katherine wanted to crawl under the bed. One look at the private amusement in his face and she was sure he’d guessed the direction of her thoughts.

“Let’s take a look,” she said briskly as she crossed the room to the computer.

She sat in one of two office chairs by the desk, smoothing her skirt with care. When he took the other chair for himself, she slanted him a sideways look. His expression was neutral as he reached for the mouse, but one corner of his devilish mouth still tipped up.

Darn the man, Katherine thought as she turned her attention to his hand manipulating the mouse. Even the flexing tendons on the back of his hand fascinated her. With an effort, she transferred her focus to the colorful pattern on the mouse pad. Printed on a purple background was a four-inch yellow star inscribed with a hot pink heart: HeartStar Productions was written above and below the star.

Katherine recognized the HeartStar logo. The company was one of the state’s top ten manufacturers of computer games and apps as well as one of the region’s biggest employers.

Steve rapidly clicked items on the massive screen with the mouse. “I’ll start you off easy, in low-speed mode.”

The screen filled with an image of the yellow star and pink heart. Then the logo disappeared, replaced by Bobo’s Marble Maze and a dizzying animation of multi-colored marbles dashing across the screen.

Steve whisked through the menu selections. Then he pushed aside the mouse and gestured to her. “Just click with the mouse pointer where you want the marble to go in the maze.”

When she didn’t move, he leaned close, challenging her, “You do know how to use a mouse, don’t you?”

She scooted away from him on the wheeled chair. “Of course I do. I just need some room.” She flicked her hand at him in a shooing motion.

With a sardonic grin, he pushed back, giving her a foot of breathing space. She would have preferred more. A couple miles would do nicely. But she nudged into the space he’d left her and put her hand on the mouse.

She was quite skilled with computers, well used to spreadsheets and databases, word processors and scheduling software. She’d never tell Steve, but she’d secretly yearned to try out the solitaire game when she’d first installed her computer. It took her sternest willpower to uninstall it from her hard drive.

She scanned the colorful screen before her, taking in the lines of the simple maze. Next to the word Start, a bold red arrow blinked above a purple marble. The correct direction seemed clear. It was a straight shot all the way to the right of the screen.

Confidently, she moved the mouse pointer to the right hand corner of the maze. She clicked, and the marble moved slowly in that direction. But half-way down, where a part of the maze blinked bright blue, the marble dropped out of sight and a grinning monkey filled the screen.

“Hey!” Katherine winced at the snide, computer-generated laughter. “That’s not fair!”

“Games might be fun, but they don’t have to be fair,” Steve said, reaching across her to return the screen to the original maze. “Try reading the instructions first.” He handed her back the mouse. “Click on Help.”

She did as he suggested and skimmed the text. “So the blinking blue sections are traps. But how do I get past them?”

Steve pointed to the screen. “You go around them. You have to figure out detours that avoid the traps but get you to the end. I’m afraid you’ll have to think.”

She scowled at him and laid her hand on the mouse again. This time, she scrutinized the maze layout until she saw a detour that would take her back to the correct path. She followed her carefully thought-out trail until she’d clicked the marble to the corner that had been her original destination.

A blinking green section lay just beyond her marble’s position. She turned to Steve. “How can I go around that? There’s no alternate path.”

He pointed to the Help menu. Katherine clicked it and scrolled through the instructions. “Oh,” she said, reading. “The green places are escape routes.”

“Jump points.” He laid his hand over hers on the mouse to scroll further down the text. His warmth tingled up her arm, jolting to her middle. “They take you to another dimension. Maybe safer. Maybe more hazardous.”

His hand on hers out-matched any hazard the game might offer. Katherine pulled her hand free, rubbing it surreptitiously in her lap. But his touch remained.

He released the mouse, and Katherine sighed in relief. Short-lived, because he leaned closer and draped his arm across the back of her chair.

“You have a choice, you know,” he told her, his mouth close to her ear.

She held herself rigid against the shivers running up her spine.

“I do?” She blinked in surprise at the throaty sensuality in her voice.

He tapped the green blinking light with his free hand. “You don’t have to jump,” he said. “You can play it safe. Just close the jump point.”

She couldn’t shake the feeling they were talking about something other than computer games here. “How do I do that?”

He gestured to the lower right corner of the screen. “Click on that little lock there. Then you don’t have to take the risk.”

He looked down at her, challenge clear on his face. Katherine scrutinized the blinking green light a moment more, then swung the mouse pointer down to the lock.

“I’ll play it safe,” she said, clicking the button. “Since it’s my first time.”

She expected him to tease her, but he nodded approval. “Good choice. Learn the basics first, then go on to the more advanced stuff.”

She directed her marble past the jump point, now solid green. “You’re still talking as if this were somehow related to real life. As if this game had any importance.”

“Watch out,” he said when she started to turn her marble around a corner. “There’s a hidden trap there. Click here on Show All Traps.”

She did as he suggested, then picked another route. He shifted, his arm pressing against her shoulders. She allowed herself to lean back, just a fraction, into the weight of his arm.

Then he shifted again, and the pressure was gone. “I agree, the game isn’t real.” He pulled his arm from her shoulders and swiveled to prop his feet on the desk. “But games like this can help a child work through real problems.”

Katherine’s mix of disappointment and relief at the lost contact were short-lived. Now his muscular upper arm rested along the length of hers, the movements each time he gestured tugging her attention away from the game. “Oh!” she cried as the marble disappeared and Bobo the monkey taunted her from the screen.

“Click Restart,” he instructed, his arm rubbing along hers as he pointed. “That’s a tough corner. You don’t see the trap until you’re right on it.”

She moved through the maze rapidly on her third try, skirting the site of her latest downfall. She kept her focus on the screen, ignoring Steve’s proximity. “Tell me how you think a game can help with real problems.”

“Depends on the game, of course,” he responded. “Careful!” he warned.

She stopped short, turning to him. Sandy-colored lashes framed his coppery eyes, their sweep tempting her to brush her finger along their tips.

He pointed to the screen. “Double click on that little book icon. That’ll give you a hint on how to proceed.”

She looked away and clicked on the hint book, then skipped around on the suggested detour. She was astonished to realize she only had one straight shot to the end. Unwilling to jeopardize her imminent success, she turned back to Steve. “Any hazards here?” she asked.

He didn’t answer, his attention fixed on something in her lap. With a shock, she recognized his hunger, a male interest she rarely saw in Alan.

She looked down at her lap and saw an inch of red lace frothing from the hem of her staid navy skirt. Her cheeks flaming, she tugged her skirt down with sharp jerks.

“What did you ask?” Steve asked, dropping his feet back to the floor.

“Hazards?” she repeated pointedly.

“No, you’re fine,” he answered, rubbing a hand across the back of his neck. “Clear shot.”

Katherine clicked on the blinking End arrow and the marble rolled to the maze exit. As it disappeared, a starburst exploded on the screen and SUCCESS flashed in multi-colored letters.

Katherine couldn’t help but grin. Steve nudged her. “How do you feel?”

“Gratified,” she answered. “Pleased with myself. But it’s not as if this were really any kind of accomplishment.”

“No, but that’s not really the point.” He ran his fingers through his thick, sandy hair. “Imagine a kid with real problems, terrible problems, ones that he or she has absolutely no control over.”

Katherine sighed, nodding. “I know a few dozen like them at the school.”

Steve swiveled his chair toward her, his knees gently knocking against hers. “A game like this, simple, uncomplicated, gives that kid a chance to have control over something. To be able to solve problems all on their own, problems that aren’t overwhelming.”

“I suppose so,” Katherine said slowly. “But some of the games the kids play are terrible. Violent, full of fighting.”

Steve shook his head emphatically. “I don’t allow games like that. I won’t have anything to do with them.” He tapped the monitor. “My games are all like Bobo’s Marble Maze, or Fooma-Fooma, where the creatures are obvious fantasies.”

His games, he’d said. Another reminder of how much time he spent playing on the computer. Problem-solving might be all well and good for a troubled child, but for a grown man? What kind of problems could he have?

Steve leaned across her to reset the screen. “Another game?”

“No thank you.” Katherine backed away out of range of his broad back. “But I’m curious. What is it you do?”

He turned back to her with a grin. “Computer games.”

“That’s your hobby, I understand,” she said. “But what is it you do for a living?”

“Computer games,” he said again as he exited from the maze game and turned off the computer. “Video games sometimes and I’m getting more into apps, but mostly computer games.”

“You play computer games for a living.”

He laughed. “In a manner of speaking. Actually—”

“People really get paid for playing computer games?”

He laughed again, as if she’d told him a particularly clever joke. “Well, sometimes they do, but in my case—”

“Oh, my God.” Katherine stared, unbelieving, at the clock next to the computer. She held up the slim gold watch on her wrist and squinted at the minuscule face. “Good Lord,” she murmured when her own watch confirmed the time. It was six-forty-five! Alan was expecting her for dinner at seven-thirty.

“I’ve got to go,” she said, scrambling to her feet. “Thank you for, ah, an interesting afternoon.” She hurried from the room and down the hall, descending the stairs two at a time.

Steve reached the living room as she was shoving on her heels.

“Call me,” she told him. “We’ll set up another time to discuss Corazón.”

“But—” he began as she headed for the door.

“Sorry, no time now.” She opened the door. “Tomorrow. Give me a call.”

She closed the door behind her and hurried down the porch steps. Just as she reached the end of the walk, she took another quick look at the grounds. Well-shaped photinia shrubs, liquidambar trees losing the last of their golden leaves. Good Lord, the flawless emerald lawn looked as if it had been trimmed with nail scissors.

Just as that thought sprang to mind, she caught sight of someone on hands and knees at the corner of the house. The slight, middle-age man seemed to be searching for something between the blades of grass. Then a glint of silver shimmered and Katherine realized what the man was doing.

Trimming the lawn. With nail scissors.

Katherine must have made a noise because the man looked up at her and waved. Katherine entertained a fleeting image of the grass-trimmer lunging after her with his nail scissors, then squelched the fanciful thought.

She waved at the kneeling man, as if he were performing a perfectly normal act. Then she hurried to her car, running through a list of excuses she could use to cancel her dinner date with Alan.


LOVES ME, LOVES ME NOT
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CHAPTER 3

 

 

“No, Mother.” Katherine cradled her cell phone against her ear and glanced at her desk clock. Forty-five minutes before the first of the school buses pulled up. “No date yet.”

