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Chapter 1
Zark drew a painful breath, knowing it could be his last. The ship was nearlyout of oxygen, and
he was nearly out of time. A life span could pass in front ofthe eyes in a matter of seconds. He
was grateful that he was alone so no oneelse could witness his joys and mistakes.
Leilah, it was always Leilah. With each ragged breath he could see her, theclear blue eyes and
golden hair of his one and only beloved. As the warningsiren inside the cockpit wailed, he could
hear Leilah‟s laughter. Tender, sweet.
Then mocking.
“By the red sun, how happy we were together!”The words shuddered out betweengasps as he
dragged himself over the floor toward the command console.“Lovers,partners, friends.”
The pain in his lungs grew worse. It seared through him like dozens of hotknives tipped with
poison from the pits of Argenham. He couldn‟t waste air onuseless words. But his thoughts.. .his
thoughts even now were on Leilah.
That she, the only woman he had ever loved, should be the cause of his ultimatedestruction! His
destruction, and the world‟s as they knew it. What fiendishtwist of fate had caused the freak
accident that had turned her from a devotedscientist to a force of evil and hate?
She was his enemy now, the woman who had once been his wife. Who was still hiswife, Zark
told himself as he painfully pulled himself up to the console. If helived, and stopped her latest
scheme to obliterate civilization on Perth , hewould have to go after her. He would have to
destroy her. If he had thestrength.
Commander Zark, Defender of the Universe, Leader of Perth, hero and husband,pressed a
trembling finger to the button.
CONTINUED IN THE NEXT EXCITING ISSUE!“Damn!”Radley Wallace mumbled the oath,
then looked around quickly to be surehis mother hadn‟t heard. He‟d started to swear, mostly in
whispers, about sixmonths ago, and wasn‟t anxious for her to find out. She‟d get that look on
herface.
But she was busy going through the first boxes the movers had delivered. He wassupposed to be
putting his books away, but had decided it was time to take abreak. He liked breaks best when
they included Universal Comics and CommanderZark. His mother liked him to read real books,
but they didn‟t have manypictures. As far as Radley was concerned, Zark had it all over Long
John Silveror Huck Finn.

Rolling over on his back, Radley stared at the freshly painted ceiling of hisnew room. The new
apartment was okay. Mostly he liked the view of the park, andhaving an elevator was cool. But
he wasn‟t looking forward to starting in a newschool on Monday.
Mom had told him it would be fine, that he would make new friends and still beable to visit with
some of the old ones. She was real good about it, strokinghis hair and smiling in that way that
made him feel everything was really okay.
But she wouldn‟t be there when all the kids gave him the once-over. He wasn‟tgoing to wear
that new sweater, either, even if Mom said the color matched hiseyes. He wanted to wear one of
his old sweatshirts so at least something wouldbe familiar. He figured she‟d understand, because
Mom always did.
She still looked sad sometimes, though. Radley squirmed up to the pillow withthe comic
clutched in his hand. He wished she wouldn‟t feel bad because hisfather had gone away. It had
been a long time now, and he had to think hard tobring a picture of his father to his mind. He
never visited, and only phoned acouple of times a year. That was okay. Radley wished he could
tell his mother itwas okay, but he was afraid she‟d get upset and start crying.
He didn‟t really need a dad when he had her. He‟d - told her that once, andshe‟d hugged him so
hard he hadn‟t been able to breathe. Then he‟d heard hercrying in her room that night. So he
hadn‟t told her that again.
Big people were funny, Radley thought with the wisdom of his almost ten years.
But his mom was the best. She hardly ever yelled at him, and was always sorrywhen she did.
And she was pretty. Radley smiled as he began to sleep. He guessedhis mom was just about as
pretty as Princess Leilah. Even though her hair wasbrown instead of golden and her eyes were
gray instead of cobalt blue.
She‟d promised they could have pizza for dinner, too, to celebrate their newapartment. He liked
pizza best, next to Commander Zark.
He drifted off to sleep so he, with the help of Zark, could save the universe.
When Hester looked in a short time later, she saw her son, her universe,dreaming with an issue
of Universal Comics in his hand. Most of his books, someof which he paged through from time
to time, were still in the packing boxes.
Another time she would have given him a mild lecture on responsibility when hewoke, but she
didn‟t have the heart for it now. He was taking the move so well.
Another upheaval in his life.
“This one‟s going to be good for you, sweetie.”Forgetting the mountain of herown unpacking,
she sat on the edge of the bed to watch him.

He looked so much like his father. The dark blond hair, the dark eyes and sturdychin. It was a
rare thing now for her to look at her son and think of the manwho had been her husband. But
today was different.
Today was another beginning for them, and beginnings made her think of endings.
Over six years now, she thought, a bit amazed at the passage of time. Radley hadbeen just a
toddler when Allan had walked out on them, tired of bills, tired offamily, tired of her in
particular. That pain had passed, though it had been along, slow process. But she had never
forgiven, and would never forgive, the manfor leaving his son without a second glance.
Sometimes she worried that it seemed to mean so little to Radley. Selfishly shewas relieved that
he had never formed a strong, enduring bond with the man whowould leave them behind, yet she
often wondered, late at night when everythingwas quiet, if her little boy held something inside.
When she looked at him, it didn‟t seem possible. Hester stroked his hair now andturned to look
at his view ofCentral Park. Radley was outgoing, happy andgood-natured. She‟d worked hard to
help him be those things. She never spoke illof his father, though there had been times,
especially in the early years, whenthe bitterness and anger had simmered very close to the
surface. She‟d tried tobe both mother and father, and most of the time thought she‟d succeeded.
She‟d read books on baseball so she would know how to coach him. She‟d racedbeside him,
clinging to the back of the seat of his first two-wheeler. When ithad been time to let go, she‟d
forced back the urge to hang on and had cheeredas he‟d made his wobbly way down the bike
path.
She even knew about Commander Zark. With a smile, Hester eased the wrinkledcomic book
from his fist. Poor, heroic Zark and his misguided wife Leilah. Yes,Hester knew all about Perth
„s politics and tribulations. Trying to wean Radleyfrom Zark to Dickens or Twain wasn‟t easy,
but neither was raising a child onyour own.
“There‟s time enough,”she murmured as she stretched out beside her son. Timeenough for real
books and for real life.“Oh, Rad, I hope I‟ve done the rightthing.”She closed her eyes, wishing,
as she‟d learned to wish rarely, that shehad someone to talk to, someone who could advise her or
make decisions, right orwrong.
Then, with her arm hooked around her son‟s waist, she, too, slept.
***
The room was dim with dusk when she awoke, groggy and disoriented. The firstthing Hester
realized was that Radley was no longer curled beside her.
Grogginess disappeared in a quick flash of panic she knew was foolish. Radleycould be trusted
not to leave the apartment without permission. He wasn‟t ablindly obedient child, but her top ten

rules were respected. Rising, she wentto find him.
“Hi, Mom.”He was in the kitchen, where her homing instinct had taken her first.
He held a dripping peanut butter and jelly sandwich in his hands.
“I thought you wanted pizza,”she said, noting the good-sized glop of jelly onthe counter and the
yet-to-be-resealed loaf of bread.
“I do.”He took a healthy bite, then grinned.“But I needed something now.”
“Don‟t talk with your mouth full, Rad,”she said automatically, even as she bentto kiss him.“You
could have woken me up if you were hungry.”
“That‟s okay, but I couldn‟t find the glasses.”
She glanced around, Seeing that he‟d emptied two boxes in his quest. Hesterreminded herself
that she should have made the kitchen arrangements her firstpriority.“Well, we can take care of
that.”.“It was snowing when I woke up.”
“Was it?”Hester pushed the hair out of her eyes and straightened to see forherself.“Still is.”
“Maybe it‟ll snow ten feet and there won‟t be any school on Monday.”Radleyclimbed onto a
stool to sit at the kitchen counter.
Along with no first day on the new job, Hester thought, indulging in somewishful thinking of
her own for a moment. No new pressures, newresponsibilities.“I don‟t think there‟s much chance
of that.”As she washed outglasses, she looked over her shoulder.“Are you really worried about it,
Rad?”
“Sort of.”He shrugged his shoulders. Monday was still a day away. A lot couldhappen.
Earthquakes, blizzards, an attack from outer space. He concentrated onthe last.
He, Captain Radley Wallace of Earth‟s Special Forces, would protect and shield,would fight to
the death, would—“I could go in with you if you‟d like.”
“Aw, Mom, the kids would make fun of me.”He bit into his sandwich. Grape jellyoozed out the
sides.“It won‟t be so bad. At least that dumb Angela Wise-berrywon‟t be at this school.”
She didn‟t have the heart to tell him there was a dumb Angela Wiseberry at everyschool.“Tell
you what. We‟ll both go to our new jobs Monday, then convene backhere at 1600 for a full
report.”
His face brightened instantly. There was nothing Radley liked better than amilitary
operation.“Aye, aye, sir.”

