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“I OUGHT TO KILL YOU, YOU KNOW THAT? JUST OUTRIGHT murder you,” Jason Wilding said, looking at his brother from under straight black eyebrows that were topped with a lion’s mane of steel gray hair.


“What else is new?” David asked, smiling at his older brother, giving that smile of such great charm that people trusted him with their lives. David Wilding, or Dr. David as he was known to the people of Abernathy, Kentucky, picked up his glass of beer and drank deeply, while Jason sipped at his single malt whiskey.


“So what do you want?” Jason asked, arching one brow. It was a look that had made many a businessman’s knees quake.


“Now what makes you think I want anything?”


“Years of experience. The rest of this one-horse town may think you’re ready for sainthood, but I know you. You’re up to something and you want something from me.”


“Maybe I just wanted to visit with my illustrious older brother and the only way I could get you to come home for Christmas is to tell you that Dad was about to die.”


“Cheap trick,” Jason said with tight lips. He began to look in his suit pocket for a cigarette, then remembered that he gave them up over two years ago. But there was something about being in a bar in the town where he grew up that brought out the good ol’ boy in him.


“It was the only thing I could think of,” David said in defense of what he had done. He’d cabled his rich, overworked brother in New York that their father had suffered a heart attack and probably had only days to live. Within hours Jason’s private jet had landed in an airfield fifty miles from Abernathy, and an hour later Jason was standing in their living room. When Jason had seen his father drinking beer and playing poker with his buddies, for a few minutes, David had feared for his life. But, as he well knew, Jason’s bark was worse than his bite.


“I’m not staying,” Jason said, “so you can get that idea out of your head.”


“And why not?” David asked, trying to sound innocent. It had always been a family joke that David could get away with anything while Jason got blamed for everything. It was their looks. David had blond hair and blue eyes and a pink-and-white complexion. Even at thirty-seven he looked like an angel. And when he had on his doctor’s coat, a stethoscope about his neck, every person who saw him breathed a sigh of relief, for any man who looked as divine as he did had to be able to save lives.


On the other hand, Jason was as dark as David was fair, and as his father had often said to him, “Even if you didn’t do anything, you look like you did,” for Jason was born with a scowl.


“Let me guess,” David said, “you’re booked for four weeks in Tahiti and you’ll be bedding three women at once.”


Jason just took a sip of his whiskey and looked at his brother archly.


“No, no, don’t tell me,” David said. “I really can guess this one. Maybe it’s Paris and you’re having an affair with a runway model. One of those tall, cool creatures with plastic breasts.”


Jason looked at his watch. “I have to go, Leon is waiting.”


David knew that Leon was his brother’s private pilot and, in cases like this trip, he doubled as his chauffeur. David also knew that Jason’s staff served as his family, since he never bothered returning home and he’d always been much too busy to create a family of his own.


Jason gave his brother a look, then finished his whiskey and rose. “Look, you know how much I’d love to stay here and listen to you make fun of me, but I have—”


“Let me say it,” David said heavily. “You have work to do.”


“Right, I do, and I would imagine that just because it’s Christmas people don’t stop getting sick, even in charming little Abernathy.”


“No, and they don’t stop needing help, even in Abernathy.”


At that Jason sat back down. David asked for help only if he really needed it. “What is it? Cash?” Jason said. “Whatever you need, if I have it it’s yours.”


“I only wish that were true,” David said, looking down at his beer.


Jason signaled the waiter to bring another single malt, and David looked up at him in speculation. Jason wasn’t much of a drinker. He said it dulled his brain and he needed his wits about him if he was going to work. And, of course, work was Jason’s be-all, end-all of life.


“I’m in love,” David said softly; then when his brother was silent, he looked up and saw one of Jason’s rare smiles.


“And what else?” Jason asked. “She from the wrong side of the tracks? Are the biddies of this town up in arms because their precious Dr. David is no longer available?”


“I wish you didn’t hate this town so much. It’s a great place, really.”


“If you like small-minded bigots,” Jason said cheerfully.


“Look, what happened to Mother—No, I’m not going to get into that. I like this town and I plan to stay here.”


“With your new ladylove. So what’s the problem with this girl that you think you need me? What do I know about being in love?”


“You know about dating. I see your name in all the society columns.”


