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“Damn it!”

Carolyn stared in disbelief at the open glove box, and the papers that were scattered everywhere in the car. She ran a hand through her hair and sighed shakily. She must have forgotten to close the driver’s window and her carelessness had allowed someone to break into her car and search it.

She reached into the open window and shuffled through the papers. Her car title and insurance certificate hadn’t been stolen, nor had anything else as far as she could tell. Someone, probably a kid, had been looking for money, she decided, as she stuffed everything back into the glove box. Or had the tabloid reporters been snooping into her life again? A recent newspaper article honoring her father’s philanthropic contributions to society could have sparked another flurry of interest in her, just as it had when he died a year ago. Whatever. She really hadn’t needed this today.

After calling the company door guard from her cell phone to report the incident, Carolyn started her engine and headed for the interstate. The night commute into Atlanta from Marietta wasn’t overly congested, a winter driving bonus for which Carolyn was grateful. As she turned south off I-75 onto I-285, she switched on the radio to easy listening music as she always did. It helped her relax after spending all day in front of the camera.

The haunting notes of Somewhere in Time filled the Volvo, bringing sudden tears to her eyes. She blinked quickly, wiping them away with her sleeve.

For God’s sake, get a grip, she told herself. Stop wallowing.

She loved her job as a saleswoman at NNN, the National Neighborhood Network. It was a dream come true, her one anchor amid the losses in her personal life during the past several years. But after the stage lights snapped off and the cameras stopped rolling she sometimes felt drained, a letdown from the adrenaline high of performing before millions of television viewers across the country. And when her creative energy was at a low, Carolyn’s memories crept in, like fingers of fog on a soggy night, relentless and all consuming.

Carolyn pressed a little harder on the accelerator, headed for a city exit. All she wanted to do was get home and close the door on the world, but she had a stop to make. Minnie was waiting for her.

And Minnie, her best friend in the world, was worth setting her fatigue aside for a few more minutes. Years ago Minnie had almost become her stepmom, but her dad, widowed since Carolyn was young, had married someone else. His sudden death had left Carolyn a thirty-year-old orphan.

Her father had died a year ago, today. She wondered if Minnie had remembered. The anniversary had loomed in Carolyn’s mind for weeks, giving her nightmares. She had seen so much death. Her mother, her baby girl four years ago, and then her father. And her husband Rob might as well have died; he’d closed himself off completely after little Betsy died. Their divorce a year later came as a surprise to no one. Carolyn was startled out of her dark thoughts by the screeching of brakes behind her. Her glance shot to the rearview mirror.

“Oh, shit,” she muttered.

A dark sedan, several cars back, had raced the caution light and nearly caused an accident in the intersection when it turned red.

“Stupid idiot,” she told the vehicle as it caught up with her.

Steering onto a street that led to an area of dilapidated apartment buildings, another glance in the mirror told her that the dark sedan still followed her. Probably lived in the area, she told herself. A commuter anxious to get home and relax.

For the next few minutes Carolyn concentrated on finding the driveway to Anderson Youth House, a lane so obscured by shabby, 1920s-vintage apartment houses that she often missed it in the dark. She slowed her Volvo to a crawl, scanning the row of buildings that were cookie-cutter similar, down to the shrubs and flowers that lined the sidewalks.

She was almost on top of it when she braked and turned into the narrow blacktop approach to a small, poorly lighted parking lot squeezed behind the dwellings that fronted the street. Her headlights swept over the large two-story house, a pre-Civil War brick home that had been covered with stucco. Its square structure with its tacked-on addition looked like an albatross among the other buildings. The founders of Anderson Youth House had bought it dirt cheap fifteen years ago, saving it from the wrecking ball and converting it into a nonprofit facility for abandoned children and runaway street kids. Minnie donated her bookkeeping skills several nights a week.

Pulling into a parking place, Carolyn switched off the engine and lights. It was only then that she realized another vehicle had followed her into the shadowy lot. Her door was open and she had one foot on the ground when her gaze flew to the approaching car. Apprehension rippled over her.

It was the dark sedan. Was it following her?

Carolyn jerked her leg back into the car, slammed and locked the door. A moment later she felt stupid. The car circled the lot and headed back toward the street. The driver, hidden behind dark-tinted windows, had obviously made the same mistake she had in the past: taken the wrong driveway between old apartment houses. She watched the red tail lights disappear.

And—it may not have been the same dark sedan, she reminded herself.

But Carolyn felt uneasy as she got out of the Volvo and headed for the door, a wrapped package of old trade beads in her hand, compliments of the famous Lilly Lawton, an aging, if famous, actress who was a regular on NNN. Lilly was the spokes-woman for a line of primitive jewelry, created by ethnic artists in the southwestern United States. While they’d been chatting before the camera last month, Carolyn had told her and their viewing audience about her friend Minnie’s jewelry creations, influenced by her Native American background. After the show, she’d mentioned that Minnie preferred old trade beads from the Far East and Africa but usually couldn’t afford them. Lilly had immediately offered her a supply.

Her handbag swinging from a shoulder strap, Carolyn quickly crossed to the front entrance, stepped into the foyer and pressed the buzzer. Seconds later, the door was unlocked and she went inside, heading down the hall toward the social room where she was to meet Minnie.

The scarred hardwood squeaked under her feet, but Carolyn’s thoughts were on the beads, not the floor. She smiled, thinking of Lilly, a genuine lady behind her face-lifts, false eyelashes and on-camera fibs about her true age. It was typical of Lilly to help a struggling artist by giving the antique beads, especially since she knew that Minnie worked a full-time job to subsidize her art. Minnie’s offer of payment had been waved aside.

“Then what can I do to repay her?” Minnie had asked later when Carolyn had called her with the news.

“Send her one of your creations, along with the legend that goes with it.” Carolyn had known that Minnie was reticent about accepting the gift. “Taking advantage of an opportunity is how to succeed. Who knows, Minnie. One of these days you could be on NNN promoting your jewelry.”

“Hey there girl! What you grinning about?”

Carolyn glanced up to see the object of her earlier phone conversation standing in the doorway to the social room, eyebrows raised in a question.

“Just feeling good about the end of the day, I guess.” Carolyn smiled wider as she reached her. “And anticipating spring when it’s not dark at five in the afternoon.”

“C’mon, Carolyn. You can’t fool me. No one feels that good in the middle of a work week.”

