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  ~~I’d like to dedicate this to the group of senior citizens that I had the pleasure to escort to Scandinavia in 1987. Without the experiences I had on this tour I wouldn’t have had the material to write this book. Many of the things listed in the book did happen, although I never shared a room with another agent and I didn’t have a romantic encounter.~~




  Chapter 1




  The phone on Rick Parker’s desk rang three times before he looked down at the lit buttons. With everyone else in the office on a call, he pressed the button to bring the headset to life.




  “Collier’s Travel, Rick speaking.”




  “Rick, I’m glad to get you. This is Glen.”




  Glen Collier, the owner of the agency, wouldn’t have had to identify himself. Rick immediately recognized his voice. He wondered what Glen wanted, since he rarely called the Seattle office without a good reason.




  “So, what’s up? I usually don’t have the pleasure of a call from you.”




  “Come on, Rick, don’t sound so skeptical. I don’t call your office often because there’s no need. I know you’re doing a good job. It just so happens, I have a tour I need you to fill for me.”




  Rick relaxed. “What kind of a tour?”




  “I have a group of twenty-six booked on a two-week tour of Scandinavia. I want you to fill the bus with clients from Collier’s. Do you think you can book twenty senior citizens for it?”




  Rick thought for a moment, and then nodded as though Glen could see him do so across the wire. “I don’t think I’ll have a problem with that. Christi took a group to Brazil last year. They’re making noises about going to Europe this summer. I’ll get her on it right away.”




  “Not so fast, Rick. I don’t want Christi taking this group.”




  “Why not? She’s one hell of a tour guide.”




  “That might be, but I remember how it went last summer. She came back exhausted. She’s too young to enjoy the same thing the seniors do. It’s not the stamina she doesn’t have, it’s the interests. I want you to do it. You’re closer to their age and you’re a damn good escort.”




  “There’s more to it than that,” Rick interrupted. “This sounds like a bimbo sitting project to me. I haven’t forgotten that fiasco with Patti from the Houston office last summer. Thanks, but no thanks.”




  “No bimbos, I promise,” Glen said with a chuckle in his voice. “The original group is from the Minter, Wisconsin office. Janice Walters will be escorting them.”




  “Janice Walters?” Rick questioned, his mind spinning. He remembered Janice Walters all too well. They had met five years earlier on a company-sponsored trip to Hawaii. As he recalled, she was in her mid to late forties, with graying hair, was at least fifty pounds overweight and was obsessed with her husband, Ben. “You have to be kidding. You aren’t planning to saddle me with her, are you? I mean Patti was bad enough, but she couldn’t help being an airhead; Janice is...”




  “Janice is one of the best damn escorts in the business,” Glen said, finishing Rick’s statement, but using entirely different words than the ones Rick planned to use. “Ever since Ben died, I haven’t been able to budge her out of the office. This is the perfect trip to get her back doing what she does best. I want you along to give her moral support.”




  “Sure, now I get it. I’m going to be old bimbo sitting. At least I won’t have to scour the discos trying to find her like I did with Patti.” As soon as he said the words, he remembered Glen saying something about Ben’s death. He hesitated for a minute to allow it to sink in. “Did you say something about Janice being a widow?”




  “I most certainly did. Ben died I’d say about eighteen months ago. I thought you knew.”




  Rick swallowed hard, trying to remember what was going on in his life eighteen months ago. As he recalled, the entire period around then was a blur. If his calculations were right, Ben must have died just about the time Sandy decided to leave him for a younger man.




  “I guess I didn’t know. There was a lot going on at that time. Her being a widow doesn’t change anything. After almost twenty years with this company, I’m beyond handholding. After last summer, I swore off of it. Find yourself another babysitter.”




  “Sorry, Rick, you’re not getting out of this one. You and Janice are the best and I want both of you on this trip. I’m not giving you a choice. This is a direct order, so get used to it.”




  Rick groaned. It would do him no good to defy Glen. He already had the reputation of being a rebel and Glen warned him about it repeatedly. This time, Rick knew he couldn’t change Glen’s mind.