“Mmmm. I need to network at those charity functions . . . and it helps to have a woman on my arm,” Jason said without much feeling.


“It’s nice that the women you escort happen to be some of the most beautiful women in the world.”


“And the most avaricious,” Jason said, this time with feeling. “Do you have any idea how much jet fuel costs? If you did, you’d get on with whatever has happened to make you lie and connive your way into getting me here.”


“I figure one trip costs less than an EKG machine.”


Jason didn’t miss the hint. “You got it, so stop begging and get on with it. Who are you in love with and what’s the problem? You want me to pay for the wedding?”


“Believe it or not,” David said angrily, “some people on this earth want something from you other than that money that seems to be your life.”


Immediately, Jason backed down. “I apologize for the insinuation. Just tell me about this woman and how in the world I can be of help to you.”


David took a deep breath. “She’s a widow. She’s . . .” He looked up at his brother. “She’s Billy Thompkins’s widow.”


At that Jason gave a low whistle.


“She’s not like that. I know Billy had problems, but—”


“Yeah, the three d’s: drugs, drink, and driving.”


“You didn’t know him in his last years. He settled down at the end. He went away on some job across the river, and he came back two years later with Amy, and she was four months pregnant. He seemed to have turned over a new leaf. He even bought the old Salma place.”


Jason raised an eyebrow. “Is that heap still standing?”


“Barely. Anyway, he bought it with his mother’s help. She co-signed the mortgage.”


“But then who in Abernathy would lend Billy money?”


“Exactly. But it didn’t matter, because he died four months later. Plowed into a tree doing about eighty.”


“Drunk?”


“Yeah, drunk, and his wife was left alone except for Mildred. You remember her? Billy’s mother?”


“I always liked her,” Jason said. “She deserved better than Billy.”


“Well, she got it in Amy. She’s the sweetest person you ever met.”


“So what’s your problem? I can’t imagine that Mildred is standing in your way. Don’t tell me Dad—”


“He loves Amy almost as much as I do,” David said, looking down into his beer, which was already half empty.


“If you don’t get on with it, I’m leaving,” Jason threatened.


“It’s her son. I told you that Amy was pregnant when she came back with Billy. Well, it was a boy.”


“You deliver it?” Jason asked, one eyebrow arched.


“No, and don’t start that again. It’s different when you’re a woman’s doctor.”


“Mmmmm. What about her son? Is he like his father?”


“Billy had a sense of humor. This kid is . . . You’d have to meet him to see what I mean. He’s ruthless. Utterly without conscience. He is the most manipulative, conniving little monster I have ever met. Jealous doesn’t begin to describe him. He completely controls Amy.”


“And she has no idea what the kid’s doing, right?” Jason said, his lips tight. He had been in David’s position. Years before, he’d met a woman to whom he was more than just physically attracted. After one date he had begun to think that maybe there could be something between them. But then he’d met the woman’s thirteen-year-old son. The kid was a criminal-in-the-making. He used to rifle through Jason’s coat pockets and steal whatever he could find. Once he took Jason’s car keys, which forced him to leave without his Jaguar that night. A week later the car was found at the bottom of the East River. Of course the kid’s mother didn’t believe that her son could do anything like that, so they had broken up. The last Jason had heard, the kid was now working on Wall Street and was a multimillionaire.


“You’ve had some experience in this area?” David asked.


“Some. You can’t get any time with her unless the kid gives permission, right? And the mother dotes on him.” There was bitterness in his voice.


“Like you’ve never seen in your life. She never goes anywhere without him. I’ve tried to persuade her to let me hire a baby-sitter, but she’s too proud to accept my help, so the kid goes with us or we don’t go. And it’s impossible to stay at her house.” David leaned half-way across the table. “The kid doesn’t sleep. I mean it. Never. He’s either a freak or a spawn of the devil. And of course Amy gives him one hundred percent of her attention all the time he’s awake.”


“Drop her,” Jason said. “Trust me on this. Get away from her fast. If you did win her, you’d have to live with that kid. You’ll wake up one morning with a cobra in your bed.”


“He’d have to fight Max for space.”


“The kid is still sleeping with his mother?” Jason said in disgust.


“When he wants to.”


“Run.”


“It’s easy for you to say. You’ve never been in love. Look, I think I could handle the kid if I could just win over his mother. But the truth is, I have no time alone with her.” At that, David looked up at Jason in a way he’d seen a thousand times before.