For a moment Carolyn contemplated her friend: tall, slim, long straight black hair that was highlighted with streaks of gray, high cheekbones and wide, large brown eyes—a beautiful woman whose appearance belied her fifty years.

Carolyn held out the package. “Guess I’m smiling because the beads are exquisite. You’re going to love them. Lilly claims that some are hundreds of years old.”

Minnie stepped forward, her long wool skirt swirling around her black leather boots, and took the package, quickly unwrapping it to peer at the contents. “Jeez, Carolyn. They’re beautiful, really special.” She glanced up. “These have to be valuable. Are you sure Lilly won’t let me pay her?”

“Certain.”

There was a pause.

“Thanks, Carolyn,” Minnie said. “For always being so thoughtful, for telling Lilly about me in the first place.” She rewrapped the package as she talked. “I’ll use a few of these beads to create something unique for her.” She grinned. “And maybe a little surprise for you, my dear friend, something to emphasize those big green eyes of yours.”

The moment was awkward, her praise reminding Carolyn of painful times in the past. Minnie had met Carolyn’s father, a lawyer who was twenty-five years her senior and a well-known philanthropist in Atlanta, fifteen years ago when Anderson Youth House was being established in Atlanta. Minnie had been a board member; Arthur Langdon had taken care of zoning, licensing and certification issues.

Years later, after Carolyn’s baby died, her dad had gently coaxed her into becoming active at Anderson Youth House, too. He’d believed that helping other babies would help her cope with her own loss. But since her father’s death the place brought back sad memories. If it weren’t for Minnie she might never have come back, even though she knew how much her father had believed in the place.

Thoughts of her dad triggered another urge to tear up, and she swallowed back a sudden lump in her throat. Silly, she chided herself. Get a grip.

Struggling for control, Carolyn told herself not to mention that today was the anniversary of her dad’s death. Minnie was a private person who didn’t share her feelings easily and had never revealed why Anderson Youth House was so important to her, although Carolyn knew from her dad that Minnie had been abandoned at age ten, and had lived in foster homes until she’d graduated high school. And Carolyn had never asked Minnie about her relationship with her father, sensing the older woman’s pain. But she did know that Minnie believed that age shouldn’t be a factor when you loved someone. Her dad had eventually married his secretary, Dolores, who was closer to his age and had taken care of all his everyday needs for many years. He never saw Dolores, who now lived in the family home where Carolyn grew up, as a fortune hunter, but as a caring, considerate woman. Carolyn had always suspected that it was Dolores who had undermined her father’s confidence about marrying Minnie.

Carolyn gave herself a mental shake, bringing herself back to Minnie who stood watching, her beautiful eyes filled with affection, her full-mouthed smile revealing a perfect set of teeth. A natural beauty, Carolyn thought again. How could her father have been so blind, so closed to the one woman who had genuinely loved him?

Don’t dwell on things you can’t change, she told herself for the second time within an hour. Dolores was her stepmother, Minnie had become her best friend and her dad had been dead for months now. There was no changing the past.

“Hey, don’t look so sad, Carolyn.” Minnie stepped forward to hug her. For long seconds they stood embraced, Minnie’s gentle pats on her back saying all the things that she would never put into words. “I know it’s hard sometimes—” She broke off.

Carolyn was the first to pull away. She smiled, tremulously, knowing her eyes were brimming. It was her day for tears; somehow the deaths of her dad and baby were linked in her mind today.

“Thanks for understanding,” she said, knowing their shared feelings didn’t need to be spoken aloud. “I’m just—uh, a bit emotional tonight.” She shook her head and quickly dabbed her eyes. “I shouldn’t be so damned—”

“It’s okay, Carolyn,” Minnie said gently, interrupting. “We can’t predict when something may trigger our emotions.”

But it wasn’t okay. It was one of those sudden, overemotional states she’d found herself in during the past year when she was stressed from the job, or fatigued from a night of insomnia, or sad with remembering. It was during sleepless nights that she thought about her perfect two-month-old infant who just died one night while she slept in the next room, oblivious that her child was in trouble.

“Yeah, you’re right,” she said finally. “Bed is what I need.” Carolyn managed a smile. “So I’d better get going and have an early night.”

Minnie nodded, watchful.

Maybe what I really require is Prozac, Carolyn thought, having lowered her eyes to pull on her leather gloves. Or more grief therapy. Whatever. She needed to get it together. She couldn’t afford her state of mind to ultimately affect her job. So far, while before the cameras, she’d managed to hide her pain behind the outgoing personality her fans had come to expect.

“You okay?” Minnie frowned.

“’Course. Like I said, just tired. It was a busy day.”

“I expect every day is busy at NNN.” Minnie hesitated. “I was going to suggest wine and pasta at Pasta da Pulcinella. It’s only ten or so minutes from your condo, but maybe next time?”

“You know I’d love to, Minnie.” She paused. “But can I have a rain check for next week instead?”

“Sure.” Minnie’s smile was soft. “I understand, sweetie.”

“How about a rain check for me?” A deep male voice spoke from a short distance behind them. “All of us Italians love pasta. Wine, too.”

Minnie rolled her eyes affectionately before she and Carolyn turned to face Barney McGill who was striding up the hall toward them.

His pale blue eyes were friendly as always, but Carolyn felt something sharp move between them when she met his gaze. She shivered. God, the man was attractive, in a dangerous sort of way.

He’s not dangerous, she reminded herself. Only jaded by years of working crime scenes as a homicide detective. Barney was one of the good guys.

“Italian? I thought you were Irish,” Carolyn said lightly, as though she hadn’t noticed how lean and muscular he looked in Levis and a brown leather jacket.

“Only half. My dad’s side.”

He was staring at her. Carolyn fought the urge to glance away.

“My mother is Italian.” His craggy features softened. Carolyn saw the smile start in his eyes before it touched his mouth. “And she was the cook who influenced my taste buds.”

Carolyn looked away. She’d first met Barney a year ago but knew little about him, except that he coached basketball and baseball for the Youth House’s kids, taking them to see the Hawks or the Braves when his schedule permitted. She’d often wondered about his personal life; he didn’t seem to have one.

“Well, we’ll keep that in mind,” Minnie said, breaking the tension between Carolyn and the detective. “If you’re available next week you’re welcome to come along.” She turned to Carolyn. “Right?”

Carolyn pretended to adjust the strap on her handbag, feeling Barney’s eyes on her. “Sure, Barney’s welcome to our party.”

