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A Note from the Author


The storyline for Eloquent Silence came about because of my interest in and appreciation for deaf education. Family friends had an adorable little girl, Jenny, who was profoundly deaf. I spent time with her, attended her school, watched and learned from her, then based the child Jennifer in Eloquent Silence on her. Years later, I wrote Unspeakable in which Anna, the heroine, is deaf. I went back to Jenny, who by then was married and had a child of her own, and again used her as a model for my character.














Chapter One


“Do you think your husband knows about us, darling?” The man brushed his lips across the woman’s forehead as he clasped her in a desperate embrace.


“Even if he does, I don’t care,” she declared. “I’m tired of hiding. I want to proclaim our love to everyone.”


“Oh, my love, my love.” The man lowered his head. His nose bumped into the woman’s in a most unromantic way.


“Cut!”


Lauri Parrish jumped when the exasperated command thundered from the loudspeaker in a voice that reverberated like God’s from Mount Sinai.


“What in the hell is going on today? Can’t you two get anything right? We’ve been on this same damn scene for an hour and a half.” A brief silence hung in the air while the actors and crew shifted uncomfortably. “I’m coming down.”


Lauri watched in fascination as the actress turned to her leading man and said scathingly, “I was to lean into Camera One, Drake. Not you.”


“Then you’d better learn to count, Lois. That was Camera Three. Besides, aren’t you afraid Camera One will detect your facelift scars?”


“Bastard,” hissed the actress as she shoved past the amused cameramen and tapped across the concrete floor of the television studio in the direction of the dressing rooms.


The whole episode intrigued Lauri Parrish, who had surprisingly found herself on the set of The Heart’s Answer, a popular daytime soap opera. She never watched television during the day, for she was always working, but everyone in America knew about this particular program. Many working women planned their lunch hours around the drama’s telecast in order to keep up with the sexual exploits and personal crises of Dr. Glen Hambrick.


A few days before, Dr. Martha Norwood, founder of the Norwood Institute for the Deaf where Lauri was a teacher, had approached her with an offer.


“We have a student here, Jennifer Rivington, whose father is thinking of taking her out of the school.”


“I know who Jennifer is,” Lauri said. “She’s only partially impaired, but she’s totally uncommunicative.”


“For that reason her father is very concerned.”


“Father? No mother?”


Dr. Norwood hesitated a moment before she said, “No, her mother is deceased. Her father has an unusual job. It has been necessary for him to board Jennifer with us since she was an infant. She hasn’t adjusted well. Now he wants to hire a private tutor to stay with her at home. I thought you might be interested, Lauri.”


Lauri knit her auburn brows together in a soft frown. “I don’t know. Could you be more specific?”


The gray-haired lady with the intelligent blue eyes studied her most dedicated teacher. “Not just now. I will tell you that Mr. Rivington wants the tutor to take Jennifer to New Mexico to live. He has a house in a small community in the mountains.” Dr. Norwood smiled gently. “I know you’d like to get away from New York. And you’re certainly qualified to take on a job like this.”


Lauri laughed softly. “Having grown up in Nebraska, I find New York somewhat stifling and crowded. I’ve been here eight years, and I still miss the wide open spaces.” She brushed back a vagrant auburn curl. “It sounds to me as if Mr. Rivington is shirking his responsibility to rear his own daughter. Is he one of those parents who resents the child for being deaf?”


Dr. Norwood looked down at her well-manicured hands, which were clasped together on top of her desk. “Don’t be so quick to judge, Lauri,” she chided gently. Sometimes her protégée let her temper get the best of her. If Lauri Parrish had a fault, it was jumping to conclusions. “As I mentioned, the circumstances are unusual.”


She stood up briskly, indicating that the meeting was over. “You don’t have to make a decision today, Lauri. I want you to observe Jennifer for the next few days. Spend some time with her. Then, when it’s convenient, I think you and Mr. Rivington should get together and talk.”


“I’ll cooperate any way I can, Doctor Norwood.”


When Lauri reached the frosted-glass door, Dr. Norwood halted her. “Lauri, in case you were wondering, money is no object.”


Lauri answered with complete honesty. “Doctor Norwood, if I accepted any private tutoring job, it would be because I thought that is what the child needed.”


“I thought so,” Dr. Norwood replied, smiling.


This morning Dr. Norwood had slipped her a piece of paper with an address on it and said, “You are to go to this address at three o’clock today. Ask for Mr. D. L. Rivington. He’ll be expecting you.”


Lauri had been astonished when the cab driver stopped at the specified address and she saw that it was a building that housed studios for a television network. She had entered the building with her curiosity in the mysterious Mr. Rivington piqued. When she asked for him at the reception desk, the beautiful young receptionist looked puzzled for a moment then giggled as she said, “Third floor.”