“Oh, no, you don’t. You’re not getting me into this. I have engagements.”


“No, you don’t. How many times have I heard you complain because your employees want to take time off at Christmas? So this year you can stay here and help me out and give that secretary of yours some time off. How is that gorgeous creature, by the way?”


“Fine,” Jason said tightly. “So what is it you want? You want me to kidnap the kid? Or maybe we should be done with it and have him murdered.”


“The kid needs a father,” David said, his mouth in a grimace.


“You do have it bad, don’t you?”


“Real bad. I’ve never felt this way about a woman, and I have competition. Every man in town is after her.”


“What’s that, a whopping ten men or so? Or did old man Johnson die?”


“Ian Newsome is after her.”


“Oh?” Jason said, giving his brother a one-sided grin. “Is that the boy who was the captain of the football team and the swimming team and also single-handedly won the state debating championships? The boy the girls used to throw themselves at? Didn’t he marry Angela, the captain of the cheerleader squad, the one with more hair than brains?”


“Divorced. And he’s back in town and he took over the Cadillac dealership.”


“Must be making a lot of money there,” Jason said sarcastically. There wasn’t much call for Cadillacs in Abernathy.


“As a sideline, he sells Mercedes to the Arabs.”


“Ahhhh,” Jason said. “You do have problems.”


“All I need is some time alone with Amy. If I could get her alone, I know I could—”


“Make her love you? That’s not the way it works.”


“Okay,” David said, “but at least I’d like to get a chance.”


“All Newsome has to do is send her over a red Mercedes convertible and she’s his. Maybe you could give her free—”


“She’s not like that!” David almost shouted; then when half the people in the bar looked at him, he lowered his voice. “I wish you’d stop joking. I’m not sure I want to live without her,” David said softly.


For a moment Jason studied the top of his brother’s head. David didn’t ask for help often, and he never asked for help for himself. He had put himself through med school, refusing his brother’s offer of a free education. “I won’t appreciate it if it’s handed to me on a platter,” David had said. So now Jason was sure that David was still up to his neck in debt for that education, but he still wouldn’t accept financial help.


But now David was asking his brother for something personal, something that didn’t involve Jason’s copious wealth. It had been a long, long time since anyone had asked Jason for anything that didn’t have to do with money.


“I’ll do what I can,” Jason said softly.


David’s head came up. “You mean it? No, no, what am I saying? You won’t do what I have in mind.”


Jason was by nature cautious, so now he said, “What exactly did you have in mind?”


“To live with her.”


“What!?” Jason sputtered, again causing the patrons to look their way. He leaned toward his brother. “You want me to live with your girlfriend?”


“She’s not my girlfriend. At least not yet, anyway. But I have to get someone in that house who can keep that kid away from her. And she has to trust him or she won’t allow him to baby-sit.”


“And then there’s Newsome you have to deal with.”


“Yeah, and all the other men who are after her.”


“All right. I’ll call Parker and she can—”


“No! It has to be you! Not your secretary. Not your chef or your pilot or your cleaning lady. You.” When Jason looked at his brother in consternation at his vehemence, David calmed. “This kid needs a man’s touch. You’re good with brats. Look what you did with me.”


Jason couldn’t help being flattered, and it was true that he had been as much a father to his much younger sibling as he had been a brother. Their mother was gone and their father worked sixty hours a week, so they just had each other.


“Please,” David said.


“All right,” Jason answered reluctantly. In New York he was known to never give in on any deal, but then only David had the power to persuade him.


And, besides, there was part of Jason that wanted to replay one of the few battles in his life that he’d lost. A spoiled monster of a kid had kept him away from one of the few women Jason had ever thought he could love, and in the many years since then, he’d regretted not staying and fighting for her. Just last year he’d seen the woman again. She was happily married to a man Jason was doing business with and she looked great. They had a big house on Long Island, and they’d even had a couple of kids of their own. Now, at forty-five years old, Jason wondered what his life would have been like if he’d stayed and fought for the woman, if he hadn’t let a thirteen-year-old con artist beat him.


“I’ll do it,” he said quietly. “I’ll stay and see that the kid is occupied while you go out with your Amy.”


“It won’t be easy.”