  “If I don’t have a choice, so be it. I’ll take care of Janice; just don’t ask me to enjoy it. If she gets started on Saint Ben Walters, I might just puke.”




  They talked for a few more minutes before Glen ended the call. Glancing down at the now clear lines, Rick buzzed Christi’s line. “Can you come in here?” he asked.




  Christi looked apprehensive when she entered the office. “Did I do something wrong?”




  “Nothing’s wrong,” he quickly assured her. “I need your file and mailing list for the group of seniors you took to Brazil last year.”




  Christi’s worry turned to concern. “You aren’t going to saddle me with them again, are you? Come on, Rick, I’ll do anything. Pick up your laundry, bring you lattes everyday, I’ll even clean out the employee refrigerator. Just please don’t sentence me to another tour with the geezer patrol. I don’t think I can smile through one more story about the good old days. To say nothing about having to dance with some old duffer who drools all over my shoulder.”




  “Calm down, you don’t have to take them out again, because Glen saddled me with them. I need twenty people to fill a tour to Scandinavia. We should be getting an e-mail with the details soon, then you can start sending out the information.”




  After Christi left the office, Rick opened his e-mail account on the Internet. Adding the address for the Wisconsin office from his address book, he typed in a personal note in the message area.




  

    

      Janice—Just found out we will be escorting the senior citizen tour to Scandinavia this summer. It should be interesting. Sorry to hear about your husband—Rick.


    


  




  * * * *




  Janice glanced at the dashboard clock as she pulled into the lot of Collier’s Travel. It read seven forty-five. She liked getting to work early. It gave her time to organize her day and sort through the numerous e-mails that came in overnight.




  Glen’s gray BMW filled her usual parking space, forcing her to take one farther away from the building in the area usually reserved for the clients. Thinking back, she remembered the group of seniors she suggested to Glen several weeks earlier. They usually took a trip in the summer and always wanted Glen to make the arrangements. It seemed like the only logical reason for him to be at her office at such an early hour.




  “Good morning,” Glen greeted her as he got out of his car.




  “Good morning to you, too. To what do I owe the honor of such an early visit?”




  “I thought you’d like to know that I booked the tour you suggested yesterday. That way you’ll be prepared when the deposits start coming in.”




  Janice unlocked the door and led Glen into her office before continuing their conversation. “Let me guess, Pauline Sanderson liked the idea enough to book it. She certainly wasn’t receptive to me, but then she always did like you best.”




  “Something along those lines. She finally got back to me and booked twenty-six seats.”




  Janice mentally calculated the number of seats on a tour bus. With a capacity of forty-eight, there would be twenty-two empty seats. “I know you well enough to remember you don’t like to mix Collier’s people with anyone else’s. Which agency do you have in mind to fill the rest of it?”




  Glen smiled broadly. “I’m afraid you know me too well, my dear. I gave the other twenty seats to the Seattle office. Rick will be able to pull it together without any trouble.”




  Janice could feel her brows knot as she considered the prospect of Margaret having to spend two weeks escorting a tour with Rick Parker. “Why did you give it to Seattle?”




  “Because Rick is one hell of a good escort. He’ll be perfect for their group.”




  “I was afraid you were going to tell me Rick would be taking this one out. How could you even consider him for the Scandinavia tour? He’ll chew up poor Margaret and spit her out.”




  “No he won’t,” Glen assured her.




  “What makes you so sure? I’ve never seen such a ladies’ man in my entire life. I don’t know how his wife puts up with him.”




  “For starters, his wife doesn’t put up with him. She divorced him over a year ago. To answer your question, Margaret won’t have to put up with him, because she’s not escorting this tour, you are.”




  “Me! You can’t be serious. I haven’t done anything like this since-since...”




  “Since Ben got sick,” Glen said, finishing her statement. “It’s time you got back to doing what you do best. I didn’t force the issue when Ben was in treatment and I’ve respected your mourning period. Now I’m insisting you take this group. Pauline Sanderson wants you to act as their escort.”




  “I don’t see why,” Janice retorted. “I’m certainly not in her social circle.”




  “Well, you are now. With a group of this size, I don’t intend to go against their wishes. Do I make myself clear?”




  “Perfectly, I just don’t know if I’m up to this.”