Lauri started for the elevator but the girl said, “Just a minute. What’s your name?” Lauri gave it. The receptionist ran her finger down a typed list, then said, “There you are. Miss L. Parrish. You can go right up, but be very quiet. They’re still taping.”


Lauri stepped off the elevator and found herself in a cavernous television studio. She was awed by the equipment and activity.


The barnlike studio was sectioned off into the various sets for the soap opera. One set was furnished with a hospital bed and dummy medical equipment. Another was a living room. There was a tiny kitchen set barely four feet across. She wandered around the studio, peeking curiously at the sets, trying not to trip on the miles of cable that snaked over the floor and coiled around the studio cameras and monitors.


“Hey, cutie, whaddaya need?” a jean-clad cameraman asked her in a fresh chirp.


Startled, Lauri stammered, “I—uh—yes. Mr. Rivington? I need to see him.”


“Mr. Rivington?” the cameraman crowed as if she had said something funny. “That’s heavy. Did you pass muster downstairs?” She nodded. “Then you can see him. Can you wait till we get this scene in the can?”


“I—yes,” she said, agreeing to whatever his jargon was supposed to mean.


“Stand over here and be quiet and don’t touch anything,” the technician warned.


Lauri stood behind the cameras that were focused on a set of what looked to her like a hospital lounge.


Now, during this unexpected break, she watched the actor who was the heartthrob of millions of American women. He was sitting leisurely on one of the prop tables, eating an apple he had pilfered from the basket on the table. Lauri wondered if his fans would be so enthralled with him if they had heard Drake Sloan speak so unchivalrously to his co-star. But then, that rudeness was part of his appeal, wasn’t it? He was the macho male doctor who ran roughshod over everyone else in the fictitious hospital and reduced all the women to quivering jelly with his domineering manner and seductive good looks.


Well, thought Lauri objectively, that many women couldn’t all be wrong. He did have a certain animal appeal—if you liked that type. It was his coloring that first attracted one’s attention. His hair was an unusual ash-brown, but under the studio lights it appeared almost silver. Contrasting with that strange silver hair were dark, thick brows and a dark mustache. The mustache added to the insolent sensuality of his bottom lip and drove housewives, career girls, and grandmothers wild with desire. His most arresting feature was his eyes. They were a vibrant green. In close-up shots, they smoldered with a fire guaranteed to melt the heart of the most frigid female.


From her observation point outside the circle formed by the intense studio lights, Lauri watched Drake Sloan as he stood up, stretched like a lazy cat, and tossed the apple core into a wastebasket with an expert hook shot.


Lauri scoffed at his costume. She doubted that any doctor wearing pants that tight could go about the business of healing the sick. The green surgical attire had been tailored to fit Drake Sloan’s tall, lean frame like a second skin. The shirt was cut in a deep V that revealed a chest furred with dark hair. As if that would be allowed in an operating room! Lauri thought.


Hearing a soothing voice behind her, Lauri turned. The man she assumed to be the one who had spoken from the control room above was coming toward the set with the offended actress under his solicitous arm.


“He won’t take direction,” she was complaining. “He knows the blocking, but when the camera comes on, he does whatever he damn well pleases.”


“I know, I know, Lois. Can’t you be my dependable girl and tolerate him for me?” the director asked commiseratively. “Let’s get through today’s schedule, and then we’ll talk about it over a drink. I’ll speak to Drake. Okay? Now, let me see that dazzling smile.”


What rubbish. Lauri groaned silently. Artistic temperament. She knew all about it. Tell them what they want to hear and alleviate the paranoia until the next outbreak.


The two joined Drake Sloan on the set, and the three of them held a brief discussion. The crew, who had been enjoying the respite by smoking cigarettes, reading magazines, or talking together, resumed their positions behind the cameras and adjusted the connecting earphones onto their heads. It was through these that each one received his instructions from the director in the control booth.


The boom-microphone operator was toying with his intricate machine. With its erratic, disjointed movements, it resembled the skeleton of some prehistoric animal.


The director kissed Lois on the cheek and stepped back off the set. “Before I go back upstairs, let’s walk through the scene one more time. Kiss her like you mean it, Drake. She’s your lover, remember?”


“Has your lover ever had anchovy pizza for lunch, Murray?”


Lois screamed in indignation.


The crew burst out laughing at her expense. Murray managed to calm her down once again. Then he said, “Tape’s rolling.”


One of the cameras had assumed a new position that blocked Lauri’s vantage point. In spite of herself she had grown interested in this videotaping session. She moved to an unobstructed spot where she could see and hear clearly. This time when their trite dialogue was completed, Drake Sloan took Lois in his arms and kissed her fiercely.


Lauri’s heart skipped a beat as she watched his lips close over the actress’s. One could almost feel that kiss, could almost imagine… She leaned against the prop table to get a better view. The sound of shattering glass swept everyone’s eyes away from the actors on the set. They were all staring at her!