“Good. Now I‟ll order the pizza, and while we‟re waiting we‟ll put the rest ofthe dishes away.”
“Let the prisoners do it.”
“Escaped. All of them.”
“Heads will roll,”Radley mumbled as he stuffed the last of the sandwich intohis mouth.
***
Mitchell Dempsey II sat at his drawing board without an idea in his head. Hesipped cold coffee,
hoping it would stimulate his imagination, but his mindremained as blank as the paper in front of
him. Blocks happened, he knew, butthey rarely happened to him. And not on deadline. Of
course, he was going aboutit backward. Mitch cracked another peanut, then tossed the shell in
thedirection of the bowl. It hit the side and fell on the floor to join severalothers. Normally the
story line would have come first, then the illustrations.
Since he‟d been having no luck that way, Mitch had switched in the hope that thechange in
routine would jog something loose.
It wasn‟t working, and neither was he.
Closing his eyes, Mitch tried for an out-of-body experience. The old SlimWhitman song on the
radio cruised on, but he didn‟t hear it. He was travelinglight-years away; a century was passing.
The second millenium, he thought with asmile. He‟d been born too soon. Though he didn‟t think
he could blame hisparents for having him a hundred years too early.
Nothing came. No solutions, no inspiration. Mitch opened his eyes again andstared at the blank
white paper. With an editor like Rich Skinner, he couldn‟tafford to claim artistic temperament.
Famine or plague would barely get you by.
Disgusted, Mitch reached for another peanut.
What he needed was a change of scene, a distraction. His life was becoming toosettled, too
ordinary and, despite the temporary block, too easy. He neededchallenge. Pitching the shells, he
rose to pace.
He had a long, limber body made solid by the hours he spent each week withweights. As a boy
he‟d been preposterously skinny, though he‟d always eaten likea horse. He hadn‟t minded the
teasing too much until he‟d discovered girls.
Then, with the quiet determination he‟d been born with, Mitch had changed whatcould be
changed. It had taken him a couple of years and a lot of sweat to buildhimself, but he had. He
still didn‟t take his body for granted, and exercised itas regularly as he did his mind.
His office was littered with books, all read and reread. He was tempted to pullone out now and

bury himself in it. But he was on deadline. The big brown mutton the floor rolled over on his
stomach and watched.
Mitch had named him Taz, after the Tasmanian Devil from the old Warner Brotherscartoons,
but Taz was hardly a whirlwind of energy. He yawned now and rubbed hisback lazily on the rug.
He liked Mitch. Mitch never expected him to do anythingthat he didn‟t care to, and hardly ever
complained about dog hair on thefurniture or an- occasional forage into the trash. Mitch had a
nice voice, too,low and patient. Taz liked it best when Mitch sat on the floor with him andstroked
his heavy brown fur, talking out one of his ideas. Taz could look upinto the lean face as if he
understood every word.
Taz liked Mitch‟s face, too. It was kind and strong, and the mouth rarely firmedinto a
disapproving line. His eyes were pale and dreamy. Mitch‟s wide, stronghands knew the right
places to scratch. Taz was a very contented dog. He yawnedand went back to sleep.
When the knock came to the door, the dog stirred enough to thump his tail andmake a series of
low noises in his throat.
“No, I‟m not expecting anyone. You?”Mitch responded.“I‟ll go see.”He steppedon peanut shells
in his bare feet and swore, but didn‟t bother to stoop and pickthem up. There was a pile of
newspapers to be skirted around, and a bag ofclothes that hadn‟t made it to the laundry. Taz had
left one of his bones on theAubusson. Mitch simply kicked it into a corner before he opened the
door.
“Pizza delivery.”
A scrawny kid of about eighteen was holding a box that smelted like heaven.
Mitch took one long, avaricious sniff.“I didn‟t order any.”
“This 406?”
“Yeah, but I didn‟t order any pizza.”He sniffed again.“Wish I had.”
“Wallace?”
“Dempsey.”
“Shoot.”
Wallace, Mitch thought as the kid shifted from foot to foot. Wallace was takingover
theHenleyapartment, 604. He rubbed a hand over his chin and considered.
If Wallace was that leggy brunette he‟d seen hauling in boxes that morning, itmight be worth
investigating.

“I know the Wallaces,”he said, and pulled crumpled bills out of his pocket.
“I‟ll take it on up to them.”
“I don‟t know, I shouldn‟t—”
“Worry about a thing,”Mitch finished, and added another bill. Pizza and the newneighbor might
be just the distraction he needed.
The boy counted his tip.“Okay, thanks.”For all he knew, the Wallaces wouldn‟tbe half as
generous.
With the box balanced in his hand, Mitch started out. Then he remembered hiskeys. He took a
moment to search through his worn jeans before he rememberedhe‟d tossed them at the gateleg
table when he‟d come in the night before. Hefound them under it, stuck them in one pocket,
found the hole in it and stuckthem in the other. He hoped the pizza had some pepperoni.
“That should be the pizza,”Hester announced, but caught Radley before he coulddash to the
door.“Let me open it. Remember the rules?”
“Don‟t open the door unless you know who it is,”Radley recited, rolling hiseyes behind his
mother‟s back.
Hester put a hand on the knob, but checked the peephole. She frowned a little atthe face. She‟d
have sworn the man was looking straight back at her with amusedand very clear blue eyes. His
hair was dark and shaggy, as if it hadn‟t seen abarber or a comb in a little too long. But the face
was fascinating, lean andbony and unshaven.
“Mom, are you going to open it?”
“What?”Hester stepped back when she realized she‟d been staring at the deliveryboy for a good
deal longer than necessary.
“I‟m starving,”Radley reminded her.
“Sorry.”Hester opened the door and discovered the fascinating face went with along, athletic
body. And bare feet.
“Did you order pizza?”
“Yes.”But it was snowing outside. What was he doing barefoot?“Good.”Before Hester realized
his intention, Mitch strolled inside.
“I‟ll take that,”Hester said quickly.“Take this into the kitchen, Radley.”Sheshielded her son with
her body and wondered if she‟d need a weapon.

“Nice place.”Mitch looked casually around at crates and open boxes.
“I‟ll get your money.”
“It‟s on the house.”Mitch smiled at her. Hester wondered if the self-defensecourse she‟d taken
two years before would come back to her.
“Radley, take that into the kitchen while I pay the delivery man.”
“Neighbor,”Mitch corrected.“I‟m in 406—you know, two floors down. The pizzagot delivered
to my place by mistake.”„ “I see.”But for some reason it didn‟t make her any less nervous.“I‟m
sorry forthe trouble.”Hester reached for her purse.
“I took care of it.”He wasn‟t sure whether she looked more likely to lunge orto flee, but he‟d
been right about her being worth investigating. She was a tallone, he thought, model height, with
that same kind of understated body. Herrich, warm brown hair was pulled back from a diamondshaped face dominated bybig gray eyes and a mouth just one size too large.
“Why don‟t you consider the pizza my version of the welcome wagon?”
“That‟s really very kind, but I couldn‟t—”
“Refuse such a neighborly offer?”
Because she was a bit too cool and reserved for his taste, Mitch looked past herto the boy.“Hi,
I‟m Mitch.”This time his smile was answered.
“I‟m Rad. We just moved in.”
“So I see. From out of town?”
“Uh-uh. We just changed apartments because Mom got a new job and the other wastoo small. I
can see the park from my window.”
“Me, too.”
“Excuse me, Mr.—?”
“It‟s Mitch,”he repeated with a glance at Hester.
“Yes, well, it‟s very kind of you to bring this up.”As well as being very odd,she thought.“But I
don‟t want to impose on your time.”
“You can have a piece,”Radley invited.“We never finish it all.”
“Rad, I‟m sure Mr.—Mitch has things to do.”

“Not a thing.”He knew his manners, had been taught them painstakingly. Anothertime he might
even have put them to use and bowed out, but something about thewoman‟s reserve and the
child‟s warmth made him obstinate.“Got a beer?”
“No, I‟m sorry, I—”
“We‟ve got soda,”Radley piped up.“Mom lets me have one sometimes.”There wasnothing
Radley liked more than company. He gave Mitch a totally ingenuous smile.
“Want to see the kitchen?”
“Love to.”With something close to a smirk For Hester, Mitch followed the boy.
She stood in the center of the room for a moment, hands on her hips, unsurewhether to be
exasperated or furious. The last thing she wanted after a day oflugging boxes was company.
Especially a stranger‟s. The only thing to do now wasto give him a piece of the damn pizza and
blot out her obligation to him.
“We‟ve got a garbage disposal. It makes great noises.”
“I bet.”Obligingly Mitch leaned over the sink while Radley flipped the switch.
“Rad, don‟t run that with nothing in it. As you can see, we‟re a bitdisorganized yet.”Hester went
to the freshly lined cupboard for plates.
“I‟ve been here for five years, and I‟m still disorganized.”
“We‟re going to get a kitten.”Radley climbed up on a stool, then reached forthe napkins his
mother had already put in one of her little wicker baskets.“Theother place wouldn‟t allow pets,
but we can have one here, can‟t we, Mom?”
“As soon as we‟re settled, Rad. Diet or regular?”she asked Mitch.
“Regular‟s fine. Looks like you‟ve gotten a lot accomplished in one day.”Thekitchen was neat
as a pin. A thriving asparagus fern hung in a macramé holder inthe single window. She had less
space than he did, which he thought was too bad.
She would probably make better use of the kitchen than he. He took anotherglance around
before settling at the counter. Stuck to the refrigerator was alarge crayon drawing of a
spaceship.“You do that?”Mitch asked Rad.
“Yeah.”He picked up the pizza his mother had set on his plate and bit ineagerly—peanut butter
and jelly long since forgotten.
“It‟s good.”