  “Believe me, you’re up to it. It’s been a year and a half. It’s time you got back to the real word. You’re one hell of an escort. I know it and so do you.”




  “Maybe, but can’t you find someone other than Rick Parker to go along on this joyride? I just can’t imagine spending two weeks with the playboy of the year.”




  “You’re too hard on him. I realize he was giving off those vibes when you were in Hawaii together, but give him a chance. I think you’ll see what he’s really like.”




  “That’s what I’m afraid of. Of course, you win. I guess I can play Little Red Riding Hood to his Big Bad Wolf for two weeks,” Janice said, holding her hand up in mock surrender. “I’ll escort Pauline’s group and I’ll tolerate Rick Parker. Just don’t expect me to be ecstatic about it.”




  “That’s my girl. You’ll see he’s not as bad as you think.”




  Janice looked up at Glen’s comment. “What’s that supposed to mean?”




  “He’s a flirt, I’ll give you that, but I happen to know he was never unfaithful to his wife.”




  “What makes you so certain? Remember me, I’m the one who saw him in action. He was pawing every single woman on that trip to Hawaii you planned for us. Thank God I was married and didn’t have to put up with him every time I turned around.”




  “I’ve seen him in action, too. I’ve also seen him shy away from a woman when she wanted more than he did. He loved his wife and he loves his kids. He’s just one of those guys who like to flirt. Unfortunately, Sandy was one of those girls who liked to flirt as well, only she wasn’t content to stop at that. She left him for a younger man.”




  “Poor guy,” Janice lamented, her words filled with sarcasm. “My heart bleeds for him.”




  “Come on, Janice, be a little more sympathetic. You and Rick will get along just fine.”




  “I certainly hope so. Two weeks is a long time. I must assume he knows about this little field trip you’ve set up. Did you tell him I’d be the escort for this part of the group?”




  “As a matter of fact, I did.”




  “You were pretty sure of yourself, weren’t you?”




  “I didn’t have any qualms about getting you to do it if that’s what you mean. Like I say, you’re top notch. I want you for these people and they want you too, so it’s not going to do you any good to argue with me.”




  “What about him, does he have a group in mind for this trip?”




  “He has a list of potentials. They’re seniors who went to Brazil from his office last year. They’re talking about Europe, so why not Scandinavia? Since you’re got twenty-six who are already interested, I gave him the remaining twenty slots to fill.”




  Janice mentally calculated the numbers. “Let’s see, twenty-six from this office, twenty from the Seattle office, and two escorts: that means a full bus. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were matchmaking.”




  “Whatever gave you a crazy idea like that?”




  “Those buses have twelve rows of seats with two seats on each side. If we go out full, which I think we will, all the seats will be taken and I get to sit with you-know-who. How close to the truth am I?”




  “Not as close as you think. I just know you and Rick are the best. With this tour I’m looking at some good profits. The airline is giving us an override and I’m getting top dollar from the tour company. I want everything to go well. Besides, if I get good feedback from these people, you and Rick could be looking at a big raise in addition to a bonus.”




  Janice remained silent for a moment as she thought over what Glen just said. She certainly couldn’t turn down the money. Although she owned the house free and clear, Ben’s illness had depleted their savings. She found herself struggling to make ends meet. “All right, Glen, count me in, but don’t expect me to hold Rick’s hand for two weeks. Once we get there he’s on his own. He’ll probably go stir crazy with no one to hit on for that length of time.”




  Glen smiled broadly. “I knew I could count on you, although I have to admit I was a bit apprehensive.”




  “When have I ever said no to you?”




  “You haven’t, and I was counting on your consistency today.”




  Once Glen left the office, Janice contemplated the upcoming tour. She had four months to prepare herself to spend two weeks with Rick. She hoped it was enough time for her to come to grips with the idea of sitting next to the man for the entire trip.




  She closed her eyes, trying to get a mental picture of Rick. After all, she hadn’t seen him in the past five years. As she remembered, he was about six foot two inches tall with dark hair and brown eyes. He reminded her of Ben’s Uncle Irvin. He’d been younger than Ben’s dad and Janice always thought he would be an easy man to have an affair with. He seemed incredibly at ease with women. She knew he was a playboy, especially after having three wives and an ever-roving eye.