“I guess you think the rest of my life is easy.”


“You haven’t met this kid, and you haven’t seen how attached Amy is to him.”


“Don’t worry about a thing. I can handle anything you throw at me. I’ll take care of the brat for one week, and if you don’t win this woman in that time, then you don’t deserve her.”


Instead of gushing with gratitude, as Jason thought he would, David looked down at his beer again.


“Now what is it?” Jason snapped. “A week isn’t enough time?” His mind was racing. How many Little League games could a man attend without going insane? Thank God for cell phones so he could work while sitting on the bleachers. And if he got into a jam, he could always call Parker. She was capable of handling anything at any time, anywhere.


“I want your sacred promise.”


At that, Jason’s face grew red. “Do you think I go back on my word?”


“You’ll turn the job over to someone else.”


“Like hell I will!” Jason sputtered, but had to look down so his brother couldn’t see his eyes. If the men he dealt with in New York knew him as well as his brother did, he’d never close a deal. “I’ll take care of the kid for one week,” he said more calmly. “I’ll do all the things that kids like. I’ll even give him the keys to my car.”


“You flew; you don’t have a car, remember?”


“Then I’ll buy a car and give him the damn thing, all right?” David was making him feel decidedly incompetent. “Look, let’s get this show on the road. The sooner I get this done with, the sooner I can get out of here. When do I meet this paragon of loveliness?”


“Sacred promise,” David said, his eyes serious but his voice sounding as if he were once again four years old and demanding that his big brother promise that he wouldn’t leave him.


Jason gave a great sigh. “Sacred promise,” he murmured, then couldn’t help looking around to see if anyone in the bar had heard him. In a mere thirty minutes he had gone from being a business tycoon to a dirty-faced little boy declaring blood oaths. “Did I ever tell you that I hate Christmas?”


“How can you hate something that you have never participated in?” David asked with a cocky grin. “Come on, let’s go. Maybe we’ll be lucky and the kid will be asleep.”


“Might I point out to you that it is two o’clock in the morning? I don’t think your little angel will appreciate our dropping in.”


“Tell you what, we’ll go by her house and if all the lights are out, we’ll go past. But if the lights are on, then we’ll know she’s up and we’ll stop in for a visit. Agreed?”


Jason nodded as he drained the last of his whiskey, but he didn’t like what he was thinking. What kind of woman would marry a man like Billy Thompkins? And what kind of woman stayed up all night? A fellow drunk seemed to be the only answer.


As they left the bar and headed toward the sedan where Jason’s driver waited, Jason began to make up his own mind about this woman who had enticed his brother into wanting to marry her. The facts against her were accumulating fast: a drunken husband, an incorrigible child, a nocturnal lifestyle.


Inside the car, Jason looked across at his younger brother and vowed to protect him from this hussy, and as they rode toward the outskirts of town, he began to form a picture of her. He could see her bleached hair, a cigarette hanging out of her mouth. Was she older than David? He was so young, so innocent. He’d rarely left Abernathy in his life and knew nothing of the world. It would be easy for some sharp-witted huckster to take advantage of him.


Turning, he looked at his brother solemnly. “Sacred promise,” he said softly, and David grinned at him. Jason turned away. For all that his brother was often a pain in the neck, he had the power to make Jason feel as if he was worth what his accountant said he was.






CHAPTER TWO
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THE OLD SALMA PLACE WAS WORSE THAN HE REMEMBERED it. It couldn’t have had a coat of paint in at least fifteen years, and the porch was falling down on one side. And from what he could see by the moonlight, he didn’t think the roof was going to keep anyone dry.


“See, I told you,” David said eagerly, seemingly oblivious to the house’s decrepitude. “The lights are all on. That kid never sleeps; he keeps his mother up all night.”


Jason glanced at his brother and thought that the sooner he got him away from this harpy, the better.


“Come on,” David said, already out of the car and halfway up the broken sidewalk that led to a fence that had half collapsed. “Are you afraid of this? If you are—”


“If I am, you’ll double dare me, right?” Jason said, one eyebrow raised.


David grinned, his teeth white in the moonlight; then he half ran up the porch steps toward the front door. “Don’t step on that, it—Oh, sorry, did you hurt yourself? The house needs some work.”