“It‟s supposed to be the Second Millenium, that‟s Commander Zark‟s ship.”
“I know.”Mitch took a healthy bite of his own slice.“You did a good job.”
As he plowed through his pizza, Radley took it for granted that Mitch wouldrecognize Zark‟s
name and mode of transportation. As far as he was concerned,everybody did.“I‟ve been trying to
do the Defiance , Leilah‟s ship, but it‟sharder. Anyway, I think Commander Zark might blow it
up in the next issue.”
“Think so?”Mitch gave Hester an easy smile as she joined them at the counter.
“I don‟t know, he‟s in a pretty tough spot right now.”
“He‟ll get out okay.”
“Do you read comic books?”Hester asked. It wasn‟t until she sat down that shenoticed how
large his hands were. He might have been dressed with disregard, buthis hands were clean and
had the look of easy competence.
“All the time.”
“I‟ve got the biggest collection of all of my friends. Mom got me the very firstissue with
Commander Zark in it for Christmas. It‟s ten years old. He was only acaptain then. Want to see?”
The boy was a gem, Mitch thought, sweet, bright and unaffected. He‟d have toreserve judgment
on the mother.“Yeah, I‟d like that.”
Before Hester could tell him to finish his dinner, Radley was off and running.
She sat in silence a moment, wondering what sort of man actually read comicbooks. Oh, she
paged through them from time to time to keep a handle on what herson was consuming, but to
actually read them? An adult?“Terrific kid.”
“Yes, he is. It‟s nice of you to... listen to him talk about his comics.”
“Comics are my life,”Mitch said, straight-faced.
Her reserve broke down long enough for her to stare at him. Clearing her throat,Hester went
back to her meal.“I see.”
Mitch put his tongue in his cheek. She was some piece of work, all right, hedecided. First
meeting or not, he saw no reason to resist egging her on.“I takeit you don‟t.”
“Don‟t what?”

“Read comic books.”
“No, I, ah, don‟t have a lot of time for light reading.”She rolled her eyes,unaware that that was
where Radley had picked up the habit.“Would you likeanother piece?”
“Yeah.”He helped himself before she could serve him.“You ought to take sometime, you know.
Comics can be very educational. What‟s the new job?”
“Oh, I‟m in banking. I‟m the loan officer for National Trust.”
Mitch gave an appreciative whistle.“Big job for someone your age.”
Hester stiffened automatically.“I‟ve been in banking since I was sixteen.”
Touchy, too, he mused as he licked sauce from his thumb.“That was supposed tobe a
compliment. I have a feeling you don‟t take them well.”Tough lady, hedecided, then thought
perhaps she‟d had to be. There was no ring on her finger,not even the faintest white mark to
show there had been one recently.“I‟ve donesome business with banks myself. You know,
deposits, withdrawals, returnedchecks.”
She shifted uncomfortably, wondering what was taking Radley so long. There wassomething
unnerving about being alone with this man. Though she had always feltcomfortable with eye
contact, she was having a difficult time with Mitch. Henever looked - away for very long.
“I didn‟t mean to be abrupt.”
“No, I don‟t suppose you did. If I wanted a loan at National Trust, who would Iask for?”
“Mrs. Wallace.”
Definitely a tough one.“Mrs. is your first name?”
“Hester,”she said, not understanding why she resented giving him that much.
“Hester, then.”Mitch offered a hand.“Nice to meet you.”
Her lips curved a bit. It was a cautious smile, Mitch thought, but better thannone at all.“I‟m
sorry if I‟ve been rude, but it‟s been a long day. A longweek, really.”
“I hate moving.”He waited until she‟d unbent enough to put her hand in his.
Hers was coo) and as slender as the rest of her.“Got anyone to help you?”
“No.”She removed her hand, because his was as overwhelming as it looked.“We‟redoing fine.”
“I can see that.”No Help Wanted. The sign was up and posted in big letters.

He‟d known a few women like her, so fiercely independent, so suspicious of menin general that
they had not only a defensive shield but an arsenal of poisonousdarts behind it. A sensible man
gave them a wide berth. Too bad, because she wasa looker, and the kid was definitely a kick.
“I forgot where I‟d packed it,”Radley came back in, flushed with the effort.
“It‟s a classic, the dealer even told Mom.”
He‟d also charged her an arm and a leg for it, Hester thought. But it had meantmore to Radley
than any of his other presents.
“Mint condition, too.”Mitch turned the first page with the care of a jewelercutting a diamond.
“I always make sure my hands are clean before I read it.”
“Good idea.”It was amazing that after all this time the pride would still bethere. An enormous
feeling it was, too, a huge burst of satisfaction.
It was there on the first page. Story and drawings by Mitch Dempsey. CommanderZark was his
baby, and in ten years they‟d become very close friends.
“It‟s a great story. It really explains why Commander Zark devoted his life todefending the
universe against evil and corruption.”
“Because his family had been wiped out by the evil Red Arrow in his search forpower.”
“Yeah.”Radley‟s face lit up.“But he got even with Red Arrow.”
“In issue 73.”
Hester put her chin in her hand and stared at the two of them. The man wasserious, she realized,
not just humoring the child. He was as obsessed by comicbooks as her nine-year-old son.
Strange, he looked fairly normal; he even spoke well. In fact, sitting next tohim had been
uncomfortable largely because he was so blatantly masculine, withthat tough body, angular face
and large hands. Hester shook off her thoughtsquickly. She certainly didn‟t want to lean in that
direction toward a neighbor,particularly not one whose mental level seemed to have gotten stuck
inadolescence.
Mitch turned a couple of pages. His drawing had improved over a decade. Ithelped to remind
himself of that. But he‟d managed to maintain the same purity,the same straightforward images
that had come to him ten years ago when he‟dbeen struggling unhappily in commercial art.
“Is he your favorite?”Mitch pointed a blunt fingertip toward a drawing of Zark.

“Oh, sure. I like Three Faces, and the Black Diamond‟s pretty neat, butCommander Zark‟s my
favorite.”
“Mine, too.”Mitch ruffled the boy‟s hair. He hadn‟t realized when he‟ddelivered a pizza that he
would find the inspiration he‟d been struggling forall afternoon.
“You can read this sometime. I‟d lend it to you, but—”
“I understand.”He closed the book carefully and handed it back.“You can‟t lendout a collector‟s
item.”
“I‟d better put it away.”
“Before you know it, you and Rad will be trading issues.”Hester stood up toclear the plates.
“That amuses the hell out of you, doesn‟t it?”
His tone had her glancing over quickly. There wasn‟t precisely an edge to it,and his eyes were
still clear and mild, but... something warned her to takecare.
“I didn‟t mean to insult you. I just find it unusual for a grown man to readcomic books as a
habit.”She stacked the plates in the dishwasher.“I‟ve alwaysthought it was something boys grew
out of at a certain age, but I suppose onecould consider it, what, a hobby?”
His brow lifted. She was facing him again, that half smile on her lips.
Obviously she was trying to make amends. He didn‟t think she should get offquite that“Comic
books are anything but a hobby with me, Mrs. Hester Wallace. Inot only read them, I write
them.”
“Holy cow, really?”Radley stood staring at Mitch as though he‟d just beencrowned king.“Do
you really? Honest? Oh, boy, are you Mitch Dempsey? The realMitch Dempsey?”
“In the flesh.”He tugged on Radley‟s ear while Hester looked at him as thoughhe‟d stepped in
from another planet.
“Oh, boy, Mitch Dempsey right here! Mom, this is Commander Zark. None of thekids are going
to believe it. Do you believe it, Mom, Commander Zark right herein our kitchen!”
“No,”Hester murmured as she continued to stare.“I can‟t believe it.”

Chapter 2
Hester wished she could afford to be a coward. It would be so easy to go backhome, pull the
covers over her head and hide out until Radley came home fromschool. No one who saw her
would suspect that her stomach was in knots or thather palms were sweaty despite the frigid
wind that whipped down the stairs asshe emerged from the subway with a crowd of Manhattan„s
work force.
If anyone had bothered to look, they would have seen a composed, slightlypreoccupied woman
in a long red wool coat and white scarf. Fortunately forHester, the wind tunnel created by the
skyscrapers whipped color into cheeksthat would have been deadly pale. She had to concentrate
on not chewing off herlipstick as she walked the half block to National Trust. And to her first
day onthe job.
It would only take her ten minutes to get back home, lock herself in and phonethe office with
some excuse. She was sick, there‟d been a death in thefamily—preferably hers. She‟d been
robbed.
Hester clutched her briefcase tighter and kept walking. Big talk, she beratedherself. She‟d
walked Radley to school that morning spouting off cheerfulnonsense about how exciting new
beginnings were, how much fun it was to startsomething new. Baloney, she thought, and hoped
the little guy wasn‟t half asscared as she was.
She‟d earned the position, Hester reminded herself. She was qualified andcompetent, with
twelve years of experience under her belt. And she was scaredright out of her shoes. Taking a
deep breath, she walked into National Trust.
Laurence Rosen, the bank manager, checked his watch, gave a nod of approval andstrode over
to greet her. His dark blue suit was trim and conservative. A womancould have powdered her
nose in the reflection from his shiny black shoes.
“Right on time, Mrs. Wallace, an excellent beginning. I pride myself on having astaff that makes
optimum use of time.”He gestured toward the back of the bank,and her office.
“I‟m looking forward to getting started, Mr. Rosen,”she said, and felt a waveof relief that it was
true. She‟d always liked the feel of a bank before thedoors opened to the public. The cathedrallike quiet, the pregame anticipation.
“Good, good, we‟ll do our best to keep you busy.”He noted with a slight frownthat two
secretaries were not yet at their desks. In a habitual gesture, hepassed a hand over his hair.“Your