“Great,” he said, bringing her gaze back to his. “I’ll plan on it.” He was a model of seriousness, as though he hadn’t invited himself to their dinner. “As a man with three older sisters, I’m used to hen parties.”

“We call it girl talk,” Minnie said, grinning.

“Whatever.” Barney spread his hands, trying to look serious. “Gotta go. My guys are waiting for me.” With a salute, and a final glance at Carolyn, he continued down the hall toward the gym, the addition that had been built onto the back of the building. “See you both next week for pasta,” he added over a broad shoulder.

“He’s kind of an enigma,” Carolyn said, watching as his tall figure disappeared into the gym.

“I suppose so,” Minnie said. “But then that’s to be expected under the circumstances.”

“The fact that he’s a homicide detective?”

Minnie shook her head as they started toward the front entrance. “Because his wife and two little boys drowned. Remember, their boat capsized off Hilton Head two years ago last summer?”

“Yeah, I know that, but none of the details. You once mentioned that he never talks of it.” Carolyn hesitated. “I figured that’s why Barney helps the boys here, and why he seems reserved, closed off at times.” She didn’t add that he reminded her of her exhusband in the way he never expressed his emotions. Not once had he mentioned his grief. And that same behavior in Rob had been fatal for her marriage.

“Uh-huh. By filling his spare time working with the kids he doesn’t have time to dwell on what happened.”

“What did happen?”

Minnie shrugged. “His wife and boys had gone for a visit with her parents, the grandpa took them fishing, and they all got caught in one of those sudden summer squalls.”

They’d reached the door and Carolyn faced Minnie for her good-bye.

“You aren’t leaving yet?”

Minnie flashed her toothy smile. “Since we aren’t having pasta I’m going to catch up on computer entries.”

“Not skipping supper because of me?”

“Nope. I’ll eat later.” She reached to open the door for Carolyn. “The trouble with volunteering my computer expertise here is that my knowledge is limited.”

Carolyn gave a wry laugh. “We both need training, that’s for sure.” Neither her job, or Minnie’s as a substance abuse therapist, required knowledge beyond basic computer skills. “Are we still on for that computer class?”

“Yep. Starts next week. Not soon enough for me if I’m to get this place on-line.”

“Just let me know the time.” Carolyn blew her a kiss and continued through the door, running to her car while Minnie watched. She was starting down the driveway when her cell phone rang.

She stopped at the street under a light pole and grabbed her phone. “Hello.”

“Hey, Carolyn. Thought you’d be home by now.”

“Not yet, Roberta, but I will be in a few minutes.”

Roberta was her boss at NNN and she often called after hours if something important came up. Carolyn switched the phone to her other ear and waited.

“There’s a vendor meeting in the morning and I’d like you to be there. Can you come in a half hour early?”

“Sure.”

“Good.” Her voice sounded relieved. “That’s it then. See you in the morning.” A pause. “And thanks.”

“No problem.” Carolyn was about to disconnect when Roberta said something else.

“What was that?”

“Oh, nothing really. Don’t know why I mentioned it. Some wacko called the studio, said he was watching you.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. Probably some guy with a crush. You know, we get those types from time to time. Okay, I’m going now.”

Carolyn had the Volvo headed for home a few seconds later, but when she noticed the dark sedan behind her, a car that looked exactly like the one that had followed her earlier, Roberta’s words about the phone call surfaced.

A wacko had said he was watching her.

She increased her speed, and turned at the next corner. The sedan followed. Her heart fluttered. She made two more right turns and the car behind her did the same. Clutching the steering wheel, she made a sudden left at the next intersection, her eyes glued to the rearview mirror. When the other vehicle kept going straight, she slumped in her seat and exhaled. Her legs felt like Jell-O. She pulled over at the curb until she could stop shaking.

She put her forehead against the steering wheel. I’m going nuts.

She stayed like that for a minute, then started home again, reminding herself that half of the cars in America were dark sedans. And the caller hadn’t said he was following her. He’d said watching.

Of course he was watching her—along with millions of other viewers. It was time for bed and some badly needed sleep.
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Ten minutes later Carolyn turned off Peachtree Street and headed toward an area of apartment lofts, some of which had been converted into pricey condominiums. She found herself continuously glancing at her rearview mirror. No one had followed her.

She was just being paranoid, again.

She needed to take herself in hand. It’s what her dad would have wanted her to do.

Carolyn smiled, remembering. Her father had been the best dad: loving, sensitive, and proud of her. He’d complimented her often and told her that she was just like her mother: tall, slender and uniquely beautiful. She’d always felt close to the mother she’d never known because of his words.

“Oh, Dad. I miss you,” she said, speaking into the silent car as she neared home.

Her street, lined with coastal Georgia live oaks, was deserted except for an occasional car. She was eager to curl up on the sofa with Mustard and Mayo, her yellow and white cats, and watch television in the peaceful quiet of her cozy family room. Her house was her haven, the walls of its rooms decorated with the collection of art that had once belonged to her parents, and the framed photographs of her family, now all dead.

Carolyn slowed the Volvo as she approached her duplex. Tucked between condominium buildings, the Victorian mansion had once been a showplace at the turn of the last century. A developer had transformed it into two elegant townhouses at the same time the apartment buildings had been remodeled into lavish condominiums. She could afford her place because of her job at NNN, and because of the inheritance from her father’s estate.

She sighed. He’d been her friend and confidant as well as parent, and she still couldn’t believe he was gone.

I’d give up this place in a second if I could have my dad and Betsy back, she thought as she turned into her driveway, hit the garage door opener, and drove into the attached garage on her side of the mansion. The two-car structure was an modern appendage that had been built to fit the Victorian design. It was an odd, almost disconcerting feeling to realize how the past could blend into the present—how the people of another time left their imprint for the future.

Grabbing her things, she went in through the laundry room, flipping the bolt lock behind her. Mustard and Mayo, her Angora-mix cats, ran to greet her, purring as she stooped to pet their long silky hair.

“My babies,” she crooned, smiling. “I still have the two of you, don’t I?”

She straightened, and still murmuring to her cats, moved into the kitchen, dropped her purse onto the marble counter, took off her suit jacket and stepped out of her pumps. She’d had the cats since the year before she’d been pregnant; they’d been a part of her perception of a successful marriage: loving husband, kids and pets. How wrong she’d been—at least about her husband Rob. Never overly expressive, his shutdown after Betsy’s death had implied that she was responsible. When she’d started therapy he refused to go along, asking for a divorce instead. Rob had coped by avoiding the problem.