Rubbing his head where a board from the porch had smacked him, Jason gave a grimace to his brother. “Yeah, like Frankenstein needed some fine tuning.”


But David didn’t seem to hear his brother as he eagerly rapped on the door, and within seconds it was opened by a young woman. . . . And Jason’s mouth fell open in disbelief, for this woman was not what he had been expecting.


Amy was not a Siren luring men to her; she wasn’t going to inspire sonnets written to her beauty. Nor was she going to have to worry about men falling at her feet in lust. She had long dark hair, which looked to be in need of a washing, pulled back at the nape of her neck. She wore no makeup, and her pale ivory skin had a few off-white-ish spots on her chin. Her dark eyes were huge, seeming to almost swallow her oval face; they certainly overshadowed her tiny mouth. As for her body, she was short and fragile-looking, and from the way her bones protruded from her clothes, she needed a good meal. The only thing of substance about her were her breasts, which were huge—and were marked by two large wet circles.


“Damnation!” she said as she looked down at herself; then she scurried back into the house. “Come in, David, make yourself at home. Max is—thank you God—asleep for the moment. I’d give you some gin, but I don’t have any, so you might as well help yourself to the fifty-year-old brandy, which I don’t have any of either.”


“Thanks,” David said brightly. “In that case I think I’ll have champagne.”


“Pour me a bucket full of it too,” came the answer from a darkened doorway.


David looked at Jason as though to say, Isn’t she the wittiest person you ever met?


But Jason was looking around the room. It had been a long time since he’d left what David referred to as his “house in the clouds.” “You live so much in private jets and private hotels and private whatevers that you’ve forgotten what the rest of the world is like,” he’d said too often. So now, Jason looked about the room in distaste. Shabby was the word that came first to his mind. Everything looked as though it had come from the Goodwill: nothing matched, nothing suited anything else. There was an ugly old couch upholstered in worn brown fabric, a hideous old chair covered in what looked to be a print of sunflowers and banana leaves. The coffee table was one of those huge, cast off wooden spools that someone had painted a strange shade of fuchsia.


The nicest thing Jason could think about it was that it looked like a place where Billy Thompkins would live.


David punched his brother in the ribs and nodded toward the doorway. “Stop sneering,” he said under his breath; then both men looked up as Amy reentered the room.


She emerged from the bedroom wearing a dry, wrinkled shirt, and most of the spots on her chin were gone. When she saw Jason glance at her, she gave another swipe, removed the remaining spots, then gave a half smile and said, “Baby rice. If he got as much in him as I get on me, he’d be one fat little hog.”


“This is my cousin Jason,” David was saying. “You know, the one I was telling you about. He’d be really grateful if you’d let him stay with you until his heart mends.”


This statement so stunned Jason that all he could do was stare at his brother.


“Yes, of course. I understand,” Amy said. “Do come in and sit down.” She looked at Jason. “I’m sorry Max isn’t awake right now, but you’ll get to see him in about three hours. I can assure you of that,” she said, laughing.


Jason was beginning to smell a rat. And the rat was his little brother. The brother he had helped raise. The brother he had always loved and cherished. The one he would have died for. That brother seemed to have done a real number on him.


Long ago Jason had figured out that if he kept his mouth shut long enough, he’d learn everything he needed to know. Many times his silence had achieved what words could not, so now he sat and listened.


“Can I offer you some tea?” Amy asked. “If I can’t afford champagne, I can afford tea. I have chamomile and raspberry leaf. No, that one’s good for milk, and I doubt if either of you need that,” she said, smiling at Jason as though he knew everything that was going on.


And Jason was indeed beginning to understand. Now he noticed a few things about the room that he had overlooked before. On the floor was a stuffed tiger. No, it was Tigger from Winnie-the-Pooh, and there was a cloth book against the edge of the sunflower chair.


“How old is your son?” Jason asked, his jaw rigid.


“Twenty-six weeks today,” Amy said proudly. “Six months.”


Jason turned blazing eyes on his brother. “May I see you outside?” He looked at Amy. “You must excuse us.”


When David made no move to get off the old brown sofa, Jason dug his hands into his brother’s shoulders and pulled him upward. One advantage Jason had was that wherever he went he made sure there was a gym available so he could keep in shape. David thought that standing on his feet fourteen hours a day was enough exercise, so now Jason had the advantage and he nearly lifted his softer brother into a standing position.