Her mother released one of her patented long-suffering sighs. “We’re already halfway into October. If you’re going to shoot for a June wedding, Katherine Elizabeth, we have to start planning soon.”

Rule number four of Grace Tipton’s Twenty Rules of Good Conduct. All weddings shall take place in June. Never mind that school activities consumed her free time from September to June.

Katherine tried to massage away the headache gathering in her temples. “I wouldn’t plan on June, Mother.” She eyed the aspirin bottle and wondered if she ought to down a third pill. “Alan’s too caught up with tax season in March and April and with so many of his clients filing extensions—”

“I’d almost think the man didn’t want to marry you.” Her mother sniffed.

More like the other way around. She was the one who kept postponing the date. “It’s just that we’re two very busy people. Believe me, you’ll be the first to know when we decide.”

“I should hope so,” her mother shot back. “It takes time to plan an appropriate wedding.”

Rule number six. All weddings shall be appropriate. Katherine listened with only half an ear as her mother launched into the list of tasks crucial to a suitable wedding.

“Got to go, Mother,” Katherine cut her off. “I want to call Alan before the kids start showing up.”

She pressed the end call button on the cell before her mother could say another word. She wiggled her shoulders in her red fitted jacket, but she couldn’t seem to release the tension.

She wouldn’t feel so rotten today if she’d slept better. But after she’d dodged an evening with Alan using a patently false excuse and choked down a rubbery Healthy Meal from the freezer, even two hours of public television couldn’t lull her into restful sleep.

All because of him. Steve Walker. The luscious and delectable computer game nut. When she should have been mooning over her respectable tax accountant almost-fiancé, Alan, she instead dreamed restlessly of a man who spent his days playing computer games.

All night long, she dreamed of him. Or rather, when she wasn’t lost in Bobo’s maze or eluding fooma bugs, she was tumbling, limbs tangled with Steve Walker’s in his massive bed. She could still feel his muscular back under her hands, feel the passion that she knew couldn’t be matched in real life.

In spite of herself, she retrieved her purse from where she’d hung it on the back of her chair and plucked her wallet from amongst the orderly contents. Unzipping the section where she kept an extra hundred in cash and a cherished photo of her father and her together, she pulled out the white square tucked beside the picture. Its creases were worn, and would tear if she wasn’t careful, but she could still read Rachael’s neat handwriting in pencil.

Love is waiting for you.

Katherine had carried around the more sensible fortune, You will be a success at your job, for a few months before it somehow made its way into the trash. But in nineteen years since that meeting of the Pen Pal Sisterhood, she’d never lost track of the hopeful, romantic message that Rachael had written. Katherine had transferred that folded paper from one wallet to the next whenever she bought a new one.

Love is waiting for you.

Hadn’t she found that love? With Alan? That was why they were getting married.

She really needed to call Alan now, before she began her work day. She had to reconnect with her almost-fiancé, remind herself why she planned to marry him.

But somehow she found herself making a different call, to Rachael Reeves. While Casey Madison could always make her laugh and Kat Roth encouraged her when she doubted herself, Rachael soothed Katherine. Phone conversations with her were like a hug.

But of course Rachael didn’t answer. Between riding herd on her two younger stepsisters and running her business as a seamstress, Rachael rarely had time for the luxury of chatting on the phone. That was why she wrote letters, old-fashioned hand-written letters like the ones from their pen pal days.

Katherine checked the video chat app on her phone, hoping Rachael might be online. When Katherine bought a new netbook, she’d passed on her old one to Rachael so they could do video chats once in a while. But Rachael’s name in the app contact list showed she was offline there as well.

Katherine sighed. Time to call Alan. Her finger hovered over his speed dial, number two on the keypad.

Somehow she hit six instead, Kat Roth’s number. Accidentally on purpose.

“Hey, Katherine,” Kat said when she answered. “So good to hear from you! How’s it going?”

I met someone almost jumped from Katherine’s mouth, and she swallowed it back. “Everything is fine with me. Alan and I are still working on a date.”

“Well let me know as soon as you’ve pinned it down,” Kat said. “I’m looking forward to seeing you and Rachael and Casey.”

“We don’t have to wait until my wedding,” Katherine hedged. Especially when she might never get up the nerve to decide when.

“Things are pretty crazy here, anyway. Ever since my folks shoved me into the CEO position, I’ve been neck deep in chocolate.” Kat laughed, but Katherine heard an edge to her friend’s voice.

Katherine had always felt closest to Kat, and not just because they shared the same first name. It was more because they both were strong women and logical thinkers. When they focused on a goal, they both stuck it out even through the most difficult situations.

“What’s wrong, Kat,” Katherine asked.

Several seconds passed before it spilled out. “Mark and I have split.”

“You can’t,” Katherine said, feeling like she’d been kicked in the gut. “You’ve been childhood sweethearts forever. Your families are such good friends.” Mark’s family also owned a Seattle-area candy company, the Denham Candy Company, which was a friendly rival of Roth Confectionary.

“The papers have already been filed,” Kat said quietly.

“I’m so sorry, Kat.” Katherine couldn’t think of anything else to say in the ensuing silence.

The conversation fizzled after that. They awkwardly shared a few work stories, then said their goodbyes.

Katherine stared at the phone after she hung up. The stars had seemed perfectly aligned for Kat and Mark. Yet they’d only managed to stay together a couple years. If a perfect couple like Kat and Mark couldn’t make it, how could Katherine hope to make a go of it with Alan?

Katherine felt sad enough about Kat that she considered calling Casey Madison next. But the youngest member of the Pen Pal Sisterhood didn’t like speaking on the phone. She did all her talking with her thumbs via a perpetual stream of texts during the day. Katherine usually waited until bedtime to catch up on those.

She checked the clock on her phone in hopes she’d run out of time to call her almost fiancé. But no luck. She still had five minutes. She’d just have to accept the inevitable.

Katherine pressed and held two for Alan’s work number. The phone rang once, as it always did, before the nasal-retentive voice of Alan’s secretary answered.

“Linden and Linden,” Ms. Beeker nosed out.

“It’s Katherine, Ms. Beeker. May I speak to Alan?”

She heard a huff, then a disapproving snort before Ms. Beeker whined, “One moment please,” and put her on hold. Alan’s secretary had a crush on him, Katherine knew. In her less charitable moments, Katherine was convinced that Ms. Beeker was far better suited for Alan than she.

“Katie!” Alan exclaimed heartily. Katherine gave him a mental whack for using her hated nickname. “Feeling better this morning?”

She spent a moment wondering how he knew about her headache. Then she remembered her lame excuse last night about feeling ill. “Not much, I’m afraid,” she told him honestly.

He made a little tsking sound. “Then I guess tonight’s out of the question.”

“Tonight?” She tried to think. Instead Steve Walker’s face bubbled up, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

“The Chamber of Commerce dinner,” Alan reminded her. “I’m speaking tonight.”

“Yes. Right,” Katherine muttered. Ruthlessly, she replaced Steve with Alan in her mind, overlaying the coppery gaze with pale blue, the sandy hair with white-blond. “I remember now.”

“I suppose you can’t make it,” Alan said, disappointment clear in his tone.

With a sigh, Katherine reached for the aspirin bottle and shook another one out. “Yes I can, Alan. I know this is important to you.”

She pictured his beaming face and her heart softened. She really did care for him.

“Thanks, Hon,” he said warmly, the endearment grating on her. “Tell you what. If you’re not feeling well tonight, we can leave right after my speech.”

His concern touched her. That it felt more like the concern of a brother toward his little sister, she ignored. “What time’s the meeting?”

“Seven-thirty. I’ll pick you up at seven. And Hon?” he continued. “You won’t wear that cologne, will you? The one that kicks up my allergies?”

Katherine tried to think. “Which one would that be?”

“That flowery one you wore the last time. I sneezed all night.”

She hadn’t worn a scent on their last date. “I promise, Alan. I won’t wear what I wore last time.”

She hung up and peeked at the clock again. Eight-twenty-five. She heard the childish voices outside her office. She pressed the intercom button on the inter-office phone.

“Phyllis?” she said when the school secretary answered. “Give me ten minutes.”

Phyllis chuckled. “Defer all disasters. I got you.”

Katherine reached behind her to swivel her blinds shut. She slipped off her shoes, then raised her feet to her desk, adjusting her slim red skirt until she was comfortable.

As she closed her eyes, a clear image of Steve Walker came to mind, feet propped on his desk as he directed her through Bobo’s maze. Then the tension in her head released and she felt herself drifting off.
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The buzzing of the intercom nearly jolted her from her chair. She slapped the button as she blearily eyed the clock. Phyllis had let her sleep for forty-five minutes.

“I waited as long as I could, Katherine,” Phyllis said with a portentousness that could only mean disaster. “But Mr. Harper called twice on the intercom. He’s frantic.”

Not even an hour into the school day and Mr. Harper was already frantic? Worse and worse. “Did he say what the problem is?”

“I couldn’t quite make it out over the noise,” Phyllis told her. “Something to do with Cora Walker.”

Katherine’s heart sank straight to her toes. “Tell him I’ll be right there, Phyllis.”

She stuffed her feet into a pair of sensible flats and grabbed up her whistle. As she passed through the outer school office, she nodded to Phyllis. “Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

Phyllis grinned. “For the nap, not Mr. Harper, I presume.” Katherine rolled her eyes heavenward in response, then headed out the door.

Katherine hurried across the playground to Mr. Harper’s room, the whistle bouncing in the vee where her white silk shirt parted. What calamity had Cora brought about this time? Had she drawn crayon murals on the walls? Festooned the ceiling with paper clip chains?

Of course, when it came to Mr. Harper, simply standing in her seat could have been transgression enough. Mr. Harper liked quiet, orderly children, the kind of students who were in short supply these days.

Katherine punched a tether-ball as she passed the pole, dodging it as it swung around toward her on its rope. Why couldn’t the elderly Mr. Harper be as flexible as some of Gardenview’s other long-time teachers? Creative professionals all, they knew children couldn’t always be pin-drop quiet and seated in neat rows. They understood that some students learned better with hands dipped in messy finger paint, not folded in their laps.

Like Cora, a little voice reminded her, and Steve Walker’s face drifted up in her mind’s eye, asking her why couldn’t you have different rules for different children.