Then there’d been Tom Harrison, her first serious relationship since Rob. They’d broken up several months ago.

Don’t think about them, she instructed herself, and turned on the music system. As a Mozart piece filled the house, she fed the cats, then moved from the kitchen to the wide vaulted hallway and front door where she pulled down the fringed shade. Then she went into the dining room, its walls a continuation of the mahogany paneling in the hall, and closed the drapes on the windows overlooking the veranda and driveway. After switching off the crystal chandelier, she crossed the hall to the sunken parlor filled with Oriental carpeting and French wallpaper, burgundy velvet drapes and matching silk cushions, crown moldings and a marble-trimmed fireplace. It had been her deciding factor in buying the place.

The peaceful ambience within her house enfolded Carolyn, as she surveyed the period furnishings she’d bought at estate sales and antique stores. She’d been seeing a therapist after the baby died, but shopping for antiques, giving herself a personal goal, had done more to keep her from dwelling on Betsy, who’d be almost four now. She’d already had her furniture by the time she found her place.

She hadn’t seen her therapist on a regular basis for months, but now as Carolyn pulled more shades, she wondered if she’d made as much progress as they’d both thought.

Back in the hall Carolyn headed for the kitchen, passed the staircase that led to the open balcony above the entry, then closed the door to the small powder room that was tucked under the steps next to a coat closet.

At the refrigerator, she reached for a slim bottle of Chardonnay and poured the wine into a goblet. Sipping, she noticed the red message light was blinking on her phone. Sliding onto a counter stool, she pressed the button, figuring the message would be from Dolores, her stepmother, or from Dean, Dolores’s eleven-year-old grandson, a shy boy Carolyn adored. Dean had recently interviewed her for a class project titled, “My Famous Aunt.” He’d called her several times since with more questions.

Carolyn grinned as his voice filled the room. She’d been right. He had another question. She’d call him back before he went to bed.

She was about to take another sip when the second message sounded in the room and Tom Harrison’s deep voice penetrated her sense of peace. She put down her glass too fast and wine splashed over her fingers.

“Hi, Carolyn,” he said. “We need to talk about—well, about this misunderstanding between us. How about getting together for dinner on the weekend?” There was a pause. “I’ve missed you. Even been watching you on TV. Give me a call back.” Another hesitation. “No, scratch that. I’ll get hold of you. Bye for now.”

There was a brief silence. Then the automatic voice came out of the machine. “End of messages.” For long seconds Carolyn stared at the phone.

Misunderstanding?

Like in using her to take over her dad’s firm?—when her father was hardly cold in his grave? The only good thing about the whole mess was that she hadn’t been madly in love with Tom, not like she’d once been with Rob. His actions had probably saved her from making another mistake—because she was lonely.

Carolyn sat listening to Mozart, remembering that day in her dad’s office two weeks after his funeral. She’d come in the back entrance to find Tom going through her father’s personal papers, the very thing she’d come to do.

“Darling,” he’d said, crossing the room to pull her into his arms. “I thought I could do this job for you, save you from more distress.”

She’d believed him, had allowed herself to be soothed by his deep calming voice, needing to feel connected to someone who loved her. Those feelings had lasted until a few days later.

Again she’d gone to her dad’s office to meet Dolores who was considering an offer to sell the law practice. Carolyn had been appalled when Doloreshad first told her, but after sleeping on the information, Carolyn realized it was the right thing to do. After all, her father had no successor to the firm. She’d gone to the meeting to affirm Dolores’s decision.

Instead she’d walked into another private situation between Tom and her father’s former secretary. Their conversation had been heated and neither had noticed Carolyn’s arrival.

“You will not reveal this to Carolyn,” Tom had said. His voice had been cold, final, a tone she’d never heard before. “As the man who’ll soon be her husband, that’s an order. You’ll abide by my wishes or never work in this city again.”

Out of respect for the woman, Carolyn had stepped back, out of sight. A few minutes later she’d made another entrance and there was no sign of animosity between them, no indication of what it was that Tom hadn’t wanted her to know. She’d let it go at the time.

But she’d guessed the problem a few weeks later when a company audit, authorized by the firm as a matter of course to review her dad’s estate, had turned up bookkeeping discrepancies, checks for bogus expenses supposedly authorized by her father. Then Dolores had announced that Tom was the buyer for the Langdon share of the firm. A little investigation by Carolyn revealed that the selling price had been devalued because of the missing capital. When she voiced concern to Dolores, her dad’s heir to the business, Dolores had insisted the sale was fair, that the transaction forgave any discrepancies by Carolyn’s father—and avoided a criminal investigation.

It was a stalemate.

As much as she’d wished otherwise, Carolyn no longer trusted Tom. He’d kept information from her, the woman he’d asked to be his wife, and he’d avoided talking about details of the sale, saying, “We’ll talk about it later.”

Why? she’d asked herself, confused. Because he was the person responsible for the missing funds? Was that the reason he wouldn’t discuss it with her? Not for one moment had she believed that her dad was dishonest.

She’d finally come to a painful conclusion when Tom wouldn’t discuss such an important matter with her, when he’d shut down, as Rob had once done. His interest in her may have been faked. Upon her father’s death, and the subsequent cloudy financial issues that allowed him to buy into the firm, he no longer needed her. She’d ended their relationship.

Carolyn took another sip of wine and stood up. She was trying to relax after a hectic day. No way was Tom Harrison going to spoil that for her, too. She forced her thoughts to fixing supper. She’d think about Tom tomorrow.

The sudden ring of the phone startled her. About to pick it up, she hesitated, glancing at her caller ID first. She expelled her breath. It was Minnie’s number, not Tom’s. She grabbed the receiver.

“Hi Minnie.”

“You knew it was me. You and that caller ID!”

“Yep, compliments of the phones we sell on NNN.”

Minnie’s contralto laugh came over the wires. “You mean that you sell—by the thousands I’d wager.”

“Yeah, quite a few.” A pause. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. Just checking to make sure you got home okay.”

“I always do, Minnie.” Carolyn pulled an earring off, then switched the receiver so she could remove the other one. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

“Well, I, uh, realized why today was especially hard for you, sweetie.” A hesitation. “It was hard for me as well.”

Carolyn ran her tongue over her lips. “So you did remember.”