assistant will be in momentarily. Once you‟resettled, Mrs. Wallace, I‟ll expect you to keep close
tabs on her comings andgoings. Your efficiency depends largely on hers.”
“Of course.”
Her office was small and dull. She tried not to wish for something airier—or tonotice that Rosen
was as stuffy as they came. The increase this job would bringto her income would make things
better for Radley. That, as always, was thebottom line. She‟d make it work, Hester told herself as
she took off her coat.
She‟d make it work well.
Rosen obviously approved of her trim black suit and understated jewelry. Therewas no room for
flashy clothes or behavior in banking.“I trust you looked overthe files I gave you.”
“I familiarized myself with them over the weekend.”She moved behind the desk,knowing it
would establish her position.“I believe I understand NationalTrust‟s policy and procedure.”
“Excellent, excellent. I‟ll leave you to get organized then. Your firstappointment‟s at—”he
turned pages over on her desk calendar“—9:15. If you haveany problems, contact me. I‟m
always around somewhere.”
She would have bet on it.“I‟m sure everything will be fine, Mr. Rosen. Thankyou.”
With a final nod, Rosen strode out. The door closed behind him with a quietclick. Alone, Hester
let herself slide bonelessly into her chair. She‟d gottenpast the first hurdle, she told herself.
Rosen thought she was competent andsuitable. Now all she had to do was be those things. She
would be, because toomuch was riding on it. Not the least of those things was her pride. She
hatedmaking a fool of herself. She‟d certainly done a good job of that the nightbefore with the
new neighbor.
Even hours later, remembering it, her cheeks warmed. She hadn‟t meant to insultthe man‟s—
even now she couldn‟t bring herself to call it a profession—his work,then, Hester decided. She
certainly hadn‟t meant to make any personalobservations. The problem had been that she hadn‟t
been as much on her guard asusual. The man had thrown her off by inviting himself in and
joining them fordinner and charming Radley, all in a matter of minutes. She wasn‟t used
topeople popping into her life. And she didn‟t like it.
Radley loved it. Hester picked up a sharpened pencil with the bank‟s logo on theside. He‟d
practically glowed with excitement, and hadn‟t been able to speak ofanything else even after
Mitch Dempsey had left.
She could be grateful for one thing. The visit had taken Radley‟s mind off thenew school.
Radley had always made friends easily, and if this Mitch was willingto give her son some
pleasure, she shouldn‟t criticize. In any case, the manseemed harmless enough. Hester refused to
admit to the uncomfortable thrillshe‟d experienced when his hand had closed over hers. What

possible troublecould come from a man who wrote comic books for a living? She caught
herselfchewing at her lipstick at the question.
The knock on the door was brief and cheerful. Before she could call out, it waspushed open.
“Good morning, Mrs. Wallace. I‟m Kay Lorimar, your assistant. Remember, we metfor a few
minutes a couple of weeks ago.”
“Yes, good morning, Kay.”Her assistant was everything Hester had always wantedto be herself:
petite, well-rounded, blond, with small delicate features. Shefolded her hands on the fresh blotter
and tried to look authoritative.
“Sorry I‟m late.”Kay smiled and didn‟t look the least bit sorry.“Everythingtakes longer than you
think it does on Monday. Even if I pretend it‟s Tuesday itdoesn‟t seem to help. I don‟t know
why. Would you like some coffee?”
“No, thank you, I‟ve an appointment in a few minutes.”
“Just ring if you change your mind.”Kay paused at the door.“This place couldsure use some
cheering up, it‟s dark as a dungeon. Mr. Blowfield, that‟s whoyou‟re replacing, he liked things
dull -matched him, you know.”Her smile wasingenuous, but Hester hesitated to answer it. It
would hardly do for her to geta reputation as a gossip the first day on the job.“Anyway, if you
decide to doany redecorating, let me know. My roommate‟s into interior design. He‟s a
realartist.”
“Thank you.”How was she supposed to run an office with a pert littlecheerleader in tow? Hester
wondered. One day at a time.“Just send Mr. and Mrs.
Browning in when they arrive, Kay.”
“Yes, ma‟am.”She sure was more pleasant to look at than old Blowfield, Kaythought. But it
looked as if she had the same soul.“Loan application forms weput in the bottom left drawer of
the desk, arranged according to type. Legalpads in the right. Bank stationery, top right. The list
of current interestrates are in the middle drawer. The Brownings are looking for a loan to
remodeltheir loft as they‟re expecting a child. He‟s in electronics, she workspart-time at
Blooming-dale‟s. They‟ve been advised what papers to bring withthem. I can make copies while
they‟re here.”
Hester lifted her brow.“Thank you, Kay,”she said, not certain whether to beamused or
impressed.
When the door closed again, Hester sat back and smiled. The office might bedull, but if the
morning was any indication, nothing else at National Trust wasgoing to be.
***

Mitch liked having a window that faced the front of the building. That way,whenever he took a
break, he could watch the comings and goings. After fiveyears, he figured he knew every tenant
by sight and half of them by name. Whenthings were slow or, better, when he was ahead of the
game, he whiled away timeby sketching the more interesting of them. If his time stretched
further, hemade up a story line to go with the faces.
He considered it the best of practice because it amused him. Occasionally therewas a face
interesting enough to warrant special attention. Sometimes it was acabdriver or a delivery boy.
Mitch had learned to look close and quick, thensketch from lingering impressions. Years before,
he had sketched faces for aliving, if a pitiful one. Now he sketched them for entertainment and
was a greatdeal more satisfied.
He spotted Hester and her son when they were still half a block away. The redcoat she wore
stood out like a beacon. It certainly made a statement, Mitchmused as he picked up his pencil. He
wondered if the coolly distant Mrs. Wallacerealized what signals she was sending out. He
doubted it.
He didn‟t need to see her face to draw it. Already there were a half a dozenrough sketches of her
tossed on the table in his workroom. Interesting features,he told himself as his pencil began to fly
across the pad. Any artist would becompelled to capture them.
The boy was walking along beside her, his face all but obscured by a woolenscarf and hat. Even
from this distance, Mitch could see the boy was chatteringearnestly. His head was angled up
toward his mother. Every now and again shewould glance down as if to comment; then the boy
would take over again. A fewsteps away from the building, she stopped. Mitch saw the wind
catch at her hairas she tossed her head back and laughed. His fingers went limp on the pencil
ashe leaned closer to the window. He wanted to be nearer, near enough to hear thelaugh, to see if
her eyes lit up with it. He imagined they did, but how? Wouldthat subtle, calm gray go silvery or
smoky?She continued to walk, and in seconds was in the building and out of sight.
Mitch stared down at his sketch pad. He had no more than a few lines andcontours. He couldn‟t
finish it, he thought as he set the pencil down. He couldonly see her laughing now, and to capture
that on paper he‟d need a closerlook-.
Picking up his keys, he jangled them in his hand. He‟d given her the better partof a week. The
aloof Mrs. Wallace might consider another neighborly visit out ofline, but he didn‟t. Besides, he
liked the kid. Mitch would have gone upstairsto see him before, but he‟d been busy fleshing out
his story. He owed the kidfor that, too, Mitch considered. The. little weekend visit had not only
crumbledthe block, but had given Mitch enough fuel for three issues. Yeah, he owed thekid.
He pushed the keys into his pocket and walked into his workroom. Taz was there,a bone
clamped between his paws as he snoozed.“Don‟t get up,”Mitch saidmildly.“I‟m going out for
awhile.”As he spoke, he ruffled through papers. Tazopened his eyes to half-mast and
grumbled.“I don‟t know how long I‟ll be.”
After wracking through his excuse for a filing system, Mitch found the sketch.

Commander Zark in full military regalia, sober-faced, sad-eyed, his gleamingship at his back.
Beneath it was the caption: THE MISSION: Capture PrincessLeilah—or DESTROY her!!Mitch
wished briefly that he had the time to ink and color it, but figured thekid would like it as is. With
a careless stroke he signed it, then rolled itinto a tube.
“Don‟t wait dinner for me,”he instructed Taz.
***
“I‟ll get it!”Radley danced to the door. It was Friday, and school waslight-years away.
“Ask who it is.”
Radley put his hand on the knob and shook his head. He‟d been going to ask.
Probably.“Who is it?”
“It‟s Mitch.”
“It‟s Mitch!”Radley shouted, delighted. In the bedroom, Hester scowled andpulled the
sweatshirt over her head.
“Hi.”Breathless with excitement, Radley opened the door to his latest hero.
“Hi, Rad, how‟s it going?”
“Fine. I don‟t have any homework all weekend.”He reached out a hand to drawMitch inside.“I
wanted to come down and see you, but Mom said no„cause you‟dbe working or something.”
“Or something,”Mitch muttered.“Look, it‟s okay with me if you come over.
Anytime.”
“Really?”
“Really.”The kid was irresistible, Mitch thought as he ruffled the boy‟s hair.
Too bad his mother wasn‟t as friendly.“I thought you might like this.”Mitchhanded him the
rolled sketch.
“Oh, wow.”Awestruck, reverent, Radley stared at the drawing.“Jeez, CommanderZark and the
Second Millenium. Can I have it, really? To keep?”
“Yeah.”