She jumped in reaction, mortified that she had called attention to herself. She hadn’t seen the tall glass vase on the table. Now it lay splintered in a thousand pieces on the studio floor.


“Dammit!” Drake Sloan shouted. “What now?” He pushed Lois away from him and crossed the studio floor in three long determined strides. Murray followed him, dispirited and vexed, but calm. The actor bore down on Lauri and she cowered under his anger.


“Who the hell—”


“She’s here to see Mr. Rivington,” interrupted the cheeky cameraman who had spoken to Lauri before.


Drake Sloan pinned her to the floor with his green eyes, which were now glinting under the dark brows. They opened wider in curiosity. “Mr. Rivington, huh?” There was a twitter of laughter from the crew. “Murray, I had no idea you’d started allowing the Girl Scouts to visit the set for their field trips.” This time the crew laughed in earnest.


Lauri was unimpressed by Drake Sloan’s comic abilities and furious that she had become the object of his derision. Her temper matched the red highlights in her hair, and her brown eyes narrowed on him as she felt her hackles rise.


“I’m sorry I interrupted your—thing,” she said haughtily. She didn’t know what to call the taping session and didn’t care. She turned away from Drake Sloan’s cynical stare and spoke to Murray who seemed to be a decent person. “I’m Lauri Parrish and I was told to meet Mr. Rivington here at three o’clock. I apologize for the delay I’ve caused.”


“It’s just one of many today, I’m afraid,” he said, sighing heavily. Glancing furtively at Drake Sloan, he said, “Mr. Rivington is busy. Could you wait for him in my office? He should be able to join you shortly.”


“Yes, thank you,” she answered. “I’ll pay for the vase.”


“Forget it. Go up the stairs and through the control room. It’s the office right across the hall.”


“Thank you,” Lauri repeated before she turned and, aware that every eye in the studio was on her, climbed the circular staircase. By the time she reached the top, Murray had everyone back in position.


She would have liked to stop and look at the control board—an intimidating, complicated computer. The various monitors suspended above it allowed the director to see what shots the cameras had, and she saw Drake Sloan’s face rolling into and out of focus. She was tempted to stick her tongue out at him.


She collapsed in the only available chair in the office besides the one of cracked vinyl that stood behind the cluttered desk. She studied the dusty pictures on the wall that had captured Murray what’s-his-name in the company of actresses, directors, and VIPs.


Who was this Mr. Rivington anyway? Was he a network executive? A technician? No. He was someone who had money, for the Norwood Institute was expensive. And Mr. Rivington boarded Jennifer there, which increased the expense threefold. The minutes seemed to stretch out, and Lauri was beginning to grow impatient when she heard the door open behind her.


Drake Sloan walked in and shut the door quietly behind him.


Lauri stood up in a defensive motion. “I’m to meet—”


“I’m D. L. Rivington, Jennifer’s father.”


Lauri felt her lips forming a small round O. She stared at him as he leaned against the door. He had changed clothes. He was wearing jeans and a pullover sweater. The loose sleeves had been casually pushed up to his elbows.


“You seem surprised.”


She nodded.


“Doctor Norwood didn’t tell you my professional name.” It wasn’t a question. He scratched his ear absently. “No, I guess she wouldn’t. No doubt she was afraid of prejudicing you against me. Actors have abominable reputations, you know.” The corners of his mouth lifted in the semblance of a grin that vanished as quickly as it appeared. “Especially if everything you read in the fan magazines is true. Did you know that I forced my current girlfriend to have an abortion last week? At least that’s what I read,” he said caustically.


Lauri was still too shocked to speak. She thought wryly about the other teachers in the school and what they would say if they knew she was in the same room with Dr. Glen Hambrick/Drake Sloan.


Lauri was always cool and competent—except when her temper gained control. Why, then, was she standing here with her sweaty hands clasped together? She hadn’t moved since he had announced his identity. Her tongue felt glued to the roof of her mouth.


“If it gives you any comfort, Miss Parrish, you’re not quite what I expected either.” He pushed away from the door and instinctively Lauri took a step backward.


He smiled the smile that deepened the famous dimple in his right cheek. He knew she was uneasy at being alone with him in the small office. That infuriated her: Who was he anyway? She wasn’t going to stand here like a groupie in the presence of some rock-star idol and stutter like an idiot. Drake Sloan put his pants on one leg at a time just like everyone else.


“It’s Ms. Parrish.”


He lifted an amused eyebrow and muttered, “I should have known.” His superior attitude irritated her.


She said in her most professional voice, “Doctor Norwood sent me here to talk about Jennifer, Mr. Rivington.”


“Drake. Would you like some coffee?” He indicated a coffee maker on which a pot of coffee as black and thick as pitch was warming. Lauri didn’t want any, but realized it would give her something to hold except her other hand.