Katherine shook away the image as she neared Mr. Harper’s classroom. Ten yards away she heard the noise. Children’s squeals merged with Mr. Harper’s vain shouting for quiet. Laced through the cacophony, a deep bass roared from what sounded like a ghetto blaster turned up full bore.

Katherine squared her shoulders and entered the room. Desks had been shoved aside and in the middle pranced a massive purple polka-dotted monster. Off to one side, Mr. Harper teetered on the edge of apoplexy. And dancing along with the happy children was the man Katherine had somehow expected would be at the center of it all. Steve Walker.
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When Steve saw Katherine standing in the doorway, her slim figure backlit by the brilliant October sunshine, he had a clear image of a cartoon heart with wings, shooting into the heavens. Grinning like an idiot, he halted and stared at her, imagining that little heart all the way into the stratosphere.

Gyrating behind him, Cora bumped into the back of his legs when he’d stopped. “Daddy!” she complained, giving him a dirty look before wriggling around him, continuing the silly dance.

“Excuse me, please,” Katherine shouted above the noise as she stepped inside. “Hello!” she singsonged out.

The roomful ignored her and an annoyed expression crossed her face. She gave the room a once-over, her gaze falling on Steve for a single, irritated second before they lasered in on the MP3 player Steve had set on Mr. Harper’s desk. Intent on her goal, she threaded through the happy, dancing children, her behind a delightful eyeful in her snug red skirt.

In the same moment that she turned off the music, she poured what must have been the full content of her lungs into the whistle around her neck. In the ringing silence that followed, she enunciated in a tight whisper, “Quiet. Now!”

Even Steve’s spine snapped straight at the she-who-must-be-obeyed demand. The children, wide-eyed and serious, scurried to their desks. Steve’s rent-a-monster didn’t seem to have gotten the message though, because she continued to bob and weave to some silent music of her own. Katherine marched over and slapped a hand on the creature’s back.

“Don’t,” she said with deadly intent. The monster froze.

Steve moved to stand next to Cora’s desk and watched Katherine’s radar seek him out. As she marched over to him, the chin-length black silk of her hair bobbing, Steve squelched his goofy smile of pleasure. Then he caught her delicate, flowery scent, and had to shove his hands into his pockets to keep from touching her.

“What is going on here, Mr. Walker?” she demanded.

“It’s Cora’s birthday.” He gazed at her, recalling the features that had kept him up half the night. “We’re just having a little party.”

Katherine scanned the room, taking in the dangling balloons, the mountainous birthday cake, the swaying polka-dotted monster. “If this is little, I’d hate to see a full-scale blowout.” She flicked a glance at Mr. Harper. “I assume you cleared this with Cora’s teacher.”

Steve crossed his arms over his crazily beating heart as he leaned against his daughter’s desk. “Of course.”

“I beg to differ, Ms. Tipton,” Mr. Harper piped up. He raked back his thinning hair with bony fingers. “When Mr. Walker spoke of celebrating Cora’s birthday, he never mentioned the...the...extent of the festivities.”

Katherine cocked a brow at Steve, then gestured to the creature. “What is that?”

Cora turned in her seat to face Katherine. “That’s a fooma bug, Ms. Tipton. From one of Daddy’s computer games.”

Katherine studied the costumed monster from its six-eyed head to its fourteen toes. “I see the resemblance now.” She spun back to confront Steve. “Mr. Walker, student birthday parties are restricted to after lunch. I’m sure you understand the hazards of feeding a roomful of six-and seven-year-olds cake at nine-thirty in the morning.”

He dipped his head at her. “I was aware of that particular rule, Ms. Tipton. However, I have an engagement at lunchtime.” He turned to the teacher. “Mr. Harper, Cora’s promised she won’t cut the cake until she has your okay.”

That last statement seemed to calm even Mr. Harper’s double-espresso edginess. “Well,” he said. “Well, in that case...” Then he stiffened his spine, tugging the lapels of his worn brown double-knit jacket. “But the music is simply too loud.”

“I agree,” Katherine said as she brushed past Steve and moved over to Mr. Harper’s desk. “And the classroom walls are thin. I’m sure Mr. Walker won’t object to reducing the volume.”

Without waiting for Steve’s response, Katherine turned the volume knob then restarted the music. As the fooma bug resumed its bobbing, weaving dance, Katherine tweaked the volume control on the MP3 player one last time. Steve followed her graceful motion as she crossed to the front of the class and took up a post by the whiteboard.

Cora nudged Steve in the ribs. “Can we dance again, Daddy?”

“It’s not up to me, mija,” he told her with only half his attention, his focus still on Katherine. “Ask your teacher.”

Mr. Harper granted somewhat reluctant permission, and the children rejoined the monster’s swaying dance. Although more subdued, the party was back in full swing.

Steve wandered over to the whiteboard, leaning against it next to Katherine. They stood in silence for several minutes, watching the excited children.

The song ended and another began. “Somehow, Mr. Walker,” she said, a tiny bit of amusement mingling with the censure in her tone, “even when you follow the rules, you break them.”

Steve took heart in that shred of humor. “I just wanted to make the day special for Cora. I’m busy most of this afternoon as well as this evening. We can’t have our family party until this weekend. This was my only opportunity.”

She looked up at him, concern in her warm brown eyes. “I know single parenting is tough. But this seems like an awfully expensive way to assuage your guilt. I know these costumed characters don’t come cheap.”

He gazed down at her in bemusement. She still thought he was some kind of deadbeat who played computer games all day long. “I got a special deal on this one,” he assured her. Actually, Crystal, his nieces’ teenaged friend inside the suit, had wheedled a ten-dollar raise for this gig.

The music faded away again and Crystal waddled to her backpack. “Who wants an animal balloon?” she shouted, her voice muffled by the suit. With excited squeals, the children gathered around the monster.

Crystal deserved the raise, Steve decided as her clever hands produced first a butterfly, then a Tyrannosaurus Rex.

“Look at the kids,” Katherine murmured, gazing at the rapt children with a tender expression. “He’s very good.”

“She, actually.” Steve shifted, rolling his shoulders as if stretching were his intent. Then he settled back again, pressing his arm along Katherine’s, soaking in her warmth. “I only hire the best.”

Katherine glanced at him, a hint of pink coloring her cheeks. Her floral scent hung in the air between them, a tantalizing tease. Steve swore the room temperature had spiked upwards, and he shoved up the sleeves on his pale yellow sweater.

“Oh, look!” Katherine cried and she laid her hand on the ropy muscles of his forearm. She stared down at her hand as if she wondered how it got there before snatching it away. “A balloon necklace,” she said, her voice high, breathy. “For Cora.”

Steve expected to see the imprint of her hand on his skin. He could still feel it there. As he gazed down at Katherine, at her parted lips, a vivid image burst into his mind. Bare skin, whispered words, tangled limbs.

Steve pushed away from her. “Are you busy tonight?” he blurted out, then stood in stunned surprise at what he’d said.

Katherine’s eyes narrowed and Steve could almost hear a door shut. “What?”

He hadn’t felt this awkward since he was Crystal’s age. “That function I mentioned...” He thrust his hands in his pockets, then pulled them out again. “I can bring a date.”

Katherine’s chin lifted. “Mr. Walker, it would be entirely inappropriate for me to date the father of one of my students.”

“Don’t consider it a date then,” he said hastily. Why did he have to sound so desperate? He pasted on a grin. “I need a companion to liven up what would otherwise be a very dull evening. You could consider it an act of charity.”

Katherine’s look would have stopped a fooma bug in its tracks. “I’m afraid not,” she said primly. “I’m attending an event with my almost—” He could see her bite back the word. “With my fiancé.”

A hollowness threatened in his chest, then the “almost” registered. “You’re engaged,” he said, sauntering to her. “When’s the happy day?”

Katherine froze into deer-in-the-headlights stillness. Curiouser and curiouser.

She looked away. “We, ah, we haven’t set the date.”

Steve couldn’t help but grin as he looked down at her hands, bare of jewelry. “But he’s bought you a ring?”

Katherine whipped her hands out of sight, crossing her arms over her chest to hide them. “Not yet.”

He was unaccountably pleased with her reaction. “If you were engaged to me, I’d darn well make sure you had an engagement ring.”

“Daddy!” Cora called, pulling Steve’s attention from Katherine. “It’s hug time!”

Steve waved to his daughter, then leaned close to Katherine’s ear. “A piece of advice, Ms. Tipton,” he murmured. “Don’t marry a man you don’t love.”

Her mouth dropped open. “You know nothing about it!” she said fiercely. “Alan’s a wonderful man, kind and loyal.”

“So’s a puppy.” He pushed off from the whiteboard and gave her a smug grin as he headed toward Cora. “Hug time!”

The children surged forward, arms out to give the fooma bug a hug. “Whoa! Careful,” Steve cried as the small horde threatened to upset the costumed character.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Katherine breathe deeply twice before she marched over to the crowd of children. “Mr. Harper,” she snapped, “we can use your expert assistance here.”

Mr. Harper squeezed out a smile. “Line up in table groups, children. Corazón, you may be first.”

Cora gazed up at her teacher solemnly. “I’m the birthday girl, Mr. Harper. I can be last.”

Steve rumpled Cora’s hair, full of pride for his daughter’s generosity. “Good going, kid.” He smiled at Katherine and was surprised at the yearning, the longing in her face as she looked down at Cora. Prickly she might be, but it was obvious she loved children. Maybe the almost-fiancé didn’t want kids?

Then a noisy squabbling broke out behind Katherine, snapping her back to attention. “Alicia!” she scolded the source of the noise. “Stop elbowing Jenny!”

“She took cuts, Ms. Tipton,” Alicia complained, tossing her red curls at Jenny.

“Wait your turn, Jenny,” Katherine told the blond girl.

“Yes, Ms. Tipton.” Jenny chewed on the strand of hair Cora had colored black with permanent marker. “Can I go stand with Cora?”

“Certainly, Jenny,” Katherine told her, at the same time admonishing the red-head behind her, “keep your tongue in your mouth, Alicia!”

Steve chuckled as he moved up beside her. “I’m impressed. You didn’t even look at her, but you knew she’d stuck her tongue out at Jenny.”

“Sixth sense,” Katherine said, shooting another warning glance at Alicia. “A survival skill for school principals.”