“Of course.” Minnie’s voice was lower. “I didn’t bring up your dad’s death because I didn’t want to make you feel any worse.”

“That’s why I didn’t bring it up either, in case you hadn’t remembered.”

“Not a chance.”

A silence went by.

“Thanks, Minnie.” Carolyn swallowed hard. “For caring.”

“You, too.”

They talked for a few minutes longer, then ended the call after deciding on a date the following week for Italian food. “We’ll even take Barney along. Hold him to his claim of understanding girl talk.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Carolyn said, laughing. She was still smiling as she opened a can of soup and put it on the stove to heat. Maybe she’d take a nice warm soak after she ate.

She sat at the counter to eat, then placed the bowl and her empty wine glass in the sink, switched off the lights and went to check the front door lock before going up to her bedroom.

She heard a car start up out on the street. Her hand momentarily froze on the door shade. It sounded like it was in front of her house.

She peeked. The street seemed empty, but then she caught a glimpse of movement near the corner. She pressed her face against the glass. The darkness was still.

There was nothing.

But she felt uneasy.

Just a neighbor’s car she couldn’t see, she reminded herself, stepping back. It had nothing to do with her.

But the idea of a bath was no longer appealing. At the moment she felt too vulnerable. She’d have a shower in the morning, after her fear of a bogeyman had been dispelled by the bright light of day.
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Slowly, Carolyn came awake and sat up in bed. A glance at the clock on the night table told her it was a little past 3:00 A.M. Mustard was also awake, standing at the bottom of the bed, her back arched, as though she were listening.

To what? Carolyn wondered, vaguely aware that something had also awakened her.

The house was quiet. She could even hear the ticking of the grandfather clock in the downstairs entry hall. Everything seemed normal.

Carolyn slipped out of bed, uneasy. Where was Mayo? The two cats usually slept together on the bed.

A yellow glow shown in through the bay windows from the garden lights below her room. She moved across the carpet on the balls of her feet and looked down at the flower beds, short rock walls, shrubs and stepping stones. A small dogwood tree grew in one corner, its leafless branches scarcely brushing the high wood fence that enclosed the whole small area. A three-foot statue of a garden fairy stood next to the trunk, one arm pointing to a water fountain under a magnolia tree. The faint gurgle of water was a soothing sound in the middle of the night.

“My secret garden,” Carolyn whispered aloud. Another reason she’d fallen in love with her house at first sight. There was no access to the backyard other than through a door from the garage on one side and the paned, French doors from the family room. It was completely private.

And serene. A perfect place to escape from the real world. In summer, Carolyn often sat on the patio under its roof of wisteria, sipping iced tea on free afternoons, or white wine late at night before bed, unwinding, allowing her emotional well to gradually refill.

There was a faint sound downstairs.

Carolyn stiffened. The settling of the house timbers? The freezer’s ice maker in the kitchen? Mayo having a snack of dried food?

She’d have to check. There was no reason to be afraid. No one could get into her house except through the front door, which she remembered locking. A glance through the side window over the driveway told her that the garage doors were still securely closed.

You’re overreacting, she told herself. Because you went to bed feeling apprehensive. No one was following you. No one is watching you.

But Carolyn was careful not to make a sound as she glided out of her room and into the short hall that led to the balcony overlooking the lower entry area. She paused at the railing, scanning the shadowy staircase and lower floor that was within her vision. Nothing moved.

Go back to bed, she instructed herself. This is silly.

But what if something’s wrong? her inner voice argued. And where is Mayo?

That settled it. Carolyn had no option but to go downstairs, make sure her house was secure.

Slowly, she moved down the steps, her hand on the railing, her gaze trying to penetrate the darkness below her. At the bottom she hesitated, glancing first through the open archway into the dining room, then opposite into the living room.

The shades were drawn on all the front windows, just as she’d left them. The air went out of her lungs in a gentle swoosh. Only then did she realize that she’d been holding her breath.

Everything was okay in the front of the house. She turned down the hall and faced the doorways to the powder room, kitchen and family room. The back of the house was slightly more illuminated by the garden lights that shown in through the curtained windows that lacked shades. She moved forward, suddenly feeling like a sleepwalker who’d just awakened to reality. There was no ominous presence in her house.

A quick walk through the rooms proved her right. She even found Mayo asleep on the family room sofa. After petting the cat, who had no interest in being aroused, Carolyn headed back to the front hall. She was about to start up the stairway when she heard a faint shuffling noise on the porch, then what sounded like running footsteps crossing the creaking boards to descend the steps to the sidewalk.

Disbelief was a shock wave through her body, sagging her legs. She froze, one hand on the railing, steadying herself. For long moments her gaze was glued to the covered window on the door—and the slivers of glass on both sides where the shade didn’t reach.

Had someone been out there? Watching her?

Her fear gave way to anger, and she leaped from the steps to the door, pulling back the shade, ready to confront the intruder.

No one was there.

 

By morning Carolyn was convinced that her fear in the night had heightened her sense of hearing—and her imagination. No one had been on her porch, unless it was her neighbor’s dog. The elderly couple who lived in the other half of her house had a cranky old cocker spaniel—Mustard and Mayo’s dreaded nemesis—who often prowled their mutual front yard. Being black, the dog could have darted into the azaleas and camellia shrubs and disappeared. Now, as she pulled into the parking lot at NNN and got out of her car, she grinned.

Your daddy always warned you about your overactive imagination, she reminded herself. Even Rob had thought she sometimes made mental leaps without much to go on.

The asshole. She hadn’t seen him since that day in court three years ago when their divorce was final, and she hoped never to lay eyes on him again. He was a closed chapter in her life. She locked the Volvo and headed for the back entrance to the studio, mentally listing the things she had to do before her first show.

Oh, no. Carolyn stopped, her hand on the door. She’d forgotten to call Dean back last night. A glance at her watch told her it was too late now. He’d already be on his way to school. Pushing open the glass door, she stepped into the building and nodded to the guard.

“Mornin’ Miss Langdon,” he said, smiling.

She grinned back as he waved her past the electronic security gate that screened visitors for weapons. There had never been such an incident at NNN, but there had been occasional threats, which were taken seriously. The company had a fortune in the cubic zirconium jewelry alone, and a vast inventory of other products valued in the millions of dollars. The fake diamonds were one of Carolyn’s favorite lines; she always sold out before her on-air segment ended and hoped that would happen today.

“Oh, Miss Langdon?” the guard called after her. “I almost forgot.” He stepped forward and handed her a note.