“Yes, please.”


He crossed to the small table and looked dubiously into a cup whose degree of cleanliness was questionable. He poured the coffee and raised an inquiring brow. “Cream? Sugar?”


“Cream.”


He added a powdered product to the coffee and stirred it with a stained plastic spoon that had obviously already been used for that purpose. He handed her the cup. She closed her hand around it. He didn’t release it at first, but continued to hold the cup until she looked up at him. She swallowed hard at her first glimpse into the emerald eyes that now reflected an image of her.


“I’ve never seen anyone with eyes the same color as their hair,” he said.


Lauri knew her auburn hair was beautiful. It was a deep russet that lightened in the sunlight. What made her more than an exceptional redhead was the color of her eyes. They were such a light brown, they looked almost topaz until one compared them to her hair, when they took on that unusual auburn hue. The yellow linen suit accented her hair and eyes and added a glow to her honey-apricot complexion.


Thank you wouldn’t really be an appropriate response to his statement, for it hadn’t been a true compliment. Lauri only smiled tremulously and tried more forcefully to pull the coffee cup out of his hand. He gave in and turned to pour himself one.


“Tell me about my daughter, Ms. Parrish,” he said, stressing the form of address with heavy sarcasm. He went behind the desk, settling into the creaking chair, and propped his feet on the desk.


Lauri sat tense and straight on the chair facing him. She sipped her coffee. It was as bad as she had anticipated it would be. He chuckled at her grimace. “I apologize for the quality.”


“It’s fine, Mr. Sl—Rivington.”


She was staring down into the coffee cup and, when he didn’t say anything, she looked up at him. To her surprise he signed his name with the alphabet for the deaf. D-R-A-K-E. His dark brows lowered over his eyes, which seemed to insist she use his first name.


She licked her lips nervously, smiled slightly, and then signed Lauri. He lowered his feet, leaned forward in the chair, rested his elbows on the desk, and supported his chin on his fists.


Lauri decided now was as good a time as any to test his expertise at sign language. Dr. Norwood had been judiciously reticent about Drake Rivington. Lauri now understood that her supervisor had wanted her to form her own opinion of him. Using slow and precise gestures, Lauri asked him in sign language, Do you use sign language with Jennifer?


“I understood Jennifer, that’s all,” he said when she stopped.


She tried again and asked him in sign, How old is your daughter? He didn’t react at all. He just sat there staring at her with those green eyes that had suddenly become expressionless. Lauri signed What color is her hair? Nothing. Do you love Jennifer?


“Jennifer again. I’m sorry I don’t know the rest. I think this is love.” He crossed his arms over his chest as she had done.


“Yes, that’s right, Drake. From now on, this will be your name so you won’t have to spell it out each time.”


She made the sign for the letter D and touched it to the middle of her forehead. “This is father,” she said, touching her forehead with her thumb, her other fingers spread. “We’ll combine the two. See?”


He nodded. “This is Lauri.” She made the letter L and stroked the side of her face from cheekbone to chin. “This is girl,” she said, stroking her cheek with her thumb while her hand was held in a gentle fist. “See how we combine the two signs to form someone’s name?”


“Yeah,” he said with a trace of excitement. “For Jennifer we make the letter J with our little finger and then a curly sign to indicate her curly hair.”


“Exactly!” They smiled across at each other, and for a moment their eyes locked. There was a strange but pleasant stirring deep within her. She had a fleeting knowledge of how other women must feel when they watched this handsome face on their television screens each afternoon. He was indeed charismatic and he knew it. If she didn’t watch herself, he could deter her from the things she had come to say to him.


“Drake,” she was signing everything now, even as she spoke it, in the habit of teachers who worked with the deaf. “Doctor Norwood asked me to evaluate Jennifer’s progress. I’ve been observing her for several days. I feel that my opinion is an educated one, but that’s all it is, an opinion. However, I’m going to be totally honest with you.”


“I want you to be. I’m sure you think the worst of a father who has had his daughter institutionalized for most of her three years, but I love her. I’m concerned about her. And I want to do what’s best for her.” He stood up and went to the window. With his back to Lauri, he looked through the grimy glass.


“Please watch me sign, Drake. It will help you learn it.” He faced her again as if about to issue a challenge, but he shrugged and returned to the chair.


She continued quietly. “You are fortunate that Jennifer is not profoundly deaf. I’m sure you know by now that her deafness is the sensory neural type that, at this point in time, is irreparable. She can hear some loud noises. For instance she can distinguish between a helicopter and a whistle.” She paused to see if he would comment. He didn’t, so she continued. “Unfortunately she doesn’t know the name for a whistle or a helicopter. Or maybe she knows and just doesn’t reveal to us that she does. She’s almost totally unresponsive to any communication.”