  The opening of the front door stopped her musings. Expecting to see Glen return for one reason or another, she turned toward the noise. To her relief, it was Margaret who entered the office.




  “I met Glen on the way in. What’s going on?” Margaret asked, as she hung up her coat.




  “He sold the group to Pauline. We should start getting deposits in this week.”




  “I was hoping he wouldn’t be able to sell it to that group. I don’t know if I can put up with that woman for an entire two weeks.”




  Janice couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face. With her apprehensions about working with Rick, she’d forgotten about Pauline. She had such a sharp tongue she could rip a person to ribbons with it in a heartbeat. Add her to Rick and the two weeks in July would be very interesting.




  “You won’t have to worry about it,” Janice assured Margaret. “I know I said you’d be escorting this one, but I just got shot down. Glen says Pauline asked for me. He didn’t give me a choice in the matter; he just said that’s the way it’s going to be.”




  Janice noticed the look on Margaret’s face. It mirrored disappointment. She couldn’t call Margaret anything but a top-notch agent, it did no good, but she was in the business for one reason and one reason only, the travel. In Janice’s book, there were two types of agents, those who loved travel and those who loved to travel. Margaret fell in the latter of those two categories. She did a good job in the office in order to travel as much as possible.




  “Better you than me,” Margaret quipped, the disappointment Janice saw earlier seemingly gone. “I never have gotten along with Pauline. Is Glen offering the rest of the seats to another branch?”




  Janice nodded. “He gave them to Seattle.”




  “Seattle? Isn’t that Rick Parker’s office?”




  “That’s right and Rick will be escorting the Seattle group himself.”




  “Damn,” Margaret replied. “Now I wish I were putting up with Pauline this summer. I wouldn’t mind having a two-week fling with him.”




  “You’d cheat on Chuck?”




  “You bet I would. Not that I ever have, but I’ve never had a chance to do it with someone like Rick. I think he’s one of the sexiest guys I’ve ever met. Maybe you’ll get lucky. With your new look, who knows?”




  “I doubt it. Rick isn’t my cup of tea. I can’t imagine anyone being taken with a man like him.” Even as she spoke the words, she knew they were a lie. Any woman would cut off her left breast if it meant Rick would look in her direction. Unfortunately, she was much too old for someone like Rick to even consider looking at in that way.




  Without saying more, Margaret went back out to her own desk in order to get the office opened for the day, leaving Janice alone with her thoughts.




  The first task, which of course she was late in doing, was to sort through the e-mails stored in the computer. As she did, she printed out the important ones and purged the junk. To her surprise an e-mail flashed on the screen with the Collier’s letterhead. Not taking time to read the contents, she hit the print button.




  After taking the e-mails from the printer on the back counter, she began to scan them. The usual announcements of specials from various companies made up the majority of the pages in the stack. At last she picked up the one with the Collier’s letterhead. The words seemed to jump off the page at her. Although Glen assured her Rick knew about the summer group, she never expected to receive an e-mail from the man.




  Going back to the original that was still on her computer, she hit the reply button and wrote her own short response.




  

    

      Rick—Interesting indeed. Hope you can keep up with these seniors. Better get ready to eat lefsa and drink some good European beer—Janice.


    


  




  Chapter 2




  The plane hit an air pocket, rudely awakening the sleeping passengers.




  “Are we going to crash?” Pauline Sanderson’s shrill voice assaulted Janice’s ears while the woman’s perfectly manicured fake fingernails dug into her arm.




  “No, Pauline, we aren’t going to crash, we only hit an air pocket. If you’d been awake, you would never have even noticed it.” She knew Pauline didn’t fully accept the explanation. Janice didn’t blame her. The words did sound pretty lame.




  Around them people started putting up window shades and turning on the cabin lights in preparation for the last leg of their flight. Checking her watch, Janice realized they would be arriving in about two hours.