She thanked him, then scanned a memo from Roberta. The meeting she’d arrived early to attend had been postponed, but Roberta still wanted to see Carolyn after the morning show. Relieved, she headed for the hair and makeup department, a daily ritual to ready herself for the camera.

A short time later, dressed in a clingy, black wool sheath dress, her thick hair falling in controlled waves over her shoulders, and her makeup accentedto emphasize her large eyes and facial bone structure, Carolyn was ready. Even her fingernails had been filed, buffed and polished, so that her hands were perfect for modeling the rings and bracelets.

Once in the hall again she hurried to meet with NNN electronic technicians for last-minute instructions, and to go over the zirconium jewelry products she would be selling when the show aired in fifteen minutes. Her dress had been chosen with the brilliant gems in mind.

After a brief orientation, she walked down to the open sets on the floor below the control booths that rimmed the circumference of an open area the size of a football field. Above the many stages to showcase the products offered for sale over the television network was a ceiling of lighting equipment. The cameramen were ready to go when Carolyn arrived, as were the other floor technicians. Her props—black or red velvet backdrops to showcase the rings, bracelets, earrings and necklaces—were all in place.

Carolyn sat down on a scarlet overstuffed chair, a mahogany coffee table in front of her, and made sure that her yellow card prompt was within easy vision, as was the in-house TV screen. She placed her audio receiver in her ear, hidden from the camera by her hair. She was ready with minutes to spare.

“Hey, Carolyn.” Roberta’s voice sounded in her ear. “A quick reminder to stop by my office when you finish the show.” A pause. “Just nod if you got my message. I’m above you in the control room.”

Carolyn nodded just as the stage lights snapped on, followed by the sixty-second warning light. The set went quiet as everyone waited for the start of the show.

Once the program began Carolyn forgot everything else to concentrate on the product. As she demonstrated the jewelry pieces, twisting her fingers and wrists so the gems caught the light, she chatted with the customers who’d called in to order. She was also aware of her prompts beyond the camera’s eye, cues that helped her keep the sales pitch going. She knew from the order numbers on her screen that the line was selling out fast.

The final call came from one of her regulars, a woman named Grace in Denver who ordered solitaire earrings and a matching bracelet. Between deciding which pieces she wanted, Grace updated Carolyn about her life, typical conversation from a customer.

“Nice visiting with you, Carolyn,” she said after they’d chatted. “One last thing. How’s Dean doing on his school project, you know, the one where he interviewed you, his famous aunt, about your likes and dislikes?” She laughed. “According to what you said, it was quite a list of things.”

“Oh, thanks for reminding me, Grace.” Carolyn knew the woman was talking about an earlier conversation they’d had on the air. Grace’s daughter was Dean’s age and Carolyn had mentioned his class assignment when Grace ordered a scrapbook kit for her child’s homework. “I needed to call Dean back to answer some last-minute questions—and I almost forgot.”

She laughed, glancing at the television monitor near the cameramen. For a moment she marveled that the animated woman many people described asbeautiful, was really her. From the time she could remember, even her dad had complimented her beauty, calling her his little Miss America when she was a child. Carolyn accepted her looks, just as she knew they weren’t the magic formula for happiness, a character balance her father had approved.

“I’ll give my nephew a call when I finish up for the day,” she told Grace.

Several minutes later Carolyn concluded the show and the camera was switched off. For a moment longer she sat in the overstuffed chair, relieved as the hot stage lights went out. Sighing, she relinquished the mental control she’d needed to process the barrage of information from the prompts while presenting a chatting, casual presence to her viewers. Then she stood up, pulled out the ear device and hurried to exit the soundstage, headed toward Roberta’s office in the corporate wing of NNN.

“Come in.” Roberta glanced up from her computer keyboard as Carolyn poked her head into a room piled high with possible product proposals, files and correspondence. She grinned, tossing her pen aside. “Good show. We sold out and were taking back orders for the final half hour.”

“Great.” Carolyn tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, unconcerned if she messed up the beautician’s work. She was off camera for the rest of the day. “I felt it went well—fast paced, no time to take a deep breath.”

Roberta raised black tweezed brows into an even higher arch. “You always do well, my friend.” She shook her head, and her tight curls bounced like elasticized springs.

“Thanks. My customers make it easy.”

“No, you make it easy, Carolyn. They talk to you like you’re their personal friend, because you remember their names and share pieces of your own life with them.”

“In a way they are my friends. Some of them order on a weekly basis.”

A half smile pulled at the corners of Roberta’s full lips. “Exactly. They love your enthusiasm and openness. But then that’s why you’re our star, not me.”

“Oh, c’mon, Roberta. There’s a bit of luck in the equation.” She hesitated. “But I appreciate the compliment.”

“Well deserved. You have an irrepressible zest for everything, and we love that quality at NNN.”

Little do you know, Carolyn thought. Roberta was describing the person she was before Betsy and her father died, the facade she’d maintained over the past several years to hide her feelings of loss.

But seeming upbeat had helped her get on with her life, she reminded herself. She just hoped that repressed feelings weren’t the reason she’d been overreacting lately, that the day would come when the facade would be her reality again.

“So, I thought you were the person to take home this line of makeup, see what you think of it and then report back to me.” She paused. “That’s why I postponed the meeting this morning, until I had your feedback.”

Carolyn’s thoughts were jerked back to the conversation, noticing the makeup case on the desk for the first time. “Uh, of course. You know I always evaluate a product before I try to sell it.” She tilted her head. “Besides, isn’t that NNN’s policy?”

“Course it is, but this is a new line and not a slam dunk like others we handle, even though it carries the name of KAY, after the famous model. We want to see if it takes off before we agree to a long-term contract—such as we have with vendors like Lilly Lawton.”

“Sounds like a good business decision.”

“So, if everything goes well, NNN wants you as the hostess to launch the product.” She closed the lid on the elegantly designed box and slid it across the desk toward Carolyn. “That’ll mean we’ll need to schedule a time slot and get it into the monthly program. I’ll need your report in a couple of days, which should give you enough time to know if you like it or not.”

“Yeah. If I’m gonna break out in a rash it’ll be long before that.”

They both laughed as Carolyn picked up the makeup kit and moved toward the door. She opened it and started through the doorway, but her glance had returned to Roberta for a final good-bye.

The barrier she walked into was unexpected, taking her breath. Her lashes flew up and her startled glance was caught by the dark brown eyes of the man she’d crashed into, whose arms now steadied her against his chest.