“Then you’ll be well-prepared to be a parent,” Steve commented. “That is...” He shot her a sidelong glance. “...if you and Mr. Right are planning on children.”

“Of course we are,” Katherine told him quickly, but he saw the flash of doubt in her expression before another ruckus claimed her.

“Quit steppin’ on my feet!” a pint-sized whirlwind in Mickey Mouse suspenders shouted at the towering boy behind him. Little Jimmy and Big Jimmy, Steve remembered from last year. Best friends, mortal enemies.

“I didn’t mean to, Ms. Tipton,” the taller boy said. “But he’s so little.”

Little Jimmy nearly grew two inches in indignation alone. “Just ‘cause you’re a—a—big fatso!”

“Hey!” Big Jimmy brandished a hammy fist. “Who you callin’ a fatso!”

“Big Jimmy!” Katherine said sharply. “Give little Jimmy some space. And little Jimmy, apologize.”

Little Jimmy shuffled his feet. “Sorry I called ya fatso.”

Big Jimmy shrugged and a moment later the two were engaging in a friendly game of pokes and jabs. “Well done,” Steve said to Katherine.

“Another day, another battle,” she replied with a wry grin.

He indulged in a quick touch on her shoulder. “I really appreciate your being a good sport about this birthday party.”

She gave him a scathing look. “What else could I do? I don’t like being the bad guy for a roomful of second-graders.”

He glanced over at the line of children. Little Jimmy, dwarfed by the giant fooma bug, was just finishing his hug. “Nevertheless, I appreciate it.” Steve blinked. “What is big Jimmy doing?”

Katherine turned just as big Jimmy was backing up several paces from the costumed monster. Crystal seemed to sense what the boy had in mind because she put up a hand to forestall him.

“Jimmy!” Katherine called out. “Jimmy, no!”

With all the energy in his oversized, fifty-pound body, Jimmy took a flying leap. He flung his arms around the fooma bug as he landed, his densely muscled frame an irresistible ballast for the already awkward costume. In the next moment, Crystal tipped over and the costume head tumbled off. Before any helping hands could stop her, the teenager inside the costume whacked her skull on a desk top with a sharp crack.

Steve didn’t even have to check to know she’d been knocked out cold.
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“I’m fine Mr. Walker.” Crystal told him around a mouthful of gum that the school nurse had produced from a secret stash. Her slender arms held the ice pack firmly to the back of her head. “Honest. You oughta go to your meeting.”

“The meeting’s rescheduled for tomorrow.” Steve pulled the ice pack free of her tumble of dark curls. “You’ve got a knot the size of a grapefruit back here.”

Crystal stretched her coltish legs out on the kid-sized couch in the nurse’s room. “I’ve gotten worse sliding into third.” She fanned her face. “Whew, that costume is hot.”

Steve pressed the ice pack on Crystal’s head, then peeked through the window that overlooked the outer office. Katherine stood next to the six-foot-something paramedic, filling out a form on a clipboard. Steve followed the movement of her fingers as she tucked a sweep of black silk behind her ear. He imagined following that same path with his lips, tracing the shell of her ear.

Then the paramedic, a grinning hunk of out-of-control steroids, leaned in close to Katherine to point out something on the form. A blush crept into Katherine’s cheek and Steve had to squelch to urge to jam the paramedic’s head into the photocopier.

Then Katherine sidled away from the muscle-bound jerk and Steve forced himself to relax. She’s not the least bit interested in you. She’s engaged, remember? But then a little voice whispered, almost.

He heard the rattle of the outer office door then Corazón squeezed her reed-thin body through the doorway. She shot down the hallway toward the nurse’s room, then hesitated. “Is Crystie okay, Daddy?”

“Just fine, mija,” Steve told his daughter, one eye still on Katherine. He nudged Cora toward the sprawling teenager. “See for yourself.”

Crystal held out her arms. “Come here, love bug,” she said, pulling Cora into her lap.

Katherine turned away, allowing him a moment’s hungry perusal of her behind encased in red linen.

“So, is that your girlfriend, Mr. W?”

Steve rubber-banded his gaze at Crystal, gaping. “What?”

Crystal shrugged her head in the direction of the window. “That lady. She your girlfriend? During the party, I noticed the two of you were getting pretty...”

“Of course not,” Steve said quickly, all too aware of Cora’s avid interest.

Cora looked up at Crystal earnestly. “That’s Ms. Tipton. She’s the principal.”

Steve’s gaze strayed to the window again. He scowled as the muscularly over-endowed paramedic thrust his hand out to Katherine. He growled as Katherine slipped her slim hand into the giant’s.

Crystal cleared her throat. “Could I get my check now, Mr. W?”

When was that big gorilla going to let go? “Check?” Steve muttered, sparing a glance at Crystal.

“For the monster gig,” she reminded him. “You said you’d pay me right after.”

“Sure.” He groped for his checkbook, fingers passing over his back pocket twice before he found it. Mr. Beefcake had released Katherine from his grip, but now he laid a proprietary hand on her back to walk her from the office.

“Three hundred, right?” Crystal said.

“Uh-huh,” Steve agreed, dimly aware of Crystal and Cora’s girlish giggles. Katherine passed by the outside office windows, Sir Galahunk at her side. Steve flipped open the checkbook. “Three hundred.”

Half his attention on Katherine as he scrawled Crystal’s name, he didn’t let go the tension in his shoulders until the paramedic drove away. Then he stared down unbelieving at the check he’d just written.

“Nice try,” he said wryly to Crystal as he voided the three-hundred-dollar check.

The girl laughed, freckled cheeks dimpling. “I wouldn’t have kept it, Mr. W. Boy, have you got it bad.”

He grunted as he wrote a new check for the amount they’d agreed on, plus some extra for hazard pay. He tore it off and handed it to her just as Katherine re-entered. She hurried past the nurse’s room without so much as a glance. Stuffing his checkbook away, Steve followed her to her office.

She shot him a severe look as she slung her purse to her shoulder. “I have an off-site meeting, Mr. Walker. I don’t have time to talk now.” She ducked past him and headed outside. He followed, feeling like a guilty school kid, bobbing in her wake.

“You act as if this whole thing was my fault,” he called after her as she headed for the parking lot.

She beeped off the car alarm of her silver BMW. “I never said it was,” she said, opening the car door and getting inside.

Steve caught a glance at her trim thighs before she shut the door again. She started the car, then rolled down the window.

Steve leaned inside the car. “I had no way of knowing what big Jimmy would do.”

“You set yourself up for catastrophe, Mr. Walker,” she snapped, flipping the gearshift into reverse. “And I’d prefer not to have any more of those catastrophes at my school.” She backed away and peeled out of the parking lot.

He watched her pull away, fighting the urge to stomp his feet. He sure as hell didn’t need prissy, close-minded, uptight Katherine Tipton in his life, anyway. He spun on his heel, retracing his steps to the office.

Then he remembered her long legs and nearly banged into the closed office door. He opened the door with exaggerated care, then headed for the nurse’s room.

Crystal took one look at his stormy face and grinned over the top of Cora’s head. “Lover’s quarrel, huh?”

“If you don’t want me to staple you into that fooma bug costume,” he said menacingly, “I suggest you keep quiet.”

“Yes, sir,” Crystal agreed, although her lively eyes spoke volumes.

With a growl, Steve turned to his daughter. “Cora, you need to get back to class.”

Corazón opened her mouth, as if considering an argument, then read his mood with uncanny accuracy. “Okay, Daddy,” she said affably, sliding off Crystal’s lap. She slapped a quick hug around his knees before hurrying out of the office.

Crystal unfolded herself from the couch without another word, unsuccessfully hiding her grin. As she followed Steve out to his vintage red Mustang, the look of anticipation on her face signaled to him that the twins would know all about Ms. Tipton by noon.

When he dropped Crystal off at the high school, he delivered a pithy lecture on the evils of gossip, but he knew from the teenager’s delighted grin that he’d only made matters worse. Then when he took his first bite of the cheeseburger he’d picked up on the way to the HeartStar Productions facility, half the contents squirted into his lap. He traveled the six miles of country road that led to HeartStar plucking pickles and lettuce from his denim jeans.

Finally, he pulled into his parking space and shut off the muscle car’s engine, climbing out to finish his clean-up job. As he brushed out the last of the lettuce, he gazed around him at the rolling golden hills. Despite his dark mood, he felt a surge of pride at what his ten years of hard work had brought him.

He’d come a long way from that audacious twenty -year-old computer nerd who’d birthed a computer game business in his father’s garage. Walker Enterprises, as he’d called it then, outgrew that cramped space quickly, functioning in a series of rented offices, each one bigger than the last.

Then a year-and-a-half ago, coinciding with Corazón’s arrival, Walker Enterprises became HeartStar Productions and moved into its current home. The ten oak-studded acres, as well as the adjacent forty, were all his. He finally had ample room here, plus space to grow.

He started up the walk toward the wood-and-glass structure that housed Operations, then hesitated, eyeing the low red brick building of Research and Development. Maybe he should visit R&D first. He was curious how that new chip design was coming along. But he knew he would only be avoiding the inevitable. He turned back toward Operations, girding himself for the dreaded weekly staff meeting.

He waved a sketchy hello to the receptionist. She handed him a sheaf of messages. “They’re waiting, Mr. Walker.”

“What’s the climate?” he asked as he flipped through the stack of Post-Its and While-You-Were-Outs.

“Ugly,” she responded succinctly. “I’d rather face a roomful of my grandkids.”

Steve sighed. “Thanks, Alice. Call Mr. Cohen back and set up something for tomorrow morning.”

He stopped in his office, tugging off his sweater and lettuce and pickled jeans. As he stood in his briefs, flipping through his collection of tailored dress shirts and slacks, he reflected on the days when HeartStar was a fledgling company.

Staff meetings had been free-for-all brainstorming sessions then. His marketing staff had consisted of a kid working on his MBA at Sac State. Some of his half-dozen programmers worked part time while they finished school. The Sierra foothills often lured the staff out to impromptu picnics in nearby parks, followed by pickup basketball games.

Now staff meetings were filled with interminable discussions of schedules and milestones, market share and product niches. He knew both the programmers he’d lost last year left because they yearned for the creative freedom of a start-up. Hell, Steve yearned for it himself.