  The flight attendants began making their way through the cabin with hot towels and a continental breakfast. While they did, Janice assessed the trip thus far. She wondered if anything more could go wrong. When everyone met at the bus station for the ride to O’Hare, two couples were late. After arriving at the airport, they learned their plane was delayed four hours in take-off. Although they made up an hour during the flight, they would still be three hours late arriving in Copenhagen.




  “At the document party, you mentioned we were meeting up with another group from Collier’s,” Pauline commented. “Why couldn’t we have our own bus?”




  Janice quickly changed her train of thoughts. “The tour busses carry forty-eight people. Considering we only have twenty-seven on our tour, Glen wanted to fill the bus. Rick Parker will be joining us with his group from the Seattle office.”




  “A man?” Pauline questioned. “Now that sounds interesting. How old is he?”




  The question set Janice’s mind in gear. “He’s fifty-two or maybe fifty-three. I’ve only met him once, but I’m sure he has grown up.”




  “Is he good looking?”




  Janice knew exactly what Pauline was getting at. Her reputation for romancing younger men was well known in Minter. “Yes, he’s good looking. Do you mean to tell me that you’re interested? I didn’t think you went for the playboy type.”




  “Of course I’m not interested in him, especially with George along.” She nodded toward her husband who was engaged in conversation with the woman next to him. “I was thinking about you. I mean Ben has been gone for almost two years now. Don’t you think it’s time?”




  “Time? Time for what?”




  “To start dating, of course. This trip would be the perfect opportunity for you to have a fling. It would give you a chance to find out what it’s like to be with a man again.”




  As the initial shock wore off, Janice became angry with Pauline for even suggesting such a thing. “When I feel the time is right, I’ll find my own man. It certainly won’t be anyone like Rick Parker. Besides, he has an eye for much younger women.”




  “Well, you’re hardly what I’d call old, my dear. I’d give anything to be your age again. Getting old isn’t all it’s cracked up to be you know.”




  “I meant much younger than me,” Janice said, her temper subsiding a bit. She couldn’t blame Pauline for voicing the same opinion her own children did just days earlier. “Besides, Rick prefers cute and petite not slightly over the hill and dumpy.”




  Pauline laughed heartily. “Have you even taken the time to look in a mirror since Ben died? Every woman I know is envious of the weight you’ve lost and we all applaud your decision to do something with your hair. It’s one thing to think you’re going to grow old gracefully. It’s quite another to actually achieve it. A bottle of hair color is a woman’s best friend.”




  Janice didn’t comment. Instead she thought long and hard about her daughter’s insistence about her going to the day spa. The results were overwhelming. Although she knew she looked good, since she did glance in the mirror on occasion, it was hard seeing what she really looked like and not the woman she remembered so well. In her mind’s eye, she saw herself sixty pounds heavier with salt-and-pepper hair that really had no style, since she usually pulled it back in a ponytail. Her new style was more sophisticated and age appropriate, especially with the color that had been added along with the highlights. It would be a hassle to keep it up, but in the long run she knew it was worth the time and money.




  Again the flight attendants began to make their way through the cabin. This time they brought hot coffee and breakfast trays. With Pauline engrossed in the pleasure of her meal and talking to George, Janice allowed her thoughts to drift back to Rick. It would be nice if he took notice of her at some point during the trip, but she knew it wouldn’t happen.




  Giving up on the fantasy of having a vacation fling, Janice reviewed her possibilities back home. She could have her choice of the eligible bachelors of her age in town. Les Harper was sixty, fat, bald, and drank heavily. Roy Armbruster didn’t know the meaning of the words personal hygiene, even though he had a heart of gold. Last but not least was Allen Koopman. She and Allen went to a night class together several years ago and she still remembered how he cornered her in the parking lot one night. If she hadn’t had the foresight to bring her knee up in a most strategic place, who knows what might have happened?




  No, dating again, at least in Minter, is definitely out of the question.




  Still pondering Pauline’s suggestion, Janice thought about Ben. He’d swept her off her feet in high school and they were married right after graduation. Even though they didn’t enjoy the great sex promised in all the romance novels she read, Janice did know she loved him and no one else. She’d never had another lover and never wanted one. With him gone, she decided she would be content with her memories as well as the fantasy world of fiction. At least in books all the heroes were strong, handsome and without fault. It was too bad they only existed on paper.