The lines on either side of his mouth tightened. “Are you telling me she’s retarded?”


“No, not at all,” Lauri emphasized. “She’s exceptionally bright. It’s my opinion that she lacks in—Some children need to be taught on a one-to-one basis. I personally feel that it has been detrimental to Jennifer’s development for her to be institutionalized. She needs to be in a home environment where she is constantly in the company of someone who… who…” she trailed off, not wanting to say what she thought might offend him.


“Who loves her? Is that what you’re stammering about? I told you I love her. I didn’t lock her up in that school because I was ashamed of her.”


“I didn’t mean to—”


“Of course you did!” he barked. “Since you’re so smart, you tell me what a widower with an infant child does with that child. Especially if that child is deaf. Huh? That fancy school of yours is expensive, you know. I have to work hard to afford it. And the medical bills after a million tests that don’t tell you one damn thing except that your little girl is deaf, which you already knew, or you wouldn’t have put her through those awful goddamn tests in the first place.”


He paused to draw a breath, his green eyes flashing dangerously. “At least we concur on one thing. Jennifer needs to be privately tutored.” He stood up abruptly, sending the chair flying backward on squeaky coasters. “But not by you.” He stormed around the desk and braced his strong arms on the sides of her chair, imprisoning her in it.


“I told Doctor Norwood I wanted someone responsible. I was looking for a grandmotherly type in a baggy sweater with large pockets—not a chick in a designer suit.” His eyes flicked over her body in an insulting assessment. “Someone with gray hair pulled back into a neat bun, not flaming red hair flowing in the unmistakable lines of a Sassoon cut. Someone slightly overweight with a plump, matronly figure, not flaunting pert little breasts and a tight little rear.” Lauri flushed hotly with anger and embarrassment. How dare he!


“Jennifer’s tutor should have thick ankles and wear sensible shoes, not—” He indicated her trim calves, encased in sheer stockings and the high-heeled ankle-strap sandals she was wearing. “You don’t look like a tutor for a deaf child. You look like one of the girls who hand out the fragrance samples in Bergdorf’s.”


He leaned down even closer until his head was almost touching hers. Before she could react, he buried his face in the soft hair behind her ear. “You smell like them too,” he whispered huskily.


For an instant Lauri couldn’t breathe. But when she could, his own scent assailed her. It was clean and musky and male. What was the matter with her? She jerked her head away from him.


“You—Let me up from here this instant,” she demanded, pushing against the wall of his chest. Surprisingly he straightened up and stepped away from the chair as she bolted out of it. She took several deep, restorative breaths before she said, “I may not live up to your expectations, but you certainly confirmed mine, Mr. Sloan.” She said the name like an epithet.


“You don’t deserve your daughter. She’s beautiful and intelligent and sweet. But she’s dying. Do you hear me? She’s dying emotionally because her only parent hasn’t taken it upon himself to learn a language she can understand, much less try to teach her that language. It’s parents like you who set deaf education back to the Helen Keller days. I’m a teacher—”


“You’re a girl.”


“I’m a woman—”


“Ahhh, now we get to my next point,” he said, pointing an accusing finger at her. “Don’t pretend you didn’t like my touching you. I know better. How do I know that if I set you up out in New Mexico, you won’t run off with the first unattached man that comes along? Isn’t that what all you liberated career girls really want? A husband?”


Lauri could feel the heat of her fury burning to the roots of her hair. “I’ve had one. It wasn’t a very happy marriage.”


“You divorced?”


“He died.”


“How convenient.”


She whirled away from him before she could say anything else that might prove to be regrettable. After all, Dr. Norwood had sent her on this mission and would expect a report. At the door she turned to see him leaning against the desk with ankles crossed. His smug, satisfied attitude was evident in the mocking eyes, the indolent stance, and the curled lip under the thick mustache.


Slowly and deliberately Lauri said, “You are the most arrogant, ill-mannered, insufferable—” She signed the last word.


“What does that mean?” he snapped, as he quickly pushed away from the desk.


“You figure it out, Mr. Sloan.”


She slammed the door behind her.














Chapter Two


“Lauri, you’ll never guess—”


“Brigette, I’m in the middle of a class. What is it?”


The teacher who had burst into Lauri’s classroom of seven-year-old students looked completely flustered, and she stammered as she said, “You’ll never guess who’s out there asking for you. I mean, I’ve seen him a million times. I’d know him anywhere. But then there he was, standing out in the hallway, asking for you—”


“Slow down, Brigette, you’re upsetting the children. They think something is wrong.” Lauri knew whom her friend must be referring to, but she didn’t want anyone to know that her heart had lurched at the thought of seeing Drake Rivington again. To even the most discriminating eye she appeared cool and indifferent.


It had been over a week since their meeting at the television studio. When she returned from that inauspicious interview, Dr. Norwood asked her about it.