“I gotta show Mom.”Radley turned and dashed toward the bedroom as Hester cameout.“Look
what Mitch gave me. Isn‟t it great? He said I could keep it andeverything.”
“It‟s terrific.”She put a hand on Radley‟s shoulder as she studied the sketch.
The man was certainly talented, Hester decided. Even if he had chosen such anodd way to show
it. Her hand remained on Radley‟s shoulder as she looked over atMitch.“That was very nice of
you.”
He liked the way she looked in the pastel sweats, casual, approachable, if notcompletely relaxed.
Her hair was down, too, with the ends sweeping just inchesshort of her shoulders. Parted softly
on the side and unpinned, it gave her acompletely different look.
“I wanted to thank Rad.”Mitch forced himself to look away from her face, thensmiled at the
boy.“You helped me through a block last weekend.”
“I did?”Radley‟s eyes widened.“Honest?”
“Honest. I was stuck, spinning wheels. After I talked to you that night, I wentdown and
everything fell into place. I appreciate it.”
“Wow, you‟re welcome. You could stay for dinner again. We‟re just having Chinesechicken,
and maybe I could help you some more. It‟s okay, isn‟t it, Mom? Isn‟tit?”
Trapped again. And again she caught the gleam of amusement in Mitch‟s eyes.“Ofcourse.”
“Great. I want to go hang this up right away. Can I call Josh, too, and tell himabout it? He won‟t
believe it.”
“Sure.”She barely had time to run a hand over his hair before he was off andrunning.
“Thanks, Mitch.”Radley paused at the turn of the hallway.“Thanks a lot.”
Hester found the deep side pockets in her sweats and slipped her hands inside.
There was absolutely no reason for the man to make her nervous. So why did he?“That was
really very kind of you.”
“Maybe, but I haven‟t done anything that‟s made me feel that good in a longtime.”He wasn‟t
completely at ease himself, Mitch discovered, and he tucked histhumbs into the back pockets of
his jeans.“You work fast,”he commented as heglanced around the living room.
The boxes were gone. Bright, vivid prints hung on the walls and a vase offlowers, fresh as
morning, sat near the window, where sheer curtains filteredthe light. Pillows were plumped,
furniture gleamed. The only signs of confusionwere a miniature car wreck and a few plastic men
scattered on the carpet. He wasglad to see them. It meant she wasn‟t the type who expected the

boy to play onlyin his room.
“Dali?”He walked over to a lithograph hung over the sofa.
She caught her bottom lip between her teeth as Mitch studied one of her rareextravagances.“I
bought that in a little shop on Fifth that‟s always going outof business.”
“Yeah, I know the one. It didn‟t take you long to put things together here.”
“I wanted everything back to normal as soon as possible. The move wasn‟t easyfor Radley.”
“And you?”He turned then, catching her off guard with the sudden sharp look.
“Me? I—ah...”
“You know,”he began as he crossed over to her, attracted by her simplebafflement.“You‟re a lot
more articulate when you talk about Rad than you arewhen you talk about Hester.”
She stepped back quickly, aware that he would have touched her and totallyunsure what her
reaction might have been.“I should start dinner.”
“Want some help?”
“With what?”
This time she didn‟t move quickly enough. He cupped her chin in his hand andsmiled.“With
dinner.”
It had been a long time since a man had touched her that way. He had a stronghand with gentle
fingers. That had to be the reason her heart leaped up to herthroat and pounded there.“Can you
cook?”
What incredible eyes she had. So clear, so pale a gray they were almosttranslucent. For the first
time in years he felt the urge to paint, just to seeif he could bring those eyes to life on canvas.“I
make a hell of a peanutbutter sandwich.”
She lifted a hand to his wrist, to move his away, she thought. But her fingerslay there lightly a
moment, experimenting.“How are you at chopping vegetables?”

“I think I can handle it.”
“All right, then.”She backed up, amazed that she had allowed the contact to goon for so long.“I
still don‟t have any beer, but I do have some wine thistime.”

“Fine.”What the hell were they talking about? Why were they talking at all,when she had a
mouth that was made to fit on a man‟s? A little baffled by hisown train of thought, he followed
her into the kitchen.
“It‟s really a simple meal,”she began.“But when it‟s all mixed up, Radley
hardly notices he‟s eating something nutritious. A Twinkie‟s the true way to hisheart.”
“My kind of kid.”
She smiled a little, more relaxed now that she had her hands full. She setcelery and mushrooms
on the chopping block.“The trick‟s in moderation.”Hestertook the chicken out, then remembered
the wine.“I‟m willing to concede to Rad‟ssweet tooth in small doses. He‟s willing to accept
broccoli on the same terms.”
“Sounds like a wise arrangement.”She opened the wine. Inexpensive, he thoughtwith a glance at
the label, but palatable. She filled two glasses, then handedhim one. It was silly, but her hands
were damp again. It had been some timesince she‟d shared a bottle of wine or fixed a simple
dinner with a man.“Toneighbors,”he said, and thought she relaxed fractionally as he touched
hisglass to hers.
“Why don‟t you sit down while I bone the chicken? Then you can deal with thevegetables,”
He didn‟t sit, but did lean back against the counter. He wasn‟t willing to giveher the distance he
was sure she wanted. Not when she smelled so good. Shehandled the knife like an expert, he
noted as he sipped his wine. Impressive.
Most of the career women he knew were more experienced in takeouts.“So, how‟sthe new job?”
Hester moved her shoulders.“It‟s working out well. The manager‟s a stickler forefficiency, and
that trickles down. Rad and I have been having conferences allweek so we can compare notes.”
Was that what they‟d been talking about when they‟d walked home today? hewondered. Was
that why she‟d laughed?“How‟s Radley taking the new school?”
“Amazingly well.”Her lips softened and curved again. He was tempted to touch afingertip to
them to feel the movement.“Whatever happens in Rad‟s life, he
rolls with. He‟s incredible.”
There was a shadow there, a slight one, but he could see it in her eyes.
“Divorce is tough,”he said, and watched Hester freeze up.
“Yes.”She put the boned and cubed chicken in a bowl.“You can chop this while Istart the rice.”

“Sure.”No trespassing, he thought, and let it drop. For now. He‟d gone with thelaw of averages
when he‟d mentioned divorce, and realized he‟d been on the mark.
But the mark was still raw. Unless he missed his guess, the divorce had been alot tougher on her
than on Radley. He was also sure that if he wanted to drawher out, it would have to be through
the boy.“Rad mentioned that he wanted tocome down and visit, but you‟d put him off.”
Hester handed Mitch an onion before she put a pan on the stove.“I didn‟t wanthim disturbing
your work.”
“We both know what you think of my work.”
“I had no intention of offending you the other night,”she said stiffly.“It wasonly that—”
“You can‟t conceive of a grown man making a living writing comic books.”
Hester remained silent as she measured out water.“It‟s none of my business howyou make your
living.”
“That‟s right.”Mitch took a long sip of wine before he attacked the celery.“Inany case, I want
you to know that Rad can come see me whenever he likes.”
“That‟s very nice of you, but—”
“No buts, Hester. I like him. And since I‟m in the position of calling my ownhours, he won‟t
bother me. What do I do with the mushrooms?”
“Slice.”She put the lid on the rice before crossing over to show him.“Not toothin. Just make
sure...”Her words trailed off when he closed his hand over herson the knife.
“Like this?”The move was easy. He didn‟t even have to think about it, butsimply shifted until
she was trapped between his arms, her back pressed againsthim. Giving in to the urge, he bent
down so that his mouth was close to her ear.

“Yes, that‟s fine.”She stared down at their joined hands and tried to keep hervoice even.“It
really doesn‟t matter.”
“We aim to please.”
“I have to put on the chicken.”She turned and found herself in deeper water. Itwas a mistake to
look up at him, to see that slight smile on his tips and thatcalm, confident look in his eyes.
Instinctively she lifted a hand to his chest.
Even that was a mistake. She could feel the slow, steady beat of his heart. Shecouldn‟t back up,

because there was no place to go, and stepping forward wastempting, dangerously so.“Mitch,
you‟re in my way.”
He‟d seen it. Though it had been free briefly and suppressed quickly, he‟d seenthe passion come
into her eyes. So she could feel and want and wonder. Maybe itwas best if they both wondered
for a little while longer.“I think you‟re goingto find that happening a lot.”But he shifted aside
and let her pass.“You smellgood, Hester, damn good.”
That quiet statement did nothing to ease her pulse rate. Humoring Radley or not,she vowed this
would be the last time she entertained Mitch Dempsey. Hesterturned on the gas under the wok
and added peanut oil.“I take it you do yourwork at home, then. No office?”
He‟d let her have it her way for the time being. The minute she‟d turned in hisarms and looked
up at him, he‟d known he‟d have it his way—have her his way—before too long.“I only have to
go a couple of times a week. Some of thewriters or artists prefer working in the office. I do better
work at home. AfterI have the story and the sketches, I take them in for editing and inking.”
“I see. So you don‟t do the inking yourself?”she asked, though she‟d have beenhard-pressed to
define what inking was. She‟d have to ask Radley.
“Not anymore. We have some real experts in that, and it gives me more time towork on the
story. Believe it or not, we shoot for quality, the kind ofvocabulary that challenges a kid and a
story that entertains.”
After adding chicken to the hot oil, Hester took a deep breath.“I really doapologize for anything
I said that offended you. I‟m sure your work‟s veryimportant to you, and I know Radley certainly
appreciates it.”
“Well said, Mrs. Wallace.”He slid the vegetable-laden chopping block towardher.
“Josh doesn‟t believe it.”Radley bounced into the room, delighted with himself.
“He wants to come over tomorrow and see. Can he? His mom says okay if it‟s okaywith you?
Okay, Mom?”
Hester turned from the chicken long enough to give Radley a hug.“Okay, Rad, butit has to be
after noon . We have some shopping to do in the morning.”
“Thanks. Just wait till he sees. He‟s gonna go crazy. I‟ll tell him.”
“Dinner‟s nearly ready. Hurry up and wash your hands.”
Radley rolled his eyes at Mitch as he raced from the room again.
“You‟re a big hit,”Hester commented.