  “How much longer before we land, Janice?” George asked, dissolving her personal revelry.




  “According to my calculations, we should be arriving in Copenhagen in about forty-five minutes. The flight attendant told me they hoped to make-up enough time to be only three hours late rather than four.”




  “So then what?” the person who sat across the aisle questioned.




  “We’ll be met by the tour guide and taken to our hotel, where I suggest you all try and get some sleep.”




  “Sleep!” Pauline exclaimed. “I paid a lot of money for this trip so I could see Scandinavia. I certainly didn’t spend it so I could sleep.”




  “I know how you feel,” Janice said, fielding Pauline’s objection. “I felt the same way the first time I came to Europe, but it didn’t take long for me to realize I needed my rest. Believe me, you’ll enjoy the trip much more if you aren’t exhausted. The tour company knows what they’re doing when they give you a free day when you first get in. By tonight you’ll be refreshed and ready to fully appreciate the remainder of the trip.”




  “I am so glad Mr. Collier suggested you come along with us,” Pauline said, placing her hand on Janice’s arm. “You know so much about this travel thing.”




  “Glen suggested I come with you?” Janice questioned.




  “Of course, I thought Margaret would be with us again this year but Mr. Collier said you’d be perfect. He was so very right.”




  Janice didn’t say anything. If she did, she knew she’d explode. Since her escorting this group wasn’t Pauline’s idea, Janice wondered what Glen was up to. Why was he so interested in her taking it on? What ulterior motive did he have in mind?




  * * * *




  In the baggage claim area, Janice easily found their luggage. She silently thanked Glen for supplying her with the florescent orange tags she’d put on each of their bags before each couple got on the bus. It certainly speeded up the process of sorting out which pieces belonged to her group. She wondered what color Glen chose for the people from Seattle. Many years ago he told her he used a different color for each branch office. When they went on the familiarization trip to Hawaii five years ago, she hadn’t taken notice of which office carried what color.




  “I see you finally made it,” Inga Einerson, the representative from the tour company greeted Janice when they came out of customs. “I’ll bet you’re exhausted.”




  Janna nodded, surprised not only by Inga’s age but also her perfect English. She could hardly detect an accent and wondered which country the girl called home.




  “Did the Seattle group get in?” Janice finally asked.




  “They certainly did and they were on time as well. When we were informed of your delay, I made certain they got over to the hotel. By now, I’m positive they’re all sound asleep.”




  A picture of Rick getting ready for bed flashed through Janice’s mind, making her tingle uncontrollably. “I’m looking forward to sleeping the day away myself,” she said absently.




  Inga led the way to the bus and Janice counted pieces of luggage and bodies to assure herself that no one got lost or left behind. At the hotel, Janice asked for the room assignments and handed out the keys to her weary charges.




  “What about our luggage?” Pauline asked, her voice whiny from lack of sleep.




  “The bellmen have already taken your bags up to your rooms. They will be waiting for you by your doors.”




  Once the last of the seniors disappeared behind the closed elevator doors, Janice relaxed. For the first time she took note of her room number. It was number 1018 and smack dab in the middle of the twenty-story hotel. Rather than just being a room, it represented a sanctuary. It would be the one place she could be by herself without having to deal with her twenty-six senior citizens or Rick.




  * * * *




  Rick returned to his room after taking a run to ease the tension of the long flight. He knew he should have gone right to bed, but traveling always left him too keyed up to sleep. Running tended to relax him and helped to clear his mind.




  He found his twenty senior citizens to be a good mix of people. Interesting might be a better word. They came from varied backgrounds and all seemed to be good friends. It certainly made his job easier. He hoped Janice’s group was as well adjusted.




  Not bothering to unpack anything, he made his way to the bathroom for a quick shower before lying down. For a moment he thought about leaving the towel in the bathroom when he finished, but decided against it. Even alone, he wasn’t comfortable walking around in the nude.