“I’m so sorry—”

“I’m not.” His voice, deep and assured, interrupted her apology. “I can’t believe my luck. I’m holding Carolyn Langdon in my arms.”

Carolyn stepped back, pink-cheeked with embarrassment. She sensed his amusement by the slow crinkling at the corners of his eyes.

Roberta had come around her desk, her gaze darting between them. “I see you know Carolyn, Mr. Crawford.”

“Who doesn’t?” His smile reached his mouth, revealing slightly crooked teeth that contrasted with his dark complexion. “She’s a national phenomenon.”

“Carolyn, this is Richard Crawford, a possible vendor for NNN.” Roberta’s tone was dry, as though she was amused by the situation.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Crawford.” Carolyn managed to sound composed.

He inclined his head, his eyes still on her face, disconcerting her again.

With a final smile Carolyn stepped past him and closed the door behind her.

Almost by rote she scooted down the hall to the elevators, feeling absurdly flustered. There’d definitely been something about that man.

But she didn’t have time to waste daydreaming; she had to call Dean back and leave a message for when he got home from school. She’d pretty much decided that he was the only male she wanted in her life anyway.
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“Pardon me, aren’t you Carolyn Langdon?”

Carolyn turned to the couple behind her at the bar of the Italian restaurant where she was to meet Minnie and Barney McGill, who were both late. She smiled, nodding.

“I am,” she said.

“I knew it—I just knew it.” The heavyset young woman turned to the slight man who was obviously her husband. “See, I told you I was right.”

He fingered his long mustache, looking embarrassed by his wife’s enthusiasm. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Langdon.” He adjusted his glasses on a nose too thin to secure them. “Have to say, my wife has our whole house decorated with NNN special deals, all bought from you.” He hesitated, uncertain. “Sorry if we’ve intruded. I’m Phil and this is my wife, Nina.”

Carolyn went into her professional NNN mode, smiling broader. “I’m happy to meet you both. And you’re not intruding at all. I’m just killing time until my party arrives.” She held up the glass of Chardonnay she’d just bought. “Having some wine while I wait.”

There you go again, she told herself. Too many words, revealing pieces of your personal life. But the couple beamed at her, obviously pleased by her attention.

“Like Phil said, we’re sorry to bother you Carolyn, uh, Miss Langdon. It’s just that I tune in every day to watch you on NNN and I feel that I know you.” She grinned wider, revealing small, square teeth. “I cried when I read the article about you in that woman’s magazine—that you’d lost your father after already having so many other troubles.” She clucked her tongue. “How sad. I guess I just wanted you to know how very much I enjoy watching you. I feel like part of your family.”

Carolyn only nodded, taken aback by Nina’s sincere explanation, and a little uneasy as well. These people knew so much about her. She felt her stomach tightening and forced herself to relax, remembering that her viewers identified with her, tuned in to share their lives, expecting to hear bits of hers. They were by and large friends and genuinely sorry for her troubles, but she was starting to fear that between what she’d shared on the air, and what had been written about her in national publications, too much of her personal history had been made public.

“Oh, could I ask one more question?” Nina asked.

“Sure.” Carolyn felt as though her smile was cracking. “Although I can’t promise that I’ll be able to answer it.”

Nina seemed confident. “Isn’t the velvet dress you’re wearing the same one you wore this afternoon on your program that modeled the Alice Benson line?”

“You do watch, Nina.” Carolyn glanced down at the emerald green, long-sleeved sheath dress, a favorite. “Yes, it is. One of the perks of my job is that I can keep the clothes I wear on the air.”

“It looks great,” Phil said, admiringly, then turned to his wife. “Maybe you should have ordered one.”

“I did,” Nina said. She winked at Carolyn, as if to say thanks for the endorsement, that it’d given her the courage to confess to one more NNN order.

Carolyn made small talk and then her excuses. Taking her wine with her, she left the bar and went back into the restaurant. After leaving instructions with the hostess to seat her guests when they arrived, Carolyn was escorted to their reserved table. Once settled, her coat and handbag on an extra chair, she sipped her wine and stared at the nearby fireplace where a fire took the winter chill from the room and added a cheerful ambience.

Deep in thought, and lost in the Italian music that was playing on the PA system, Carolyn marveled that many of her viewing couples had solid relationships, unlike her own former marriage. She was pricked with a sense of loss, and with her gaze fixed beyond her present reality in the restaurant, she didn’t see Barney arrive.

He stood silently beside the table until she noticed him. For a moment neither of them spoke, as if he were giving her time to shift mental gears. An expression of—of what? Sympathy? Understanding?—flickered on his face and was gone. Then he grinned, took off his black leather jacket and draped it over the back of a chair before he sat down across from her.

“Sorry if I’ve kept you waiting.” The serious look in his pale eyes belied his light tone of voice.

“It’s fine. I was only a few minutes ahead of you.” She smiled, sensing that he was upset over something. “Besides, Minnie’s late, too.”

“Hope her delay isn’t as unfortunate as mine.” He glanced at her wine. “I could use one of those.”

“Hard day?”

“Yeah, I guess you could say that.” He motioned to a waiter. “Some guy went the mile in a domestic disturbance.” He shook his head and the light from their table candle flickered over his craggy features, casting them into harsh lines.

She leaned forward. “And?”

There was a long silence.

“He shot his wife, then turned the gun on himself.”

“They’re…dead?”

He nodded, grimly. “They left two little kids behind who have now joined the ranks of orphans.”

“Oh, God.” Carolyn’s words rushed out of her mouth in a shocked whisper. She knew Barney investigated murder cases, had seen him on television news when there had been a high-profile homicide in the city. But hearing about it firsthand was somehow more horrifying. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to actually see the death scene.

Barney turned away as the waiter approached and ordered a glass of Merlot. “We’re not ready to order,” he told the young man. “Still waiting for another person to join us.”

The waiter inclined his head. “I’ll just bring the Merlot for now and check back later.”

“It’s hard to understand why some people can go that far,” Barney went on as the waiter left.

“Do the kids have a place to go?”

“The grandparents, mother’s folks, are taking them.”

Carolyn swirled the wine in her glass. “What a tragedy.”

“Uh-huh…and then some.”

Another silence dropped between them. Then the waiter was back with Barney’s Merlot.

“A toast?” he asked when the waiter had moved on.

She nodded.