Which was why he’d entered into negotiations for the struggling educational software company, EduSource. Its president, Marc Cohen, had never quite adjusted to computerized curriculum and wanted nothing more than to hand off EduSource to someone who could fix what ailed it. Steve relished the notion of re-inventing the company, making it the kind of success he’d made HeartStar.

But until then... Steve sighed as he grabbed a pristine white dress shirt and gray dress slacks from his closet. He pulled on the clean clothes, then straitjacketed himself into a tie. Snatching up a navy blazer, he hurried down the hall to the conference room.

The battle lines had already been drawn, he could see. Arrayed on one side of the table were the programmers, marketing on the other. The programmers wore T-shirts and blue jeans in a rebellious counterpoint to marketing’s staid suits. Both sides faced each other off with a bulldog stubbornness.

They were arguing over packaging again. Marketing insisted the Fooma-Fooma II packaging should be predominately blue, the programmers, green and purple. After all, weren’t those fooma bug colors? They squabbled over that issue for an hour, then followed with an endless bitch session as to whether Creepy Critter was a politically correct monster.

“Time!” Steve finally shouted, making a T with his arms. He looked at his watch and groaned when he saw it was nearly five. “Just give me your status reports. We’ll settle the packaging issue later.” As they filed out, looking like nothing more than a group of sulky boys and girls, Steve realized he’d have to speak with marketing and the programmers separately. He spent far too much time lately soothing ruffled feathers and bolstering wounded egos.

He called to check on Cora and confirmed that the dependable twins had walked her home as promised, then dragged out the weekly software status reports. Under that inch-thick stack lay the two-inch slab that was the monthly marketing report. He considered packing it in and taking the whole mess home, but then he remembered that meeting tonight. He’d better read what he could now and finish the mess in the morning.

As he read through the dry as dust status reports, memories of Katherine sifted into his mind. Sharp regret lanced through him that he’d be spending the evening with a roomful of deadly dull business men and women instead of with her. Darn that almost-fiancé anyway.

He called it quits at seven-fifteen, giving himself just enough time for a bathroom break and the ten-minute drive to the function. The restaurant parking lot was packed and he had to park the ragtop Mustang way in the back. He tightened his tie again as he entered the restaurant, then buttoned his blazer as he headed for the banquet room.

The air was thick with bonhomie, handshakes, and slaps on the back. As Steve peeled the backing off his adhesive nametag, he scanned the room, seeking familiar faces.

There was Henderson, the plumbing guy. Bill and Julie, the Realtors who’d helped him buy his property. Fred, the bad-tempered electrician. Katherine.

His brain did a cartwheel as his gaze snapped back. He broke into a giddy grin.

Katherine. She was here.


LOVES ME, LOVES ME NOT
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CHAPTER 4

 

 

There is a God. And to prove it, there was Katherine, slender and cool in a riotous flowered skirt and turquoise silk shirt. She swayed a little as she spoke to the woman and two men with her, the flaring skirt swirling around her knees. She’d scooped her hair back with a silver comb, exposing the delicate shell of her ear.

Steve grinned in giddy joy.

Then the blond-haired man next to Katherine slipped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. Jealousy curled up Steve’s spine, settled in his belly, wiped the joy from his heart. His fist closed and he could swear his arm was pulling back to throw a punch.

He shoved his hands in his pockets. It wouldn’t do to haul off and slug the almost-fiancé, even though Katherine looked as if she’d rather be anywhere but here. Even though, when she caught sight of him across the room, her face lit with excitement for one brief tantalizing moment.

Steve grinned in response. Katherine scowled and sent a Keep Away message with her stern gaze. Steve moved toward her, threading through the knots of chattering people, sidling past the round tables set for eight. Katherine shook her head, at first imperceptibly, then more frantically as he grew close. The movement dislodged the silver comb, flung it into space. Steve grabbed for it, missed, tipping it into a new trajectory.

He heard the clink, the splash, the outraged cry. He turned to find Fred the electrician glaring at him, gin and tonic still halfway to his mouth. And there, glittering between the lime and the ice cubes, was the silver comb.
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Katherine watched in horror as Steve pried the gin and tonic from Fred’s resisting fingers. The brief tug of war loosed the comb from its resting place against the lime. It slithered to the bottom of the glass.

“Oops.” Steve began fishing for the comb with the flimsy red straw. Meanwhile, Fred Harper, the last person Katherine wanted to offend, the man she’d nearly persuaded to upgrade the school’s computer lab wiring at his cost, had turned twelve shades of purple.

Steve shot an apologetic grin at Fred’s unresponsive face. “Sorry about this, Fred,” he said as he discarded the straw and dove his hand in, fingers first. Katherine was sure she saw steam roiling from Fred’s ears.

Katherine placed a tentative hand on the electrician’s jacketed arm. “Let me get you another, Fred. Gin and tonic, right?”

With a growl, Fred nodded and walked with her toward the bar. Katherine took her place in line, Fred at her elbow. While they waited for their turn to order, the electrician shifted from foot to foot in impatience, his apoplexy wreaking havoc with his complexion.

“Gin and tonic,” Katherine told the blonde bartender when they stepped to the front. While the woman mixed the drink, Katherine turned to look at Steve. She couldn’t help but smile at his engaging grin, the mischief in his face.

A dim memory nagged at Katherine as she shelled out the money for Fred’s drink. There was something about Steve that reminded her of...who? Not his looks, exactly. She didn’t remember ever knowing a man with sandy hair so thick it begged her fingers to tangle in it, with eyes that sent an erotic message straight to her core. But something in his manner tickled a resonant chord, teased her to remember someone.

She sent Fred toddling off happily with his gin and tonic with a murmured inanity, then moved out of the bar line. She lingered there, enjoying the opportunity to observe without being seen.

Alan and another man had crowded close to Steve, and all of them stared down into the glass. They were obviously pondering how best to retrieve her wayward comb. Then Alan made some comment and Steve threw back his head, roaring with laughter. Steve’s gesture, his unbridled expression of humor, jolted Katherine’s memory and she knew who she’d been trying to recall. Who her heart was nudging her to remember.

Of course. Her father.

It was Christmas day when she was eight. Katherine on the floor next to the fragrant tree, tearing into her packages. Her father in his easy chair, laughing at her childish greed. She still remembered pausing with her fingers hooked in the ribbon, looking up at him, grinning at his giddy joy.

Now as she gazed at Steve, listened to his laughter, an incomprehensible longing flooded her. Her forgotten love for her father washed over her and an ache lodged in her throat. Fiercely, almost angrily, she tore her gaze away. He’s dead, Katherine reminded herself. And he let you down far more times than not.

She took a step toward the group, then realized they were still puzzling over her hair comb at the bottom of the glass. Leave it to a group of men to make such a production out of a simple task.

“May I?” she asked the bartender, plucking an empty plastic cup from a stack of several. She returned to the table and snatched the glass from Steve’s hand. “Allow me.”

She dumped the contents of Fred’s former refreshment into the plastic cup, taking care as she did so to snag the comb from its watery grave. She flicked off the excess moisture, dried it on the corner of a tablecloth and placed it back in her hair.

“Brilliant,” Steve said. That grin of his scrambled her brain, heated her from head to toe.

“That’s my girl,” Alan said, throwing his arm around her shoulders.

“Alan, don’t call me girl,” Katherine reminded him for the millionth time. Alan just laughed, as he always did. Katherine wondered if a cup of gin and tonic down the back of his suit jacket might jog his brain cells.

“Steve’s been telling us all about his video games,” Alan added. “I think I’ve nearly persuaded him to give my accounting firm a try for his next audit.”

The question of why a video game player would need an audit nagged at Katherine, clamored for attention. Then Steve put a friendly hand at the back of Katherine’s neck and suddenly she couldn’t even remember what an audit was.

“And to think,” Steve said, squeezing gently, his fingers burning into Katherine’s flesh, “if it hadn’t been for Katherine, I might never have had the opportunity to use your services, Alan.”

Katherine imagined melting into a puddle at Steve’s feet. And her almost-fiancé, her nearly betrothed, didn’t even flinch at Steve’s intimacy. He beamed at the prospect of a new client.

With a surge of self-control, Katherine ducked out of Steve’s reach. She made a show of neatening her hair where the comb threatened to slip again. Then she caught sight of Steve watching her, his gaze tracing the line of her arms. Her hands faltered and she nearly dropped the comb again.

The ding-ding-ding of a spoon against a water glass carried through the room. Stan, the Chamber president, called out, “Let’s get started, folks.”

Katherine sagged into her chair with relief. Now Steve would wander off to his own table and she could focus instead on Alan and on staying awake during his speech. She turned a bright smile up toward Steve to say her good-byes.

Then Alan pulled out the chair to Katherine’s left. “Here you go, Steve. You can sit right here.”

Steve sit next to her? When it was all she could do to keep her hands off him when he was near? Over her dead body.

Katherine shoved the chair in. “Oh, no. I’m sure Steve had plans to sit elsewhere.”

Alan tugged the chair out. “Nope. He’s promised to sit with us.”

Katherine scooted the chair under the table. “But it wouldn’t be fair to monopolize him.”

Alan grabbed the back of the chair. Katherine clutched the seat. They wrestled with it, bumping it against the table until the water glasses threatened to tip.

Steve stepped in between Katherine and the chair, breaking her grip. He sat fluidly before she could stop him. “I’d love to join you.” He punctuated his words by plucking his napkin from his plate.

“No, you wouldn’t,” Katherine hissed, grabbing at the napkin to take it from his hand.

Big mistake. Her fingers skimmed the back of his hand, brushed his knuckles. A jolt of electricity skittered up her arm before she could pull away.

Katherine saw the brief flare in Steve’s eyes, then his gaze dropped. He arranged his napkin, pulling it well over his lap. “Yes, I would,” he murmured.

I would too, she wanted to say, but she slapped that thought aside. What was it about this man that made her forget her better sense? She should be mooning over her almost-fiancé instead of Steve Walker’s eyes. Where was Alan, anyway?

Katherine realized with a shock that Alan was sitting on her right. He reached over to give her knee a squeeze, the pressure on her nerves making her jump.

“Don’t do that, Alan!”

“Sorry, Katie.” He patted her knee instead, then left his hand there, his palm growing damp against her skin. “So tell me, Steve, what accounting method do you use?”