  He opened the bathroom door just as he heard an electronic key trip the lock on the door leading to the hallway. To his shock the door opened and a woman entered, carrying a suitcase. He judged her height at about five seven and her weight at perhaps one forty, one fifty at the most. As for her age she could be anywhere from forty on up. She looked as though she was exhausted. It was evident she’d just arrived from a long fight. Her peach-colored traveling suit was rumpled, indicating she’d slept in it. Moving up, he concentrated on her face. Beautiful ice-blue eyes were fringed with lush dark lashes and her dark hair was cut in a short sassy style.




  “Rick!” she exclaimed.




  He recognized her voice, even if he didn’t immediately know her face. Somehow he couldn’t connect the two. The lovely woman who stood in front of him couldn’t be Janice Walters.




  “Just what are you doing in my room?” she demanded.




  “I think you have things a little confused, Janice. This is my room.” Rick smiled wickedly. She certainly didn’t resemble the Janice he remembered meeting five years ago.




  “I was given Room 1018,” she declared.




  “Sorry, honey, but I was here first.”




  “I’m not in any mood to argue with you.”




  “Well, that’s makes two of us. I’m not in the mood for an argument either.”




  “Aren’t you at least going to make yourself presentable?”




  Rick looked down at the towel covering the lower part of his body. “You’re just lucky I decided to leave this towel on. I was contemplating walking out of the bathroom in the nude.”




  “Well, thank God for small favors.”




  Rick liked the way she blushed at the thought of seeing him in all his glory. “Calm down, Janice. One phone call to the front desk will straighten everything out.”




  He picked up the phone and waited for the desk clerk to answer. “This is Rick Parker up in Room 1018. We seem to have a problem here. Just who is registered to this room?”




  “Let’s see,” the clerk said. “The room is reserved for R. Parker and J. Walters, escorts.”




  Rick wished Janice wasn’t standing in front of him monitoring his facial expressions. The thought of sharing the room with Janice made him want to smile broadly. Instead he tried to sound stern. “There seems to be a misunderstanding. R. Parker is me and I’m a man, while J. Walters is Janice Walters and she’s very definitely a woman. We need to get another room for Ms. Walters.”




  “I’m sorry, Mr. Parker, but there’s nothing I can do. The hotel is sold out. This is high season.”




  “I know it’s high season. I’m a travel agent for God’s sake. I also know hotels usually hold back several rooms. You can’t be completely sold out.”




  “Maybe hotels in the United States can afford to hold back rooms, but you are no longer in America, Mr. Parker. Our season is so short, we book every room for every night.”




  Rick knew he would get nowhere with the desk clerk. “Put me through to Inga at the tour desk.”




  While he waited to be connected, he assessed Janice. She appeared more angry over the situation than nervous about being alone with a near naked man in a strange hotel room.




  “Is there a problem, Rick?” Inga greeted him.




  “You bet there’s a problem. You put Janice and me in the same room.”




  “What are you talking about?”




  “It’s not hard to understand. Both Janice and I have been assigned to Room 1018. I just talked to the front desk and there isn’t another room to be had in the hotel. How did this happen?”




  “I don’t know. I didn’t make the rooming arrangements. Give me a minute to check the rest of the tour.”




  Rick listened as Inga shuffled several sheets of paper. “Oh dear, I don’t know how this happened,” Inga finally said, her voice sounding distressed. “You and Janice are sharing a room all the way through the tour.”




  “That’s impossible. It’s totally unacceptable. Change it.”




  “I can’t change it. Every hotel is sold out. The season in Scandinavia is so short everybody takes advantage of it. We’re not here just for you Americans. We’ve become a top destination for Europeans as well as the Japanese and people from South Africa. There’s nothing I can do.”




  Inga’s answer irritated as well as intrigued Rick. It wouldn’t be a disaster to room with Janice for the duration of the tour, but he didn’t want her to realize how he felt. He waited until the phone on the other end hung up and then slammed down the receiver.




  “Well, Janice, it looks like we’re stuck with each other for the next two weeks.”




  “Two weeks!” she echoed, her anger turning to shock. “How can we? You can’t possibly mean they can’t find one more room.”




  “That’s exactly what I mean. I’ve been informed, twice, about how this is high season. Like it or not, we’re rooming together for the next two weeks. There’s not another room to be had.”




  “All the way through?”