“He‟s nuts about you.”
“The feeling‟s mutual.”
“So I noticed.”Mitch topped off his wine.“You know, I was curious. I alwaysthought bankers
kept bankers‟hours. You and Rad don‟t get home until five orso.”When she turned her head to
look at him, he merely smiled.“Some of mywindows face the front. I like to watch people going
in and out.”
It gave her an odd and not entirely comfortable feeling to know he‟d watched herwalk home.
Hester dumped the vegetables in and stirred.“I get off at four, butthen I have to pick Rad up from
the sitter.”She glanced over her shoulderagain.“He hates it when I call her a sitter. Anyway,
she‟s over by our oldplace, so it takes awhile. I have to start looking for someone closer.”
“A lot of kids his age and younger come home on their own.”
Her eyes did go smoky, he noted. All she needed was a touch of anger. Orpassion.“Radley isn‟t
going to be a latchkey child. He isn‟t coming home to anempty house because I have to work.”
Mitch set her glass by her elbow.“Coming home to empty can be depressing,”hemurmured,
remembering his own experiences.“He‟s lucky to have you.”
“I‟m luckier to have him.”Her tone softened.“If you‟d get out the plates, I‟lldish this up.”
Mitch remembered where she kept her plates, white ones with little violet sprigsalong the edges.
It was odd to realize they pleased him when he‟d become soaccustomed to disposable plastic. He
took them out, then set them beside her.
Most things were best done on impulse, he‟d always thought. He went with thefeeling now.
“I guess it would be a lot easier on Rad if he could come back here afterschool.”
“Oh, yes. I hate having to drag him across town, though he‟s awfully good aboutit. It‟s just so
hard to find someone you can trust, and who Radley reallylikes.”
“How about me?”
Hester reached to turn off the gas, but stopped to stare at him. Vegetables andchicken popped in
hot oil.“I‟m sorry?”
“Rad could stay with me in the afternoons.”Again Mitch put a hand over hers,this time to turn
off the heat.“He‟d only be a couple floors away from his ownplace.”
“With you? No, I couldn‟t.”
“Why not?”The more he thought of it, the more Mitch liked the idea. He and Tazcould use the

company in the afternoons, and as a bonus he‟d be seeing a-lotmore of the very interesting Mrs.
Wallace.“You want references? No criminalrecord, Hester. Well, there was the case of my
motorcycle and the prize roses,but I was only eighteen.”
“I didn‟t mean that—exactly.”When he grinned, she began to fuss with the rice.
“I mean I couldn‟t impose that way. I‟m sure you‟re busy.”
“Come on, you don‟t think I do anything all day but doodle. Let‟s be honest.”
“We‟ve already agreed it isn‟t any of my business,”she began.
“Exactly. The point is I‟m home in the afternoons, I‟m available and I‟mwilling. Besides, I may
even be able to use Rad as a consultant. He‟s good, youknow.”Mitch indicated the drawing on
the refrigerator.“The kid could use someart lessons.”
“I know. I was hoping I‟d be able to swing it this summer, but I don‟t—”
“Want to look a gift horse in the mouth,”Mitch finished.“Look, the kid likesme, I like him. And
I‟ll swear to no more than one Twinkie an afternoon.”
She laughed then, as he‟d seen her laugh a few hours before from his window. Itwasn‟t easy to
hold himself back, but something told him if he made a move now,the door would slam in his
face and the bolt would slide shut.“I don‟t know,Mitch. I do appreciate the offer, God knows it
would make things easier, but I‟mnot sure you understand what you‟re asking for.”
“I hasten to point out that I was once a small boy.”He wanted to do it, hediscovered. It was more
than a gesture or impulse; he really wanted to have thekid around.“Look, why don‟t we put this
to a vote and ask Rad?”
“Ask me what?”Radley had run some water over his hands after he‟d finishedtalking to Josh,
and figured his mother was too busy to give them a close look.
Mitch picked up his wine, then lifted a brow. My ball, Hester thought. She couldhave put the
child off, but she‟d always prided herself on being honest withhim.“Mitch was just suggesting
that you might like to stay with him afterschool in the afternoons instead of going over to Mrs.
Cohen‟s.”
“Really?”Astonishment and excitement warred until he was bouncing with both.
“Really, can I?”
“Well, I wanted to think about it and talk to you before—”
“I‟ll behave.”Radley rushed over to wrap his arms around his mother‟s waist.“Ipromise. Mitch
is much better than Mrs. Cohen. Lots better. She smells likemothballs and pats me on the head.”

“I rest my case,”Mitch murmured.
Hester sent Mitch a smoldering look. She wasn‟t accustomed to being outnumberedor to making
a decision without careful thought and consideration.“Now, Radley,you know Mrs. Cohen‟s very
nice. You‟ve been staying with her for over twoyears.”
Radley squeezed harder and played his ace.“If I stayed with Mitch I could comeright home. And
I‟d do my homework first.”It was a rash promise, but it was adesperate situation,“You‟d get
home sooner, too, and everything. Please, Mom,say yes.”
She hated to deny him anything, because there were too many things she‟d alreadyhad to. He
was looking up at her now with his cheeks rosy with pleasure.
Bending, she kissed him.“All right, Rad, we‟ll try it and see how it worksout.”
“It‟s going to be great.”He locked his arms around her neck before he turned toMitch.“It‟s going
to be just great.”

Chapter 3
Mitch liked to sleep late on weekends—whenever he thought of them as weekends.
Because he worked in his own home, at his own pace, he often forgot that to thevast majority
there was a big difference between Monday mornings and Saturdaymornings. This particular
Saturday, however, he was spending in bed, largelydead to the world.
He‟d been restless the evening before after he‟d left Hester‟s apartment. Toorestless to go back
to his own alone. On the spur of the moment he‟d gone out tothe little lounge where the staff of
Universal Comics often got together. He‟drun into his inker, another artist and one of the staff
writers for The GreatBeyond, Universal‟s bid for the supernatural market. The music had been
loud andnone too good, which had been exactly what his mood had called for.
From there he‟d been persuaded to attend an all-night horror film festival inTimes Square . It
had been past six when he‟d come home, a little drunk and withonly enough energy left to strip
and tumble into bed— where he‟d promisedhimself he‟d stay for the next twenty-four hours.
When the phone rang eighthours later, he answered it mostly because it annoyed him.

“Yeah?”
“Mitch?”Hester hesitated. It sounded as though he‟d been asleep. Since it wasafter two in the
afternoon, she dismissed the thought.“It‟s Hester Wallace. I‟msorry to bother you.”
“What? No, it‟s all right.”He rubbed a hand over his face, then pushed at thedog, who had
shifted to the middle of the bed.“Damn it, Taz, shove over. You‟rebreathing all over me.”
Taz? Hester thought as both brows lifted. She hadn‟t thought that Mitch wouldhave a roommate.
She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. That was somethingshe should have checked out.
For Radley‟s sake.
“I really am sorry,”she continued in a voice that had cooled dramatically.
“Apparently I‟ve caught you at a bad time.”
“No.”Give the stupid mutt an inch and he took a mile, Mitch thought as hehefted the phone and
climbed to the other side of the bed.“What‟s up?”
“Are you?”
It was the mild disdain in her voice that had him bristling. That and the factthat it felt as though
he‟d eaten a sandbox.“Yeah, I‟m up. I‟m talking to you,aren‟t I?”
“I only called to give you all the numbers and information you need if you watchRadley next
week.”
“Oh.”He pushed the hair out of his eyes and glanced around, hoping he‟d left aglass of watereddown soda or something close at hand. No luck.“Okay. You wantto wait until I get a pencil?”
“Well, I...”He heard her put her band over the receiver and speak tosomeone—Radley, he
imagined from the quick intensity of the voice.“Actually, ifit wouldn‟t put you out, Radley was
hoping we could come by for a minute. Hewants to introduce you to his friend. If you‟re busy, I
can just drop theinformation by later.”
Mitch started to tell her to do just that. Not only could he go back to sleep,but he might just be
able to wrangle five minutes alone with her. Then hethought of Radley standing beside his
mother, looking up at her with those bigdark eyes.“Give me ten minutes,”he muttered, and hung
up before Hester couldsay a word.
Mitch pulled on jeans, then went into the bath to fill the sink with cold water.
He took a deep breath and Stuck his face in it. He came up swearing but awake.
Five minutes later he was pulling on a sweatshirt and wondering if he‟dremembered to wash any