“We’ll only be a minute,” David said, smiling at Amy as Jason half dragged him from the house.


Once they were outside, Jason glared at his brother, his voice calm—and deadly. “What are you playing at? And don’t you dare lie to me.”


“I couldn’t tell you or you would have run back to your damned jet. But actually I didn’t really lie to you. I just omitted some details. And haven’t you always said that no man should assume anything?”


“Don’t turn this back on me. I was talking about strangers. I didn’t think my own brother would—Oh, the hell with it. You go in there and tell that poor young woman that a mistake was made, and—”


“You’re going back on a sacred oath. I knew you would.”


For a moment Jason closed his eyes in an attempt to regain strength. “We are no longer in elementary school. We are adults and—”


“Right,” David said coldly, then turned toward the car that waited at the curb.


Oh, Lord, Jason thought. His brother could carry a grudge into eternity. In one step he caught David’s arm and halted him. “You must see that I can’t follow up on my promise. I could look after a half-grown boy, but this is . . . David, this is a baby. It wears diapers.”


“And you’re too good to change them, is that it? Of course, the great and rich”—he sneered the word—“Jason Wilding is too good to change a kid’s diapers. Do you have any idea how many times I have emptied bedpans? Inserted catheters? That I have—”


“All right, you win. You’re St. David and I am the devil incarnate. Whatever, I can’t do this.”


“I knew you’d go back on your word,” David muttered, then turned toward the car again.


Jason sent up a little prayer asking for strength, then grabbed David’s arm again. “What is it you’ve told her?” he asked while envisioning his secretary flying to Abernathy and taking over the kid. No, the baby.


David’s eyes brightened. “I told her you were my cousin and you were recovering from a broken love affair and it was the first Christmas you’d had without your lover, so you were very lonely. And that your new apartment was being repainted, so you had nowhere to stay for a week. I also said you loved babies and she’d be doing you a favor to let you stay with her for a week and take care of Max while she job hunts during the day.” David took a breath.


It wasn’t as bad as Jason had at first thought when he’d heard that “broken heart” remark.


David could see his brother relenting. “All I want is a little time with her,” he said. “I’m mad about her. You can see that she’s wonderful. She’s funny and brave and—”


“And has a heart of gold, I know,” Jason said tiredly as he walked toward the car. Leon was already out and had the back door open. “Call Parker and tell her to get here fast,” he ordered. It felt good to give an order. David made him feel as though he were back in nursery school.


Jason turned back to his brother. “If I do this for you, you are never to ask anything from me ever again. You understand? This is the all-time, ultimate favor.”


“Scouts’ honor,” David said, raising two fingers and looking so happy that Jason almost forgave him. But at least the good news was that now that David had lied to him, he felt free to do a little underhanded business of his own. He most definitely would get his competent secretary to bail him out of this.


David could see by his brother’s face that Jason was going to do it. “You’ll not regret this. I promise you.”


“I already do,” Jason muttered as he followed David back into the house. And once they were inside, it took David all of about four minutes before he excused himself, saying he had to get up early; then he left the two of them alone.


And it was then that Jason felt especially awkward. “I . . . ah . . .” he began, not knowing what to say to the young woman who stood there staring at him as though she expected him to say something. What did she want from him? A résumé maybe? Such a document might list several Fortune 500 companies he owned, but it wouldn’t say anything about his ability—or in this case his inability—to change diapers.


When Jason said nothing, the woman gave him a bit of a smile, then said, “I would imagine that you’re tired. The spare bedroom is in there. I’m sorry, but there’s only a narrow bed. I’ve never had a guest before.”


Jason tried to give her a smile in return. It wasn’t her fault if his brother was in love with her, but, truthfully, Jason couldn’t see what there was to love about the woman. Personally, he liked his women to be clean and polished, the kind of women who spent their days in a salon having every hair and pore tended to.


“Where are your bags?”


“Bags?” he asked, not knowing what she meant. “Oh, yeah. Luggage. I left it at . . . at David’s house. I’ll get it in the morning.”


She was looking at him very hard. “I thought—” She looked away, not finishing her sentence. “The bedroom’s through there, and there’s a little bathroom. It’s not much but—” She broke off as though she weren’t going to allow herself to apologize for the inadequacy of the room.