  “Now you’re getting the picture. Come on, make the best of it. We certainly aren’t teenagers with overactive hormones. Between the two of us, we can make this work. I mean just because we’re sharing a room doesn’t mean we have to share a bed. Men and women don’t always have to have sex in a relationship.”




  For the first time Janice’s features softened as she smiled. “I would have never thought you would agree with me. My main concern here is for you. Whenever I get a mental picture of you, I see the words playboy of the year tattooed on your forehead. I don’t want to cramp your style.”




  “Did I just hear a meow?”




  “It’s whatever you want it to be, but meow sounds as good as anything else.” As though defeated, she sank down onto the bed opposite the one Rick chose. “How did this happen in the first place? How did Rick Parker and Janice Walters end up sharing the same room for two weeks?”




  “That, my dear, you’re going to have to take up with Glen. He listed us as J. Walters and R. Parker, escorts, with no provisions for separate rooms.”




  “When I get my hands on him, I plan to wring his neck,” she said.




  Rick moved closer to where she sat and placed his hand on her shoulder. “You know you don’t mean what you just said. You’re tired, we both are. Why don’t you go in and take a long soak in a hot tub? By the time you’re done, I’ll be asleep.”




  “You don’t sleep in the nude, do you?”




  Her question took him by surprise. “Would it bother you if I said I did?”




  He watched as her brows knotted as though she was trying to decide what to say. “I guess not. It’s something I’m not used to but I’d hate to make things uncomfortable for you.”




  “But you’d make them uncomfortable for yourself?”




  Instead of commenting, she got up from the bed and reached for her suitcase.




  “Let me help you with your bag,” Rick said, hoping to be of assistance.




  “I’m perfectly capable of getting my own bag,” she snapped.




  Rick backed away, holding his hands up so she could see them. “So I won’t try to be a gentleman. I didn’t plan to finger your unmentionables. I only wanted to help you.”




  He watched as she put the case on the luggage rack at the end of the bed, then pulled out a silky looking nightgown and matching robe. Within the confines of his mind, he wondered how the material would feel against his skin.




  “We heard your plane was going to be three hours late in arriving,” he said in an attempt to change the subject. “What caused the delay?” He decided it was best to ask the question since it took his mind off the mental picture of her in the sheer nightgown.




  “There were some bad thunderstorms in Chicago. We even heard there was a sighting of a tornado not far from the airport. Nothing was taking off, so you can imagine the mood of the stranded travelers.”




  Rick nodded. As compatible as his group seemed to be, any delay would have aggravated tempers. “So, what is your group like?”




  For the first time since entering the room, Janice smiled and Rick enjoyed watching her relax. “You have to know Pauline Sanderson. She’s the head of the group. They go where she says. Last year it was Cancun in the middle of July and the year before that they took a trip to Alaska. I doubt anyone else gets a say in where they go. It’s sort of like whatever Pauline wants Pauline gets. Watch out for her. She’s already asked if you were good looking.”




  “What did you tell her?”




  “I said it was none of her business. For some unexplained reason, I decided to save you from her. She wanted to sink her claws into you.”




  “Doesn’t she have a husband?”




  “Of course she does, but George is an interesting study. He’s never really had to work, since Pauline is a very wealthy woman. There’s something to be said for marrying old money. He allows her to do whatever she wants, with whomever she wants. I doubt if I would be so tolerant of the old biddy, even if she did represent my meal ticket for the last forty plus years.”




  Rick remembered escorting people like Pauline in the past. They had too much money and too little restraint.




  “So, how did our fearless leader get you to come on this class trip?” Janice asked, breaking into his thoughts.




  Her question caught Rick a bit off-guard. Did he tell her the truth or make up a believable lie? “He told me you were chomping at the bit to take this group. He also said you haven’t done this since before you lost your husband. He thought you’d be more comfortable with someone your own age escorting the remainder of the group. What did he tell you?”




  “Well,” Janice began before running her tongue suggestively over her lips. “He told me it was you who was chomping at the bit for this tour. He also said Pauline especially asked for me. Like a fool, I believed him.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “On the plane, Pauline told me Glen suggested I take this group when she first booked it.”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