“To happier times for those kids…and for all of us,” he said, raising his glass.

“Cheers.”

They sipped, and Carolyn wondered if the second half of his toast referred to his own personal loss. Barney was able to discuss the tragedy he encountered in his work, but she’d never heard him talk about his dead family. Maybe the scar went too deep for words, she thought. Or maybe he was like Rob, who’d just shut everyone out of his grief. That was a little different, she supposed. After all, she wasn’t Barney’s wife, but she had the feeling that it wouldn’t matter if she were. She sensed a distance in him and that was something she never wanted again in a relationship.

“Another toast,” Barney said, holding up his glass again. “For the color green. Anyone ever tell you that your dress matches your eyes?”

She nodded, uneasy with the flirtatious undercurrent. They toasted a second time.

Then the cell phone rang in Carolyn’s purse, saving her from a reply to his unexpected comment. She’d forgotten to turn it off, her habit when she was in a restaurant. Shrugging an apology to Barney, she answered.

“Hello?”

“Carolyn, I’m so sorry I can’t make it.” Minnie’s voice sounded in her ear. “I can’t leave work. One of the counselors came down with the stomach flu and there’s no one to take over her drug rehab session tonight except me. It’s part of the program so we can’t postpone it.” A pause. “The court wouldn’t take it kindly if we did.”

“Minnie, it’s fine. I took a rain check last week from you. It’s your turn to postpone. We can try for next week instead. Okay?”

“What about Barney? I wasn’t able to call him.”

“He’s right here, sitting across the table from me.”

“Will you tell him what happened?”

“Of course.”

“Thanks. I’ll call you later. I’ve got to run.”

“What was that all about?” Barney asked as she put her phone away.

Carolyn explained.

“Sure, we can all make it another night.” A pause. “But you and I have to eat anyway.” His light blue eyes seemed silver in the candlelight. “How about us ordering?”

She grinned, lightening the mood. “So glad you asked. I’m starving.”

It was the first time she’d ever seen him laugh wide enough to expose his teeth, and she suddenly wondered how she could ever have thought him less than an extremely attractive man. One of those guys who was transformed from rugged looking to handsome by a smile.

“Me, too.” He motioned to the waiter.

They both ordered the pasta and seafood special and a second glass of wine. The conversation had turned to happier topics: his childhood years with an Irish father and an Italian mother, hers growing up with only one parent, a father who’d been one of the most influential men in Atlanta. The evening passed pleasantly and they’d just finished after-dinner coffee when Barney’s pager went off.

“Hmm,” he said, glancing at the message. “As Joe Friday used to say on those old TV reruns, ‘the city never sleeps.’”

“Aren’t you going to call back?” Carolyn had pulled her wallet out of her purse and then reached for her cell phone to offer Barney. “You’re welcome to use it.”

“Thanks anyway, Carolyn. I’ll call from my car.”

She started to put two twenties down on the bill and he pushed her hand away. “This one’s on me.”

“Minnie and I always go Dutch—”

He flashed his smile. “I insist.”

She put her money away, then stood to put on her long black coat and gloves. As they walked toward the front entrance he offered to see her to her car.

“No need. I have valet parking.” She hesitated, smiling. “But thanks for offering.”

They paused in front of the restaurant to say their good-byes. Abruptly, he dropped a kiss on her forehead, stepped back to give her a salute of thanks, and then strode off down the street. She handed the valet her car check, her eyes still following Barney’s tall, lanky figure until he disappeared around a corner. Their time together had been surprisingly pleasant, although she’d noticed how he still avoided the topic of his deceased wife and kids.

“I can’t believe my luck,” a vaguely familiar male voice said from behind her, diverting her thoughts. “I come to a boring business meeting and meet Carolyn Langdon.”

She turned, expecting to see another fan. Instead her gaze was caught by dark eyes that were already crinkling at the corners in anticipation of a smile.

“Richard, uh—” Her own smile was instantaneous. “I’m sorry I can’t remember your last name. You’re the man I bumped into as I was leaving Roberta’s office.”

“Uh-huh.” He clucked his tongue. “I’m deflated. Forgotten so soon.” His charming manner was so contagious that Carolyn laughed out loud.

“Uh, Crawford, isn’t it?” she asked, suddenly remembering.

His gaze was warm with humor…and admiration. “That’s right.”

There was a silence as Carolyn considered what to say next. Richard Crawford was even more attractive than she remembered from their brief encounter at NNN. Although he was tall, maybe six feet, he wasn’t as big a man as Barney was, or as intense. But he seemed dynamic in his own way, with a certain openness that Barney lacked.

“I could also make an extravagant comment,” she said, finally. “Like you’re unforgettable but—”

He grinned, interrupting. “But…it’d be a little white lie?”

“Goodness! I’d hate to get a reputation for telling lies. It’d be bad for my business.” The wind had come up and Carolyn could smell rain in the air. “And I’m a professional saleswoman, Mr. Crawford.”

“Richard.”

She nodded. “Richard.”

“That’s better…may I call you Carolyn?”

“Of course. Everyone does.”

Another pause, this time on his part. Then she saw his smile starting again.

“I didn’t mean like all of your customers and fans. I was thinking more along the lines of friends, perhaps work associates.” He hesitated, watching her face for a reaction. “As Roberta Singleton mentioned, I might become one of NNN’s vendors.”

“Then we would indeed be work associates. Have you heard one way or the other yet?”

He shook his head. “But I understand these things take time. NNN is very careful about what they choose to market, as they should be.”

“That’s very true. The company stands behind what they sell, because they believe in the product, a must for anything they handle.”

“The very reason I want to be one of the lucky vendors.”

“You know, Richard, I don’t know what your product is.”

“I’d love to explain, but it’d take too long right now when it’s about to rain and the arrival of your car is imminent.” He glanced at his watch. “Not to mention I’m already late for my meeting.” A pause.

“But I’d love to explain my product to you. Maybe we can have drinks one evening?”

“Maybe so,” she said. Privately she doubted it. It might not be appropriate until after NNN made its decision.

“I’ll see you at the studio in any case,” he said.

Then, after a final wave of his hand, he strode into the restaurant for his business meeting. By the time the Volvo arrived a couple of minutes later it had started to rain. She slipped behind the wheel, her thoughts still on Richard Crawford. She would like to have drinks with him, she decided, get to know him better, see if her first impression of a friendly, open man was accurate. But was he married? She hadn’t noticed a ring.
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