Katherine put her mind on pause, not listening to Steve’s answer. The talk flowed around her, blending with the clank of glasses and the clink of silverware as waiters served dinner at neighboring tables. Meanwhile, her knee grew clammier, and she wondered vaguely if Alan’s hand would adhere itself permanently to her pantyhose.

She shifted, hoping to dislodge it. No luck. She pulled away a bit more sharply, turning slightly in her seat. The hand scooted stickily across her knee, the fingers still holding. Obviously she needed a more direct approach.

She turned to her almost betrothed. “Alan?”

“Just a minute, Hon,” he said absently, then launched into another spate of accounting horror stories.

Grinding her teeth in irritation, she flicked a glance at Steve. His grin looked pasted on, his expression fixed. She caught his alarm when Alan said, “But wait until you hear this one,” and felt a sudden surge of sympathy for Steve.

Alan’s fingers were digging for purchase in her knee now, although Katherine was certain he wasn’t even conscious of it. She considered grabbing his wrist and plucking off his hand, but decided on one more discreet try. She shook her leg, flexed it, stomped it, quivered against the tenacious limpet of Alan’s hand.

“Oh the hell with it,” she muttered under her breath. She swiveled sharply away from Alan and her knee was finally liberated from Alan’s hand. She heard his “Oh!” of surprise, felt the soft thud of her left knee banging into something under the table.

Not the table leg. With a will of its own, her hand flew under the table to check the obstacle. Her fingers came into contact with soft fabric and the flexing male muscle underneath. She snatched her hand into her lap, felt the heat rise in her face. Then Steve shifted in his chair and she realized her leg still pressed against him, calf to calf, from knee to ankle.

Heat seared through her sheer pantyhose, through the fabric of his slacks. Move it, Katherine. Move it now.

She thought she heard the catch of uneven breath from Steve, but she didn’t dare look at him. Alan seemed to have wound down. She was dimly aware of him flipping through his stack of three-by-five cards. Then she felt the tentative touch of Steve’s fingers grazing her knee and shivers of delight radiated from the contact point. Katherine’s eyes drifted shut.

A sudden clank brought her to startled awareness. She stared dumbly at the plate of rubber chicken and limp broccoli before her. The waiter had moved on, plopping a plate of food in front of Steve, then on around the table.

“Hey! Waiter!” Alan called out. He held the offending plate out. “I ordered the fish.”

“No fish left,” the waiter told him. “Only chicken.”

“I can’t eat chicken,” Alan insisted. “I’m allergic to chicken. I demand fish.”

As Alan and the waiter harangued each other, Katherine tucked her knees away from Steve. Legs back in the safety zone, she picked up her knife and fork and pondered the chicken. Her stomach turned slightly at the smell of the over-spiced meat, but she gamely cut a small bite.

“Alan,” she heard Steve say next to her, “you can have mine. We can trade.”

Steve brandished his plate of fish in front of Katherine. If anything, the fish smelled worse than the chicken. With a grin and a hearty thanks, Alan offered his food to Steve. Like plates passing in the night, the exchange was made.

Steve turned his plate this way and that, as if looking for something good to eat on it. “Frankly, the fish and chicken probably taste exactly the same.”

Katherine chewed a bite of horsehide-tough chicken, swallowing with an effort. “Alan’s allergic to chicken.”

Steve forced his fork through his chicken breast. “Allergies are tough. Get Cousin Denny within ten feet of a dog or cat and his face swells up.”

“Alan’s allergies seem awfully convenient,” Katherine grumbled. She’d meant to only think the words, then realized with a shock that she’d said them out loud. “I didn’t mean that.” She flicked a glance at Alan, but he was occupied in talking to the astrologer, Doris, on his right.

“Of course not,” Steve said. He gave up on his chicken and started in on his rice instead.

She leaned closer to Steve, lowering her voice. “It’s just that his allergies don’t seem very consistent. He wasn’t allergic to chicken last week. He complains about my perfume even when I’m not wearing any.”

Steve tipped his head, as if to whisper in her ear. Instead he took in a slow breath. “You smell luscious to me.”

“Knock it off,” she whispered as the heat rose in her cheeks.

With a chuckle he sat upright again and stabbed his chicken. He lifted the entire piece up and held it aloft. “Do you suppose this chicken qualified for Medicare?”

Before Katherine could answer, another ding-ding-ding rang from the podium. Stan launched into a spiel about the upcoming Chamber golf tourney, tossed out a not-so-gentle reminder about dues, then proceeded with a recitation of Alan’s many accomplishments.

“Give him a hand folks,” Stan said into the squealing microphone. “Alan Linden has some great tips on How to Age Your Receivables Before They Age You.”

Alan scooped up his three-by-fives, and headed for the podium. Katherine readied herself for the struggle to listen to Alan’s speech all the way through. For some reason, Alan’s peaceful monotone never failed to lull Katherine into sleep.

She pushed away her plate and groped for the coffee pot in the center of the table. Steve beat her to it, snagging the handle and flipping her cup upright.

He cocked his head at her. “Am I going to need some of this, too?”

Katherine shrugged, keeping her focus on the brimming black liquid. “I’m just particularly tired. I had a bad night’s sleep.”

He poured himself a cup. “Funny, so did I. I kept having the most incredible dreams.”

About me? Katherine snapped her mouth shut to keep the words from springing out. “I don’t place much stock in dreams.”

“I suppose you wouldn’t. Haven’t you ever had dreams, Katherine Tipton?”

A sharp image popped into her mind of her reaching into the paper bag a second time for a better fortune. Because You will be a success at your job hadn’t even touched the adolescent longings in her heart the way Love is waiting for you did.

“Every young girl dreams, Mr. Walker,” Katherine said tartly. “But I’m not a girl anymore. I’ve long since put my dreams away.”

His eyes filled with a sadness, not for himself she guessed, but for her. Katherine turned away from him, riveting her attention on her coffee. She took a sip of the bitter black liquid, then another, fighting an inexplicable urge to cry.

Alan droned on, his unvarying tone working its usual magic on her. She took another big swallow of coffee, then set down the cup. She gripped the sides of her chair to fight the drowsiness, trying to focus on Alan’s words. Her head dropped alarmingly once. She thrust it up again and opened her eyes wider.

Distantly, she heard the clink of Steve’s spoon stirring sugar into his coffee cup. A buzzing started in her ears, blended with the rhythm of Alan’s speech. Then her body eased into surrender and she had the sense of curling up to sleep against something warm and soothing.

The clamor of applause jolted her awake. She blinked, trying to bring her mind into focus, and her lashes dragged against a firm, woolly surface. Her fingers flexed under her cheek—and gripped an arm. Cautiously, she looked sidelong at her pillow, then up—and met the amused gaze of Steve Walker, against whose arm she snuggled so comfortably.

Katherine shoved herself upright, searching the room for Alan. He was just stepping away from the podium, shaking hands with Stan, grinning in triumph. As she reseated her hair comb with shaking fingers, she discovered Doris watching her from across the table. Doris’s avid gaze flicked from Katherine to Steve and back to Katherine.

Steve leaned over and patted Katherine on the shoulder. “She didn’t sleep well last night,” he obligingly informed Doris.

“Oh, really?” Doris said, a wicked grin lighting her face.

“Steve!” Katherine hissed, aiming her elbow at his ribs. He dodged her, laughing.

Katherine’s outrage only cemented Doris’s impression of hanky-panky between Katherine and Steve. Doris slid a glance at Alan as he threaded his way back to the table. The wheels turned in Doris’s agile mind, clickety-click.

“Oh, Lord,” Katherine groaned, knowing how such a juicy tidbit of gossip would propagate from Doris to her clients. Katherine needed a preemptive first strike, a quick escape to forestall Doris’s further speculation.

“Alan,” she said as he pulled out his chair. “I’m really not feeling well. I’d like to go home.”

The light of victory in his face faded to disappointment. “But Stan has two potential clients for me. Are you sure you couldn’t hold out a little longer?”

Katherine made a show of rubbing at her temples, trying to ease her imaginary pain. “I don’t think so.” Katherine glanced sidelong at Doris. The woman as much as had canary feathers between her teeth. “Please, Alan?” she said plaintively.

Regret warred with sympathy in Alan’s face. “Of course, Hon. I’ll ask Stan to get me their contact info, then we’ll go.”

He turned to head back to the front table. He hadn’t gone far before Steve called out, “Alan, I can give Katherine a ride home.”

Katherine blurted, “We wouldn’t want to put you out,” just as Alan said heartily, “That would be great, Steve.”

“It’s no trouble at all,” Steve reassured her, patting her hand where it lay on the table.

She stared at the back of his hand, marveling. Whenever Alan patted her hand, she always felt patronized. Steve’s action sent a shiver up her back, brought to mind crazy images of brushing her lips against his knuckles.

She tugged her hand free and laid it in her lap, tightening it into a fist to stop its trembling. This was impossible. If she reacted to Steve this way in a crowded room with her almost-betrothed present, Lord only knew what would happen in the intimate confines of a car. She had to tell Alan she’d recovered from her mythical headache. That she’d stay until he could drive her.

“I’d love a ride home,” her traitorous lips said before she could stop them. Her legs got into the act by straightening and scooting back her chair. She only barely stopped her feet from walking away from the table without saying good-bye to Alan.

She leaned over to deliver a perfunctory kiss onto Alan’s cheek, then gathered up her purse and coat. Steve draped her coat over her shoulders, his fingers lingering on her neck when he pulled her hair free. Then he cupped a proprietary hand on her elbow to lead her from the room. Katherine threw a look over her shoulder, concerned about Alan’s reaction. But he was deep in conversation with his tablemates, oblivious to Steve’s intimacy.

When they walked out into the October chill, Katherine pulled her coat more tightly around her. She shivered due to the cold, she told herself, not Steve’s hand spread across the middle of her back. Her gaze roved the parking lot as they walked, then flicked to him in speculation.

“What?” he asked when he caught her glance.

“Just wondering what kind of car you’d drive.”

He looked down at her as he guided her through the lot. “You say that as if my choice of car reflects on my character.”

“In your case it’s probably true,” she told him. “I’m guessing you drive something reckless. Probably red.”

“Touché,” he said with a grin as he led her to a fire-engine red ‘65 Mustang. He beeped off his car alarm, then unlocked the door. “But what does this say about you and your Volvo?”