“I don’t think I was quite what Mr. Rivington had in mind, though I think we agreed that Jennifer needs special care and training on a more personal level.”


“Oh, I’m so disappointed, Lauri,” the administrator said. “I just knew you two would hit it off and you could take Jennifer to New Mexico. Of course, I was dreading losing you.”


Lauri smiled. “Well, you’ll not be losing me for a while. I think you’d better have another recommendation in mind. Mr. Rivington will no doubt be calling you.”


Lauri offered no more information, and Dr. Norwood didn’t press her. The woman was uncannily perceptive. Did she guess that the meeting hadn’t gone well?


All that week Lauri tried to put Drake Rivington out of her mind. She had spent so much time with Jennifer lately that she found it hard to stop those daily visits with the child. Jennifer was in a group of students younger than those Lauri taught, and she had been seeing Drake’s daughter after regular classroom hours.


Jennifer was a beautiful child. She was well-behaved—almost too well-behaved, Lauri thought. Her hair was pale blond, and riotous curls tangled around her small head. Her eyes—exactly like her father’s—were a deep green, fringed with contradictory dark lashes. She was delicate and dainty and never got dirty or did anything to provoke anyone’s anger.


Lauri had prided herself on her objectivity, but the little girl with the big sad eyes was getting to her. It only took a few days for her to know that she wanted to become Jennifer’s tutor. She wanted to take the child out of the orderly, well-furnished dormitory and put her in a cheerful, cluttered room.


Her thoughts along these lines would invariably return to Jennifer’s father, and the bubble would burst. She could never work for such a man and live in his house. It didn’t matter that he would be two thousand miles away. He had insulted her as a woman and as a professional. Besides, he didn’t want her for Jennifer’s tutor.


She would have denied to anyone that she had been watching The Heart’s Answer. For the last few days, when it was time for the silly drama, she could be found in front of the television set in the teachers’ lounge. Every time she saw Drake on the twelve-inch screen, disturbing things would happen to her. Her heartbeat escalated and her palms grew moist; a warm heaviness settled in the middle of her body and spread to her limbs, rendering them useless. She could vividly recall him leaning over her and nuzzling her hair. Small mannerisms she would never have noticed in anyone else characterized him in a frighteningly familiar way. That was crazy! She had spent no more than fifteen minutes with him. Yet, she felt she knew each nuance of his personality intimately.


Now Brigette had barged into her classroom, raving about the actor’s good looks and charm. What Brigette didn’t know was that the man was unforgivably conceited, rude, and impertinent.


“Can you believe that Drake Sloan is Jennifer Rivington’s father? I wondered why we never saw her parents. He comes here at night through Doctor Norwood’s apartment for his visits with Jennifer. I guess he’s afraid of being swarmed by fans like me.” Brigette giggled. “And he’s asking for you as if he knew you!”


“He does.”


Brigette was silenced by this bit of information and stared at Lauri as if the young woman had sprouted wings. “You know him and you never said—”


“Brigette, what is it you want?”


“Wha-what is it I want?” she parroted. “I just told you, Doctor Glen Hambrick or Mr. Rivington or whatever you want to call him is waiting to see you.”


“Tell him I’m busy.”


“What!” Brigette shrieked, and for an instant Lauri wished she shared the handicap of her students. Sometimes deafness could be considered a blessing. “You don’t mean that, Lauri. Are you insane? The sexiest man in the whole world is—”


“I think that’s exaggerating, Brigette,” Lauri said dryly. “I’m busy. If Mr. Rivington wants to see me, he’ll have to wait until this class is over.”


“I’d be happy to.”


The deep, low voice projected into the room with the modulated tones of a professional actor. He was standing framed in the doorway, looking straight at Lauri. Her heart skipped a beat before returning to a steady, though accelerated, pace.


Brigette had lost her well-exercised capacity for speech and stood openmouthed as she stared at Drake. Not wanting to create a scene, the details of which Lauri was sure Brigette would broadcast to the entire faculty, she said softly, “Would you excuse us, Brigette? As Mr. Rivington has already interrupted my class, I suppose I must just as well see him.” He only grinned at her sarcasm.


Brigette walked trancelike toward the door and stood in front of Drake like a mannequin until he moved aside and ushered her into the hall. His smile was devastating, and his mustache twitched in amusement over Brigette’s hypnotic state.


How perfectly sickening, Lauri thought. What was it about this man that reduced intelligent women to somnambulant morons? He was an ordinary man. Well, perhaps a little more than ordinary looking, Lauri conceded when he turned back to face her.


“Hello, Ms. Parrish. I hope I’m not interrupting you.”


“You are, and you’re not sorry for it at all.”


His grin deepened, and so did the dimple in his cheek. “You’re right, I’m not. But I have Doctor Norwood’s permission to be here. She thought I should observe your teaching techniques.”