socks. All the clothes that had come back from thelaundry neatly folded had been dumped on the
chair in the corner of the bedroom.
He briefly considered pushing his way through them, then let it go when he heardthe knock.
Taz‟s tail thumped on the mattress.
“Why don‟t you pick up this place,”Mitch asked him.“It‟s a pigsty.”
Taz grinned, showing a set of big white teeth, then made a series of growls andgroans.
“Excuses. Always excuses. And get out of bed. Don‟t you know it‟s after two?”
Mitch rubbed a hand over his unshaven chin, then went to open the door.
She looked great, just plain great, with a hand on a shoulder of each boy and ahalf smile on her
face. Shy? he thought, a little surprised as he realized it.
He had thought her cool and aloof, but now he believed she used that to hide aninnate shyness,
which he found amazingly sweet.
“Hiya, Rad.”
“Hi, Mitch,”Radley returned, almost bursting with importance.„This is myfriend Josh Miller. He
doesn‟t believe you‟re Commander Zark.”
“Is that so?”Mitch looked down at the doubting Thomas, a skinny towhead abouttwo inches
taller than Rad.“Come on in.”
“It‟s nice of you to put up with this,”Hester began.“We weren‟t going to haveany peace until
Rad and Josh had it settled.”The living room looked as thoughit had exploded. That was Hester‟s
first thought as Mitch closed the door behindthem. Papers and clothes and wrappers were
everywhere. She imagined there wasfurniture, too, but she couldn‟t have described it.
“Tell Josh you‟re Commander Zark,”Radley insisted.
“I guess you could say that.”The notion pleased him.“I created him, anyway.”
He looked down again at Josh, whose pout had gone beyond doubt to truesuspicion.“You two go
to school together?”
“Used to.”Josh stood close to Hester as he studied Mitch.“You don‟t look likeCommander
Zark.”
Mitch rubbed a hand over his chin again.“Rough night.”
“He is too Zark. Hey, look, Mom. Mitch has a VCR.”Radley easily overlooked theclutter and

homed in on the entertainment center.“I‟m saving up my allowance tobuy one. I‟ve got
seventeen dollars.”
“It adds up,”Mitch murmured, and flicked a finger down his nose.“Why don‟t wego into the
office? I‟ll show you what‟s cooking in the spring issue.”
“Wow.”
Taking this as an assent, Mitch led the way.
The office, Hester noted, was big and bright and every bit as chaotic as theliving room. She was
a creature of order, and it was beyond her how anyone couldproduce under these conditions. Yet
there was a drawing board set up, and tackedto it were sketches and captions.
“You can see Zark‟s going to have his hands full when Leilah teams up with theBlack Moth.”
“The Black Moth. Holy cow.”Faced with the facts, Josh was duly impressed. Thenhe
remembered his comic book history, and suspicion reared again.“I thought hedestroyed the Moth
five issues ago.”
“The Moth only went into hibernation after Zark bombarded the Zenith withexperimental ZT-5.
Leilah used her scientific genius to bring him out again.”
“Wow.”This came from Josh as he stared at the oversized, words and drawings.
“How come you make this so big? It can‟t fit in a comic book.”
“It has to be reduced.”
“I read all about that stuff.”Radley gave Josh a superior glance.“I got thisbook out of the library
that gave the history of comic books, all the way backto the 1930s.”
“The Stone Age,”Mitch smiled as the boys continued to admire his work. Hesterwas doing some
admiring of her own. Beneath the clutter, she was certain therewas a genuine French rococo
cupboard. And books. Hundreds of them. Mitch watchedher wander the room. And would have
gone on watching if Josh hadn‟t tugged onhis arm.
“Please, can I have your autograph?”
Mitch felt foolishly delighted as he stared down at the earnest face.“Sure.”
Shuffling through papers, he found a blank one and signed it. Then, with aflourish, he added a
quick sketch of Zark.
“Neat.”Josh folded the paper reverently and slipped it in his back pocket.“Mybrother‟s always
bragging because he‟s got an autographed baseball, but this isbetter.”

“Told ya.”With a grin, Radley moved closer to Mitch.“And I‟m going to bestaying with Mitch
after school until Mom gets home from work.”
“No kidding?”
“All right, guys, we‟ve taken up enough of Mr. Dempsey‟s time.”Hester startedto shoo the boys
along when Taz strolled into the room.
“Gee whiz, he‟s really big.”Radley started forward, hand out, when Hestercaught him.
“Radley, you know better than to go up to a strange dog.”
“Your mom‟s right,”Mitch put in.“But in this case it‟s okay. Taz is harmless.”

And enormous, Hester thought, keeping a firm grip on both boys.
Taz, who had a healthy respect for little people, sat in the doorway and eyedthem both. Small
boys had a tendency to want to play rough and pull ears, whichTaz suffered heroically but could
do without. Waiting to see which way the windblew, he sat and thumped his tail.
“He‟s anything but an aggressive dog,”Mitch reassured Hester. He stepped aroundher and put a
hand on Taz‟s head. Without, Hester noted, having to bend“over.
“Does he do tricks?”Radley wanted to know. It was one of his most secret wishesto own a dog.
A big one. But he never asked, because he knew they couldn‟t keepone shut in an apartment all
day alone.
“No, all Taz does is talk.”
“Talk?”Josh went into a fit of laughter.“Dogs can‟t talk.”
“He means bark,”Hester said, relaxing a little.
“No, I mean talk.”Mitch gave Taz a couple of friendly pats.“How‟s it going,Taz?”
In answer, the dog pushed his head hard against Mitch‟s leg and began to groanand grumble.
Eyes wide and sincere, he looked up at his master and howled andhooted until both boys were
nearly rolling with laughter.
“He does talk.”Radley stepped forward, palm up.“He really does.”Taz decidedRadley didn‟t
look like an ear puller and nuzzled his long snout in the boy‟shand.“He likes me. Look, Mom.”It
was love at first sight as Radley threw hisarms around the dog‟s neck. Automatically Hester
started forward.

“He‟s as gentle as they come, I promise you.”Mitch put a hand on Hester‟s arm.
Even though the dog was already grumbling out his woes in Radley‟s ear andallowing Josh to
pet him, Hester wasn‟t convinced.
“I don‟t imagine he‟s used to children.”
“He fools around with kids in the park all the time.”As if to prove it, Tazrolled over to expose
his belly for stroking.“Added to that is the fact thathe‟s bone lazy. He wouldn‟t work up the
energy to bite anything that hadn‟t beenput in a bowl for him; You aren‟t afraid of dogs, are
you?”
“No, of course not.”Not really, she added to herself. Because she hated to showa weakness,
Hester crouched down to pet the huge head. Unknowingly she hit theperfect spot, and Taz
recognized a patsy when he saw one. He shifted to lay apaw on her thigh and, with his dark, sad
eyes on hers, began to moan. Laughing,Hester rubbed behind his ears.“You‟re just a big baby,
aren‟t you?”
“An operator‟s more like it,”Mitch murmured, wondering what sort of trick he‟dhave to do to
get Hester to touch him with such feeling.
“I can play with him every day, can‟t I, Mitch?”
“Sure.”Mitch smiled down at Radley.“Taz loves attention. You guys want to takehim for a
walk?”
The response was immediate and affirmative. Hester straightened up, lookingdoubtfully at
Taz.“I don‟t know, Rad.”
“Please, Mom, we‟ll be careful. You already said me and Josh could play in thepark for a little
while.”
“Yes, I know, but Taz is awfully big. I wouldn‟t want him to get away from you.”

“Taz is a firm believer in conserving energy. Why run if strolling gets you tothe same
place?”Mitch went back into his office, rooted around and came up withTaz‟s leash.“He doesn‟t
chase cars, other dogs or park police. He will,however, stop at every tree.”
With a giggle, Radley took the leash.“Okay, Mom?”
She hesitated, knowing there was a part of her that wanted to keep Radley withher, within arm‟s
reach. And, for his sake, it was something she had to fight.

“A half hour.”The words were barely out when he and Josh let out a whoop.“Youhave to get
your coats—and gloves.”
“We will. Come on, Taz.”
The dog gave a huge sigh before gathering himself up. Grumbling only a little,he stationed
himself between the two boys as they headed out.
“Why is it every time I see that kid I feel good?”
“You‟re very kind to him. Well, I should go upstairs and make sure they bundleup.”
“I think they can handle it. Why don‟t you sit down?”He took advantage of herbrief hesitation
by taking her arm.“Come over by the window. You can watch themgo out.”
She gave in because she knew how Radley hated to be hovered over.“Oh, I have myoffice
number for you, and the name and number of his doctor and the school.”
Mitch took the paper and stuck it in his pocket.“If there‟s any trouble at all,call me. I can be
home in ten minutes.”
“Relax, Hester. We‟ll get along fine.”
“I want to thank you again. It‟s the first time since he started school thatRad‟s looked forward to
a Monday.”
“I‟m looking forward to it myself.”
She looked down, waiting to see the familiar blue cap and coat.“We haven‟tdiscussed terms.”
“What terms?”
“How much you want for watching him. Mrs. Cohen—”
“Good God, Hester, I don‟t want you to pay me.”
“Don‟t be ridiculous. Of course I‟ll pay you.”
He put a hand on her shoulder until she‟d turned to face him.“I don‟t need themoney, I don‟t
want the money. I made the offer because Rad‟s a nice kid and Ienjoy his company.”
“That‟s very kind of you, but—”
His exasperated sigh cut her off.“Here come the buts again.”
“I couldn‟t possibly let you do it for nothing.”