She took his hand, let him help her inside the car. She’d given up on avoiding his touch. She reacted to him whether she made contact or not. Once he’d seated himself, she answered, “It’s a safe, dependable car, solid, not too showy.”

“But it’s silver,” he reminded her as he slipped the key into the ignition. The engine roared to life.

“It’s a classic color,” she defended.

“But elusive, mysterious, a little flashy.” He threw his arm across her seat back as he pulled out of his parking space. “Not to mention your seats.”

She gave him a suspicious look as he made his way to the parking lot exit. “What about my seats?”

“They’re leather.” He spared her a quick glance before returning his attention to the traffic on Gardenview Drive.

“What’s wrong with leather?”

He pulled out onto Gardenview, then had to stop for a red light. He turned to her. “It’s sensual,” he said, and he ran a fingertip down the lapel of her gray wool coat. “And just the least bit hedonistic. I’ll bet you have seat warmers too.”

His coppery gaze stroked her as surely as his fingertips. She struggled to bring her focus back to their conversation. “I chose the leather because it’s comfortable. And the warmer is practical.”

“I suppose it would be.” He pulled away from the now green stoplight. “You’d want your seats to be comfortable, wouldn’t you?”

The honey in his voice flowed over her, enfolding her. She closed her eyes to shut him out, but a vivid image sifted in. Steve in her arms on the butter-soft leather of her back seat. She could feel the sweat-slicked leather beneath her bare back, feel the weight of him pressing her down....

She dragged in a sharp breath to banish the fantasy. She had to get out of his car! She felt herself on the narrow edge of acting on her imaginings, of taking them into reality.

“My house is on Amethyst Court,” she told him, forcing the words past her too-dry throat. “Off Yale, just past the soccer fields.”

He nodded and eased into the left lane to make the turn. Five more minutes and she’d be home, then she could find something to do that would put him out of her mind. Clean the oven for instance, or scout out dust bunnies in the back of the closet.

He’d just turned onto Yale when her stomach made its first protest. She slapped her hand over it as if to silence the sound. When it grumbled again, reminding her she’d hardly eaten a thing at dinner, Steve couldn’t miss the loud, embarrassing rumble.

Steve turned onto Amethyst, curving around the end of the cul-de-sac. He stopped the car and turned to her. “If you ate as little as I did of that rubber chicken, you must be starving.”

She shrugged, not wanting to lie by denying it. Then her stomach made its empty presence known again and she smiled ruefully. “I suppose I am.”

“Then you need to fill it with something special. Before I take you home.”

She gestured up at her house, looming above them on its knoll. “But you have taken me home.”

“Ah, but you’re not in the house yet,” he pointed out with indisputable logic.

Her stomach prodded her longingly. “But don’t you have to get back to Corazón?”

He looked at his watch. “It’s after nine. She’s asleep by now.”

Another sharp hunger pang rolled through her stomach. Her mouth watered at the mere thought of food. “You’re on.”

“Great.” He fished his cell phone out of his jacket pocket, pulling away from her house at the same time. He hesitated at the stop sign before rolling through it, tucking a Bluetooth over his ear, punching in a number on the cell.

“Hey, Matt,” he said, attention on the road as he retraced his route to Gardenview. “Fine. Cora, too.” He angled a look at Katherine. “So what’s tonight’s special?” he asked, humor lacing his tone. “Sounds good. Be there soon.”

He slipped the cell back into his pocket. “All set,” he told Katherine as he sailed past the restaurants clustered near the community airport. He continued north toward Golden Valley Road. He turned right instead of left as she expected, heading into the deep darkness where pasture land lay on either side of the road.

Alarm tweaked her. “Where are we going?”

“To a friend’s,” he told her, his baritone a caress in her ears.

Katherine stared into the blackness, straining to see beyond the range of the headlights. “But there’s nowhere to eat between here and Placerville.”

He grinned, his teeth white in the dim light of the car. “You’ll see.”

A few minutes later, he slowed and turned onto a tiny gravel side road. The Mustang bounced and rocked in the potholes.

Her alarm slid into panic, tangled with an excitement she didn’t want to name. “Where are we going?”

He must have caught the trembling in her voice. “Hey, you’re safe with me.” He shot her a look, his eyes a brief glitter in the darkness. “At least as long as you want to be.”

Katherine mulled over that less-than-comforting thought as Steve topped a short rise. As they leveled out, the headlights picked out a broad clearing where an expansive ranch-style house lay.

Steve edged around the house, continuing to an outbuilding back behind it. A looming shadow resolved itself into a man who approached the car as Steve pulled it to a stop.

“It’s open,” the beefy man said, gesturing toward the outbuilding where a porch light glowed.

“Thanks, Matt,” Steve said as he swung out of the Mustang. “This is Katherine.”

Katherine gave a wan little wave as she squeaked out of her side of the car. Steve had turned off the headlights and only the light from the porch illuminated the black night. A glow warmed one or two windows of the house thirty yards behind them, but that light didn’t reach this far.

Katherine peered up into Matt’s shadowy face, his already massive body made larger by the indistinct light. What skullduggery did the man perform out here in the middle of nowhere? Her stomach rumbled importunately. And when would Steve feed her?

Matt turned on his heel and headed for the house. Watching him go, Katherine didn’t sense that Steve had moved beside her until she felt his hand on her elbow.

“Shall we?” he asked, tipping his head toward the porch light.

Despite her hunger pangs, she resisted moving forward. “What is this?”

He cupped her elbow more fully, his thumb tracing a path she felt through her heavy coat. “A swinging bachelor pad, of course.” He leaned close to her ear, and said with heavy melodrama, “I plan to have my way with you.”

She laughed, a high, thready sound. He was joking, of course. Nevertheless, anticipation roiled with her hunger as she walked with him to the outbuilding.

He pushed open the door and in the next moment, brilliant light from inside blinded her. She blinked, trying to focus on what the light revealed. Glittering stainless steel and ceramic tile met her gaze. She took in the industrial-sized stove and the commercial refrigerators.

“It’s a kitchen,” she said, dumbfounded. What kind of kinky goings-on had Steve planned?

He urged her inside. “What better place to find something to eat?”

She took a breath and could almost taste the incredible aroma. “Chocolate?”

“The finest European chocolate,” Steve informed her. “Matt uses only the best for Sweet Somethings.”

Katherine moved through the kitchen, pulling in a lungful of the scented air. “Sweet Somethings?” she asked, one hand trailing along a marble slab countertop.

“Chocolate truffles. The best truffles in the greater Sacramento area. With some judicious marketing, soon to be the best in the country.”

He unfolded a kitchen stepladder and gestured her to sit on it. Katherine sank onto the top step of the ladder and watched as he headed for a set of floor-to-ceiling shelves. He pulled slim white boxes from the shelves, one after another, checking each lid before replacing it. “Ah,” he said, tugging a box free.

“Here it is,” he said, handing her the box. She paused in the act of arranging her wool coat on the top rail of the ladder. “What about dinner?”

He slid two stacked milk crates next to her and sat down. “Raspberry and orange for dinner. Coffee and Grand Marnier for dessert.”

She stared at him, certain he’d lost his mind. “We can’t have chocolate for dinner.”

He pulled out a walnut-sized truffle. Its orange-chocolate fragrance tickled her nose and teased her stomach. “Why not?” he asked, sinking his teeth into the delicacy.

There was that darn question again. “Because...because...” She tried to think, but the scent of chocolate had softened her brain. “Because candy isn’t food.”

Steve’s eyes closed with apparent pleasure. “Of course, it’s food.”

What would his mouth taste like now? Katherine batted away the errant thought. “But it isn’t real food.”

Steve’s tongue sneaked out to lick a morsel of chocolate. Katherine’s heart nearly stopped. “You aren’t supposed to have candy for a meal,” she insisted.

He took another nibble of the sweet. “Why not?”

Why not, indeed? her stomach asked her. Surely there was a proscription against it in her mother’s Twenty Rules of Good Conduct, something like Thou shalt eat “real food” at every meal. But her stomach was having none of that. She turned to the open box. “Which ones are raspberry?”

He licked the last of the chocolate from his fingers, a thoroughly fascinating process. Then he pointed to the truffles on the left-hand side of the box.

“The ones with the tiny dollop of red on the top.”

Katherine selected one from the box, feeling like Persephone eating her first pomegranate seed. Then she took a bite and thought she would melt in a puddle of appreciation on the floor.

“God, this is heaven,” she murmured. An edge of raspberry cut through the rich chocolate, the flavors mingling into sweet ecstasy.

“Try the orange,” he suggested, holding out a truffle for her to taste.

She managed to snip a portion off with her teeth without touching Steve’s fingers. The orange truffle exploded in her mouth, the sensation of it on her tongue nearly sexual.

Then she caught sight of Steve’s hot gaze and realized chocolate had nothing on him for lusciousness. He leaned toward her, filling her sight, his thick sandy hair begging to be touched, his broad shoulders beneath his stark white dress shirt tantalizing.

The truffle could have been dust in her mouth. Her mind shrilled out danger warnings in her ears.

She snapped her gazed away from his, searching for a way to break the tension. “These are wonderful,” she said brightly, waving the raspberry truffle at him.

Steve fixed on her lips. “You have some chocolate,” he said roughly, “here.” His finger brushed the corner of her mouth.

Katherine pulled back to dislodge his hand, bringing hers up to shield her lips as she licked them clean. “Ah, thanks,” she managed, her voice wobbly.

“You missed a bit,” he said softly, his fingertip grazing her lip.

She hopped off the stepladder, out of his reach, shaking from the heat of his touch. “Tell me about Cora,” she blurted, hoping to divert her mind from rampant fantasy.

His eyes narrowed then he relaxed, leaning an elbow on the counter. “What do you want to know?”

“How you came to adopt her.” Katherine nudged the ladder a bit farther from him and seated herself again. “What happened to her family.”

He shrugged, but the action did not seem at all careless. “They all died when she was four...her mother and father, her brothers and sisters.”

Katherine’s heart contracted. “How?”

A long breath scraped out of his lungs, his face grim. “Her father stumbled onto a coca farm. He reported it to the local police. The drug traffickers made an example of him and of his family. Cora only survived because she’d wandered off to play.”

His hand lay on the marble counter, fingers rigid. Katherine rested her hand on his. “How did you find out about her?”

“I have a friend who works in Cuidad Juárez.” He turned his hand to link with hers. “He’d seen her at the local orphanage.”