“Good night, Mr. Wilding,” she said, then turned on her heel and went through another doorway.


Jason wasn’t used to people dismissing him. In fact, he was more used to people fawning over him, as they usually wanted something from him. “Right,” he muttered. “Good night.” Then he turned and went into the room she’d indicated. It was, if possible, worse than the rest of the house. The bed stood in the middle of the room, with a clean, frayed old red-and-white quilt spread over it. The only other furniture in the room was an overturned cardboard box with a lamp on it that looked as though Edison might have used it. There was a tiny curtainless window and two doors, one that looked as if it might lead to a closet and the other the bathroom. Inside that room was all blazing white tile, half of it cracked.


Ten minutes later, Jason had stripped to his underwear and was huddled under the quilt. Tomorrow he’d send his secretary to buy him an electric blanket.


It couldn’t have been more than an hour later that he was awakened by a sound. It was a scraping noise followed by something that sounded like paper being crumpled. He’d always been a light sleeper, but years of jet travel had made things worse; he was now nearly an insomniac. Quietly, barefoot, he padded into the living room. There was enough moonlight that he could see the shadow outlines of the furniture and keep from bashing into it. For a moment he stood still listening. The sound was coming from the woman’s room.


Hesitating, he stood outside the open doorway. Maybe she was doing something in private, but as his eyes adjusted he could see her in bed, see that she was asleep. Feeling like a Peeping Tom, he turned away to go back to his own bed, but then the sound came again. Peering into the darkness, he saw what looked to be a cage in the corner, but as he blinked, he saw it was an old-fashioned wooden playpen and sitting up in it was what appeared to be a baby bear.


Jason blinked, shook his head, then looked again as the bear cub turned its head and grinned up at him. He could distinctly see two teeth gleaming in the pale silvery light.


Without thinking what he was doing, Jason tiptoed into the room and reached down to the kid. He fully expected the child to let out a howl, but he didn’t. However, the baby did grab Jason’s face and pinch in a way that made Jason’s eyes water with pain.


After removing the little hand from his face, Jason carried the child back into his own room and put him down onto the narrow bed, pulled the quilt about him, then said sternly, “Now go to sleep.” The baby blinked up at him a couple of times, then squirmed around so he was lying crosswise on the bed, and promptly went to sleep.


“Not bad,” Jason said in admiration of his own accomplishment. Not bad at all. Maybe David had been right when he said that his older brother had a way with children. Too bad Jason hadn’t used his firmest tone with that horrid boy so many years ago. Maybe . . .


He trailed off as he realized that he now had no place to sleep. Even if he turned the kid around, the bed was too narrow for the both of them as the child was as fat as a Christmas turkey. No wonder his first impression of him was that he was a bear cub.


So now what? Jason thought, looking at his watch. It was four A.M. and New York wasn’t open, so he couldn’t do any business. Ah, he thought, New York might be closed, but London was open.


After putting his wool suit on to protect him from the cold, he retrieved his portable phone from his coat pocket and went to the window, where the signal would be better, and dialed. Five minutes later he was being hooked up to a conference call with the heads of a major company that Jason had recently bought. In the background he could hear sounds of an office Christmas party, and he could tell that the managers were annoyed to be missing the fun, but it didn’t matter to Jason. Business was business, and the sooner they realized that the better.






CHAPTER THREE
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I DON’T LIKE HIM, AMY THOUGHT AS SHE LAY IN BED. FOR some odd reason, Max was still asleep; she could see the great lump that was him in the old playpen that had once been Billy’s.


“I don’t like him, I don’t like him, I don’t like him,” she said aloud, then glanced anxiously toward the playpen, but Max didn’t move. She’d have to wake him in a minute or two or she was going to explode from milk, but it was nice to have these few minutes just to think.


When David had proposed that she allow his gay cousin to live with her for a week, Amy had readily said no. “What will I feed him?” she’d asked. “I can barely afford to feed Max and me.”


“He, uh, he . . . He loves to cook. And, well, I’m sure he’d love to have someone to cook for. He’ll buy everything you’ll need,” David had said in such a way that Amy didn’t believe him. “No, really, he will. Look, Amy, I know this is an imposition, but Jason and his boyfriend just broke up, and my cousin has nowhere to go. You’d be doing me a real favor. I’d let him stay with us, but you know how my dad is about gays.”