Her lips pursed in disapproval. Then she sighed. She’d give in this time, but she didn’t have to do it gracefully. “Children,” she said, signing as she spoke, “this is Mr. Rivington. Do you all know Jennifer Rivington? This is her father.”


The children acknowledged him with smiles and a few signed hi. Some of the more auditory children even spoke the word.


“Have a seat, Mr. Rivington.” She indicated a low chair. He frowned at her as he eased his long frame into the ridiculously small chair. Some of the children laughed, and Lauri found it hard not to join them. When he was finally situated, his knees were almost touching his chin.


He was impeccably dressed in brown slacks and a camel blazer. His shirt was white, but striped with varying shades of brown. A dark brown necktie was knotted at his throat.


“We’re working on prepositions, Mr. Rivington. Come here, Jeff, and show Jennifer’s father what you’ve learned.”


On the bulletin board Lauri had tacked several large, glossy pictures of apples. Bright yellow worms with happy smiles and big eyes were placed either on, under, behind, in or in front of the apples. The child learned the concept, the printed word, and the sign by positioning the worms on the apples.


“Now you do it,” Lauri said, turning to Drake when all the students had gone through the exercise.


“What?” he cried.


The children started laughing when Lauri put her hand under Drake’s elbow and pulled him to his feet, standing him in front of the bulletin board. She pointed a yardstick to a particular apple and asked in sign, “Where is the worm?”


The green eyes bore into her as if he wanted to throttle her, but she only smiled sweetly. “Surely this is not too hard for you,” she purred.


He gave her the sign for the correct preposition.


“In a complete sentence, please.”


The long, brown fingers signed the complete sentence just as the dismissal bell rang. A few of the children could hear its shrill sound, and they began to shift restlessly in their chairs.


“Okay, class, go!” Lauri said as she signed it. They needed no encouragement to race toward the door, and she was left alone with Drake.


“That was a clever trick. Do you give each visiting parent that kind of personal attention?” he snarled.


“Most visiting parents have the good manners not to barge into the middle of a class and demand personal attention.”


“Touché,” he said without the least amount of contrition. “As long as I’m on your blacklist, I’ll secure my position there by telling you that you’re going to dinner with me.”


She looked at him incredulously. “You’re not only rude, Mr. Rivington, you’re demented as well. I’m not going anywhere with you.”


“Yes, you are. Doctor Norwood said you would.”


“I didn’t know that Doctor Norwood was running a dating service.”


“I told her I wanted to talk to you over dinner. She said she thought that was a very good idea.”


“That’s far from a directive. She’s my employer, not my mother.”


“Will you?”


“What?”


“Have dinner with me.”


During this exchange Lauri had been straightening the classroom. He stalked her. Each time she turned around, he was standing there. She reached in the bottom drawer of her desk for her purse and slammed it shut as she stood up.


He loomed over her, and she stepped back a half step to increase the small space between them. “You don’t listen very well, do you? I said I wasn’t going to dinner with you and I’m not. As far as I’m concerned, we have nothing to discuss. You said everything you had to say at our last meeting, and so did I.”


He put a restraining hand around her wrist when she tried to push past him. His fingers clasped her in a warm, firm grip that raised the tempo of the pulsebeat beneath them.


“I’m sorry about the unflattering things I said.”


He was an actor, she said to herself. He could conjure up any attitude or emotion on a whim. She doubted his sincerity, and her skeptical expression told him so. “I mean it,” he said, closing his fingers tighter around her wrist. “I didn’t know your excellent qualifications then. I didn’t know how experienced you were with working with the deaf. I didn’t know that your sister was deaf.”


She pulled her arm away with a quick jerk. “Don’t ever pity me, my family, or my sister, Mr. Rivington.”


“I—”


“My sister is a beautiful woman. She’s an accountant.”


“I—”


“She is married and lives with her two lovely sons and her successful husband in Lincoln, Nebraska. Believe me, she knows more about the real values of life than you’ll ever know.”


Her face was flushed with anger, and her chest rose and fell in agitation. The brown eyes that flashed with russet lights were fiery as they smote the man standing so close, he could feel the heat of rage radiating from her.


“Are you finished?” he asked dryly.


She drew several deep breaths and lowered her eyes. His had softened and were more threatening this way than when they were glinting ferociously.


“I wasn’t implying pity,” he said. “Rather, admiration and respect. Okay?” Her breath caught in her throat when he placed his finger under her chin and tilted her head back. “I’ve changed my earlier opinion. I think you’re exactly what Jennifer needs. What I need.”


His words were spoken in the barest whisper. The halls had cleared of students and faculty, and there was an aura of intimacy surrounding them. The expression what I need could mean something entirely different in another context. Lauri’s heart had responded to that accidental choice of words and was pounding as though demanding release from her chest.