Warmth pooled in Katherine’s palm at the contact. “How much does she remember?”

“Almost nothing.”

“That’s good.”

He shook his head, gripping her hand more tightly. “She doesn’t even remember her mother’s face. I don’t want her to forget her first family.”

Katherine’s thumb drifted in soothing circles across his palm. “Of course not.”

“I have a picture of her mother holding Cora as a baby.” His fingers relaxed under her stroking. “And I’d bring it out whenever she’d ask for it. But she hasn’t asked for a long time.”

Katherine shared his grief for a woman neither of them had ever met. She was struck suddenly by the intimacy of the empty kitchen, how easy it would be to draw him into her arms to comfort him.

She sat up straight, tugging her hand free of his. “I’m dying of thirst.” Looking anywhere but at him, she scanned the kitchen. “Do you suppose I could get some water?”

“Sure,” Steve said, slipping off the crates. He found tumblers for them and filled them with water from the sink.

Katherine jumped a little when he clunked her glass down on the counter. Steve nudged the crates closer to her, then sat. “So how long have you and the almost-fiancé been dating?”

Katherine fumbled the glass she’d been about to drink from, spilling a little on her dress. “He’s not an almost,” she said as she brushed away the moisture. “And his name is Alan.”

He took a swallow of water. “So how long?” he prodded.

She had to concentrate to remember. “Two years, more or less.”

He set down his water glass. “How’d you meet him?”

She hesitated, knowing what he’d make of her answer. “My mother knows his mother. They introduced us.”

His eyes sparkled with humor. “Sounds like an old-fashioned arranged marriage.”

She took a long drink, then dabbed at her lips with her fingers. His gaze followed the motion. “Would an arranged marriage be so terrible?” she asked, trying to shake off the trembling in her voice.

His warm fingers cupped her chin. “You don’t love him, do you?”

“I care for Alan,” Katherine insisted, jerking her head away. “Very much.”

He took the water glass from her and enfolded her hand in his. “But there’s no passion, is there? There’s no...” He ran his fingertips up along the inside of her arm. Katherine nearly moaned aloud. “No fire.”

Katherine snatched her hand back, forced it into her lap. “It doesn’t matter,” she said, the words sounding false even to her own ears. “Alan’s a good man. Steady. Solid.”

“Just like your Volvo. Dependable.”

Katherine glared at Steve. “And what’s wrong with that? If he says he’ll pick me up at seven, he’s right on time. If I tell him I want flowers for my birthday, that’s what I get, flowers. Not candy, not perfume, not some afterthought he picked up on the way to my house.”

Katherine slapped a hand over her mouth to stop the flow of words. She turned her head aside, squeezing her eyes shut at the sudden sting of tears.

“Who did that, Katherine?” Steve asked gently. “Who were you an afterthought to?”

She shook her head sharply, then fixed her gaze on him. “Alan gives me what I want.”

Steve’s gaze was steady on hers. “You’re not letting yourself want very much, Katherine.”

But she had once, hadn’t she? That afternoon in Casey Madison’s basement, when she took a second fortune?

Steve’s cell phone burbled from his pocket, the same tune as in the Bobo game. He shot her a worried look as he dug the phone from his pocket.

His concern deepened as he spoke. “How high?” he asked, then sucked in his breath at the answer. “When did you give her the Tylenol?” He paused, rubbing his forehead. “Still won’t go down, huh?” He flicked a glance at Katherine. “Be right there. Thanks, Denny.”

He pressed the phone’s off button. “I’ve got to get home. Cora’s got a hundred and four degree fever.”


LOVES ME, LOVES ME NOT
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CHAPTER 5

 

 

Steve resisted the impulse to toss Katherine over his shoulder and carry her to the car. When she took the two glasses to the sink and turned on the water to rinse them out, Steve plucked them from her hands. He grabbed Katherine’s coat and held it out for her to put on.

“When did she get sick?” Katherine asked. “She seemed fine today.”

“And she was fine when I called at five.” He raked his fingers through his hair as he ushered her out the door. “Just a little tired, Denny said.”

Steve opened the Mustang’s passenger door and waited for what seemed like forever for her to climb inside. He shut the door and raced around the car to his own side.

“Shoot, I forgot,” he said as he gunned the engine and pulled out with a screech. “I have to drive you home first.”

“My house is in the opposite direction. Let’s go to your place first and see how Cora is. Maybe Cousin Denny can give me a ride home.”

“Cousin Denny doesn’t drive,” Steve said, hesitating at the turnoff Matt’s gravel road.

“Then I’ll wait until you can take me. Let’s go.”

He shot her a grateful smile, then made the turn toward his house. They drove in silence, Steve doing his best to stay within the speed limit as he navigated the dark roads, his hands tight on the wheel. Having Katherine at his side eased his fear for Cora and when she reached over at one point to grip his arm, a rush of gratitude overwhelmed him. Gratitude and another emotion he chose not to examine just then.

Only the porch light glowed when they pulled up in the drive. As they rushed up the walk, Cousin Denny opened the front door.

“Her fever’s down to one-oh-two,” he said softly as they went inside. “She’s sleeping.”

“Thank God,” Steve said as he climbed the dim-lit stairs. He felt Katherine close behind him. “Anything other than the fever? Do her ears hurt?”

“No,” Cousin Denny answered. “But she said her stomach does.”

They reached the door to Cora’s bedroom. “It could be that flu that’s been going around the school,” Katherine suggested. “Half the kindergarten has been out with it at one time or another.”

Steve pushed open Cora’s bedroom door. The unicorn lamp by the bed filled the room with a gentle glow. Her face turned away from the light, Cora slept, her cheeks flushed, her hair pasted against her forehead with sweat. His heart aching, Steve entered the room and sat at the edge of his daughter’s bed.

He stroked Cora’s sweat-stiffened hair. “Denny, would you get that old pot in the service porch. Just in case we can’t make it to the bathroom.”

Katherine sat on the other side of the bed. “What a pretty room.”

Steve looked at the bed canopy, with its jungle animal print, at the vivid greens of the matching mural on the walls. He smiled at Katherine. “I’m not sure Cora would appreciate you calling her room pretty. She rejected all my suggestions of anything frilly or flowery. She likes to pretend she’s a jaguar crouching in a kopak tree.”

Katherine pointed to the bedside unicorn lamp. “I see one concession to fantasy, though.”

Steve ran a fingertip down the worn shade. “Corazón contends the unicorn is quite fierce. I gave her the lamp when she first arrived. She staged mock battles, and the unicorn beat off her demons.”

Katherine reached out to cover Cora’s small hand with her own. “It isn’t right,” she sighed, “for a little girl to have the kind of fears she must have.” Katherine gazed down at Cora with such empathy, such caring, Steve felt emotion well up and catch in his throat.

He looked away, startled at the strength of his reaction. Then Cora shifted restlessly, bringing his attention back to her. He laid the inside of his wrist against Cora’s temple and was alarmed at how hot she felt.

“I think her fever’s spiking again.” He turned to Cousin Denny as he returned with the pot. “How long ago did you give her the Tylenol?”

Denny laid the pot on the nightstand. “About an hour.”

Steve sucked in a breath. “Too soon to give her another dose.” As he worried over what to do next, he told Denny absently, “Why don’t you go on to bed? I’ll wake you if I need you.”

After Denny left, Steve picked up the thermometer that lay next to the unicorn lamp. He was glad he only had to fit the thing in Cora’s ear. The old-fashioned kind would have been impossible.

A few moments later, the device beeped. Steve read the display, and his stomach sank. “It’s a hundred and four again.” He looked up at Katherine. “Should we chance another dose of medicine?”

Katherine shook her head. “We’d better give her a bath.” She rose and headed toward the bathroom off Cora’s bedroom. “I’ll run the water while you undress her.”

“Katherine,” Steve called, stopping her. Incredibly, he could feel himself blushing. “I know it seems silly, but would you undress her? She’s so shy, she won’t even let the twins in when she’s taking a shower.”

Katherine smiled. “Of course. Make sure the water’s not too cold. Just tepid.”

In Cora’s small bathroom, Steve started the water, then sat on the closed toilet seat as he waited for the tub to fill. He heard the soft murmur of Katherine’s voice, then Cora’s cranky responses. At one point, Katherine poked her head in and snatched a towel from its rack, then disappeared again.

When Katherine reappeared, she held Cora in her arms, the towel covering her small body. Cora squinted against the bright light of the bathroom. “You can’t look, Daddy,” she said querulously.

“We’ll keep the towel on, mija. I won’t see a thing.” He turned off the faucet, then asked Katherine, “Can you manage?”

Katherine nodded and sat on the edge of the tub. “She won’t like this. That water will feel ice-cold to her.” Then Katherine swiveled and lowered Cora into the water.

Cora squawked and tried to jump from the water. “Daddy, Daddy!” she screamed, struggling against Katherine’s hands on her shoulders.

“Get her feet,” Katherine cried as the girl kicked. Drops of water showered Katherine’s face and she shook them off. Her hair comb flew into the water.

Steve grabbed Cora’s bicycling feet, holding them down. “Easy, mija, easy. We have to do this, you’re burning up with fever.”

But Cora was having none of that. She kept fighting until Steve feared his grip on her ankles would hurt her. “Cora! Lie still!” he yelled, feeling helpless to get through to his daughter.

It was Katherine who finally managed to calm her, leaning close and murmuring soothing nonsense. Cora surrendered at last, although her body shook with sobs. One hand supporting Cora’s head, Katherine pulled the wet towel back over her.

Steve released his grip on Cora’s ankles, then rubbed the red marks from them. “How did you know to do this?”

Katherine dribbled water through Cora’s hair, smoothing it back.

“My younger sister got fevers when she was little. My mother and I would have to bathe her.” She filled her cupped hand with water and let it run off Cora’s cheeks. “Hasn’t she ever had a fever before?”

Steve sank back on the toilet seat. “Not like this. In fact, she’s hardly ever sick.” Cora had quieted, her eyes squeezed tight against the light. Steve flipped on the night light by the sink and turned off the overhead. “How long do we do this?”

Katherine shifted on the edge of the tub, repositioning her hand under Cora’s head. “Until her fever lets up.”

“You must be uncomfortable sitting like that,” Steve said.

Katherine smiled, shoving her hair back behind her ear. “It is a bit awkward.”
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