Actually, Amy had met Bertram Wilding only once and she had no idea how he felt about anything except chili dogs (he loved them) and football (loved that too). “Isn’t there someone else? You know everyone in town,” she had wailed. David had been so good to her; he hadn’t charged her a penny for either of Max’s ear infections or the immunizations, and he’d sent over his nurse to help out when Amy was sick with the flu those three days. It wasn’t easy being a single mother on a severe budget, but with David’s help she’d been able to survive. So she owed him.


“You have a spare bedroom and you need him. You don’t have anything against gays, do you?” he asked, implying that he may have misjudged her.


“Of course not. It’s just a matter of space and, well, money. I can’t afford to feed him much less pay him for baby-sitting services and—”


“You just leave that to me,” David said. “In fact, leave everything to me. Jason will help you do everything, and he’ll make your life much easier. Trust me.”


So she had trusted him, just as everyone else in this town trusted him, and what did she get? A six-foot-tall sneering man who made her want to run and hide, that’s what. Last night, or actually, this morning at the two o’clock feeding, she had had to bite her tongue to keep from making a snide remark as she watched him look about the house, his upper lip curled in distaste. He was wearing a suit that looked as though it cost more than her house had and she could feel his contempt. Right then she wanted to tell David to take him away, that she wouldn’t let him near her son.


But then she remembered all that David had told her about this poor man and his broken heart. But to Amy the man didn’t look depressed as much as he looked angry: angry at the world, maybe even angry at her in particular. When he’d demanded that David go outside with him, Amy had almost bolted the door against the two of them, then gone back to her warm bed.


But she hadn’t, and now she was going to have to spend a whole week with the jerk, she thought. One whole week of her life being sneered at. One week—


She didn’t think anymore because through the thin wall came the heavy thud of something falling, and it was followed by Max’s scream of terror. Amy was out of the bed instantly and into her boarder’s room before he could pick up the child.


“Get away,” Amy said, pushing at his hands, as she snatched up her baby and cuddled him to her. “Hush, sweetheart,” she said, holding him tightly, her heart pounding. He had fallen off the bed. Had he hit his head? Was he all right? Concussion? Brain damage? Her hands ran over him, searching for lumps, for blood, for anything wrong.


“I think he’s just scared,” Jason said. “He fell on the pillow, and besides, he has enough clothes on that you could drop him off a building and he wouldn’t be hurt.” At that he gave Amy what she imagined he thought was a smile.


Amy glared at him. Max had stopped crying and was now bending at the waist as he moved his head downward, letting her know that he wanted to nurse.


“Get out,” she said to Jason. “I don’t want you here.”


The man looked at her as though he didn’t understand English.


“Get out, I said. You’re fired.”


She was having trouble holding on to Max as he jackknifed downward. “Take your . . . your telephone and leave.” It was easy to see that he had been standing by the window talking on the thing while he’d left a baby alone on a narrow bed. She wasn’t about to leave Max in the care of someone so careless.


“I’ve never been fired from a job before,” Jason said, his eyes wide.


“There is always a first time for everything.” When Jason didn’t move, she tightened her lips. “I don’t have a car, so if you want transportation, call David. I’ll get his number.”


“I know his number,” Jason said quietly, still standing there looking at her.


“Then use it!” she said as she turned away, her arms around Max’s squirming body. She stalked into the living room, put Max down on the two pillows on the couch, her hand behind his head, then angrily unfastened her nightgown to reveal her breast. Max made fast work of latching on, then he lay there looking up at his mother intently, obviously aware that something was going on.


“Look, I—Oh, excuse me,” Jason said as he turned his back to her, and Amy could feel his embarrassment at seeing her breast-feeding. Pulling a baby blanket off the back of the couch, she covered herself and most of the baby.


“I’d like a second chance,” Jason said, his back still to her. “I was in the . . .” He nearly choked on the word. “I was in the wrong to leave the baby alone on the bed. But I, uh, I meant well. I heard him, so I took him out of his pen. I just wanted to give you a couple more hours’ sleep, that’s all.”


As far as Amy could tell, every word out of the man’s mouth was a struggle. You’d think he’d never apologized before in his life. No, actually, hearing the wrench in his voice, you’d think he’d never done anything wrong in his life before.
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