He was too close; the room was growing too dark; the building was too quiet; his breath was too fragrant; and the fingers still holding her chin were too firm and confident. Lauri was choking on her own sensations. Breathing became an overwhelming task. She tried to pull her chin away, but he wouldn’t let her. He forced her to look up at him before he said, “You want to take the job.”


It wasn’t a question. He knew she longed for the challenges and rewards of bringing Jennifer out of her silent world and introducing her to a new one.


“Don’t you?” he persisted.


“Yes,” she breathed. What was she conceding? Was he leaning toward her or was that her imagination? It must have been, because he released her an instant later and reached for her blazer, draped across the back of the chair. “Let’s go get something to eat.”


As she shrugged into the jacket he held for her, he asked, “Have you shrunk? You were taller than this the other day.”


She blushed slightly to think he had noticed and remembered her height. She grinned up at him engagingly. “I’ve started wearing sensible shoes.” He ran his eyes down the white linen dress, now covered by the navy blazer, to the navy sandals that were much lower-heeled than the shoes she had worn to the television studio.


“Well, I’ll be damned. So you have.” Ruefully he ran his hand through the silver-brown hair and then laughed out loud as they went down the hall.


* * *


He had no trouble hailing a cab, and directed the driver to the Russian Tea Room. “Is that okay with you?” he asked as they settled in the backseat of the taxi.


“Yes, I love that restaurant,” she answered honestly.


When they arrived, the maître d’ led them upstairs to the more secluded dining room and seated Lauri with obsequious courtesy. She was with Drake Sloan, and apparently that counted for something.


She had noticed several heads turning in recognition as they walked in, and she was suddenly self-conscious in the clothes she had been wearing at school all day. She hadn’t considered this a date, and therefore hadn’t asked that she be taken home to change before going to dinner.


“I’m sorry I’m not more dressed up. I didn’t think I’d be going out tonight.”


He shrugged and said, “You look fine,” and buried his head in the menu.


Thanks for nothing, Lauri thought as she opened her menu. A few seconds later she heard him chuckle. She looked up to see him watching her. His green eyes were squinting with humor.


“What’s so funny?”


“You are. When I tell you you’re beautiful, you get mad. And when I don’t tell you you’re beautiful, you get mad. You’d better watch that expressive face, Ms. Parrish.” He lowered his voice and leaned over the table closer to her. “Everyone else does, I can assure you.”


She took that as a compliment and saluted him with the Perrier that he had ordered for her. They sipped their drinks—his was a martini—as they commented on the ambience of the dining room. Its dark green walls, deep red trim, and brass appointments radiated elegance without ostentation.


They decided on chicken Kiev and rice. In a few short minutes the waiter arrived with an appetizer of smoked salmon, caviar, boiled eggs, and various relishes. Unself-consciously Drake began eating with enthusiasm.


“Wait,” Lauri said. “You’ll have a lesson first.” Much to his irritation she made him learn the sign for everything on his plate and all the implements on the table before she would let him continue eating. At one point she laughed. “If there’s a sign for caviar, I don’t know it. For the time being we’ll just spell it out,” she said.


Conversation was light throughout the meal. When the table had been cleared and they were sipping cups of coffee, Drake broached the subject of Jennifer.


“You are going to accept the job as her private tutor, aren’t you?”


She looked down at the table and drew a pattern on the white linen cloth with the handle of her spoon. “I’m still not sure, Drake.”


“What can I do to make you sure?” There was a teasing quality in his voice, but his face was set in serious lines.


“You can promise me that you’ll enroll in a sign language class and begin using it constantly. Start thinking in sign, even as you do in English. If I take the job, I’ll be Jennifer’s surrogate mother for a while. She will depend on me for everything. Someday, you’ll have to take over those responsibilities. Will you be ready for them?”


“I’ll try to be. I promise to try,” he said solemnly. He leaned over the table, worry causing a deep furrow between his brows. “Lauri, what can I expect from Jennifer? What will she be like when she grows up?” It was a vulnerable, concerned father who faced her now.


She saw the familiar pain in his eyes, that longing to know what even the most learned experts couldn’t guess. Every parent of a deaf child asked that question.


Lauri measured her words. “She’s very bright, Drake. She knows more than she expresses. I think her deficiency is emotional, not mental. I’ll incorporate every method of teaching I know. She’ll learn sign for basic communication, but at the same time she’ll learn the alphabet just as every child does. And she’ll learn the sound a particular letter makes. Her hearing aid will help her distinguish speech sounds and patterns. Eventually she’ll be able to talk.” When she saw his eyes light up with hope, she qualified her last statement. “I want you to understand, Drake, that she’ll always be deaf. She’ll never hear things like we do. Her hearing aid isn’t a corrective device, it’s an amplifier.”
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