Mitch studied her face. He‟d thought her tough at their first meeting, and toughshe was—at least
on the outside.“Can‟t you accept a neighborly gesture?”
Her lips curved a bit, but her eyes remained solemn.“I guess not.”
“Five bucks a day.”
This time the smile reached her eyes.“Thank you.”
He caught the ends of her hair between his thumb and forefinger.“You drive ahard bargain,
lady.”
“So I‟ve been told.”Cautiously she took a step away.“Here they come.”Hehadn‟t forgotten his
gloves, she noted as she leaned closer to the window. Norhad he forgotten that he‟d been taught
to walk to the corner and cross at thelight.“He‟s in heaven, you know. Rad‟s always wanted a
dog.”She touched a handto the window and continued to watch.“He doesn‟t mention it because
he knows wecan‟t keep one in the apartment when no one‟s home all day. So he‟s settled forthe
promise of a kitten.”
Mitch put a hand on her shoulder again, but gently this time.“He doesn‟t strikeme as a deprived
child, Hester. There‟s nothing for you to feel guilty about.”
She looked at him then, her eyes wide and just a little sad. Mitch discovered hewas just as drawn
to that as he had been to her laughter. Without planning to,without knowing he‟d needed to, he
lifted a hand to her cheek. The pale gray ofher irises deepened. Her skin warmed. Hester backed
away quickly.
“I‟d better go. I‟m sure they‟ll want hot chocolate when they get back in.”
“They have to bring Taz back here first,”Mitch reminded her.“Take a break,Hester. Want some
coffee?”
“Well, I—”
“Good. Sit down and I‟ll get it.”
Hester stood in the center of the room a moment, a bit amazed at how smoothly heran things—
his way. She was much too used to setting her own rules to acceptanyone else‟s. Still, she told
herself it would be rude to leave, that her sonwould be back soon and that the least she could do
after Mitch had been so goodto the boy was bear his company for a little while.
She would have been lying if she‟d denied that he interested her. In a casualway, of course.
There was something about the way he looked at her, so deep andpenetrating, while at the same
time he appeared to take most of life as a joke.

Yet there was nothing funny about the way he touched her.
Hester lifted fingertips to her cheek, where his had been. She would have totake care to avoid
too much of that sort of contact. Perhaps, with effort, shecould think of Mitch as a friend, as
Radley did already. It might not sit wellwith her to be obliged to him, but she could swallow that.
She‟d swallowedworse.
He was kind. She let out a little breath as she tried to relax. Experience hadgiven her a very
sensitive antenna. She could recognize the kind of man whotried to ingratiate himself with the
child to get to the mother. If she was sureof anything, it was that Mitch genuinely liked Radley.
That, if nothing else,was a point in his favor.
But she wished he hadn‟t touched her that way, looked at her that way, made herfeel that way.
“It‟s hot. Probably lousy, but hot.”Mitch walked in with two mugs.“Don‟t youwant to sit
down?”
Hester smiled at him.“Where?”
Mitch set the mugs down on a stack of papers, then pushed magazines from thesofa.“Here.”
“You know...”She stepped over a stack of old newspapers.“Radley‟s very good attidying. He‟d
be glad to help you.”
“I function best in controlled confusion.‟.‟Hester joined him on the sofa. “I can see the
confusion, but not thecontrolled.”
“It‟s here, believe me. I didn‟t ask if you wanted anything in the coffee, so Ibrought it black.”
“Black‟s fine. This table—it‟s Queen Anne, isn‟t it?”
“Yeah.”Mitch set his bare feet on it, then crossed them at the ankles.“You‟vegot a good eye.”
“One would have to under the circumstances.”Because he laughed, she smiled asshe took her
first sip.“I‟ve always loved antiques. I suppose it‟s theendurance. Not many things last.”
“Sure they do. I once had a cold that lasted six weeks.”He settled back as shelaughed.“When
you do that, you get a dimple at the corner of your mouth. Cute.”

Hester was immediately self-conscious again.“You have a very natural way withchildren. Did
you come from a large family?”
“No. Only child.”He continued to study her, curious about her reaction to themost casual of
compliments.

“Really? I wouldn‟t have guessed it.”
“Don‟t tell me you‟re of the school who believes only a woman can relate tochildren?”
“No, not really,”she hedged, because that had been her experience thus far.
“It‟s just that you‟re particularly good with them. No children of your own?”
The question came out quickly, amazing and embarrassing her.
“No. I guess I‟ve been too busy being a kid myself to think about raising any.”
“That hardly makes you unusual,”she said coolly.
He tilted his head as he studied her.“Tossing me in with Rad‟s father, Hester?”

Something flashed in her eyes. Mitch shook his head as he sipped again.“Damn,Hester, what did
the bastard do to you?”She froze instantly. Mitch was quicker.
Even as she started to rise, he put a restraining hand on her arm.“Okay, handsoff that one until
you‟re ready. I apologize if I hit a sore spot, but I‟mcurious. I‟ve spent a couple of evenings with
Rad now, and he‟s never mentionedhis father.”
“I‟d appreciate it if you wouldn‟t ask him any questions.”
“Fine.”Mitch was capable of being just as snotty.“I didn‟t intend to grill thekid.”
Hester was tempted to get up and excuse herself. That would be the easiest way.
But the fact was that she was trusting her son to this man every afternoon. Shesupposed it would
be best if he had some background. &#9632;“Rad hasn‟t seen his father in almost seven years.”
“At all?”He couldn‟t help his surprise. His own family had been undemonstrativeand distant, but
he never went more than a year without seeing his parents.
“Must be rough on the kid.”
“They were never close. I think Radley‟s adjusted very well.”
“Hold on. I wasn‟t criticizing you.”He‟d placed his hand over hers again, toofirmly to be shaken
off.“I know a happy, well-loved boy when I see one. You‟dwalk through fire for him. Maybe
you don‟t think it shows, but it does.”

“There‟s nothing that‟s more important to me than Radley.”She wanted to relaxagain, but he
was sitting too close, and his hand was still on hers.“I onlytold you this so that you wouldn‟t ask
him questions that might upset him.”
“Does that sort of thing happen often?”
“Sometimes.”His fingers were linked with hers now. She couldn‟t quite figureout how he‟d
managed it.“A new friend, a new teacher. I really should go.”
“How about you?”He touched her cheek gently and turned her face toward him.
“How have you adjusted?”
“Just fine. I have Rad, and my work.”
“And no relationships?”
She wasn‟t sure if it was embarrassment or anger, but the sensation was verystrong.“That‟s none
of your business.”
“If people only talked about what was their business, they wouldn‟t get veryfar. You don‟t strike
me as a man-hater, Hester.”
She lifted a brow. When pushed, she could play the game by someone else‟s rules.
And she could play it well.“I went through a period of time when I despised menon principle.
Actually, it was a very rewarding time of my life. Then,gradually, I came to the opinion that
some members of your species weren‟t lowerforms of life.”
“Sounds promising.”
She smiled again, because he made it easy.“The point is, I don‟t blame all menfor the faults of
one.”
“You‟re just cautious.”
“If you like.”
“The one thing I‟m sure I like is your eyes. No, don‟t look away.”Patiently, heturned her face
back to his.“They‟re fabulous—take it from an artist‟sstandpoint.”
She had to stop being so jumpy, Hester ordered herself. With an effort, sheremained still.“Does
that mean they‟re going to appear in an upcoming issue?”
“They just might.”He smiled, appreciating the thought and the fact that, thoughtense, she was
able to hold her own.“Poor old Zark deserves to meet someone whounderstands him. These eyes

would.”
“I‟ll take that as a compliment.”And run.“The boys will be back in a minute.”
“We‟ve got some time yet. Hester, do you ever have fun?”
“What a stupid question. Of course I do.”
“Not as Rad‟s mother, but as Hester.”He ran a hand through her hair,captivated.
“I am Rad‟s mother.”Though she managed to rise, he stood with her.
“You‟re also a woman. A gorgeous one.”He saw the look in her eyes and ran histhumb along
her jaw-line.“Take my word for it. I‟m an honest man. You‟re onegorgeous bundle of nerves.”
“That‟s silly. I don‟t have anything to be nervous about.”Other than the factthat he was touching
her, and his voice was quiet, and the apartment was empty.
“I‟ll take the shaft out of my heart later,”he murmured. He bent to kiss her,then had to catch her
when she nearly stumbled over the newspapers.“Take iteasy. I‟m not going to bite you. This
time.”
“I have to go.”She was as close to panic as she ever allowed herself to come.
“I have a dozen things to do.”
“In a minute.”He framed her face. She was trembling, he realized. It didn‟tsurprise him. What
did was that he wasn‟t steady himself.“What we have here,Mrs. Wallace, is called attraction,
chemistry, lust. It doesn‟t really matterwhat label you put on it.”
“Maybe not to you.”
“Then we‟ll let you pick the label later.”He stroked his thumbs over hercheekbones, gently,
soothingly.“I already told you I‟m not a maniac. I‟ll haveto remember to get those references.”
“Mitch, I told you I appreciate what you‟re doing for Rad, but I wish you‟d—”
“Here and now doesn‟t concern Rad. This is you and me, Hester. When was the lasttime you let
yourself be alone with a man who wanted you?”He casually brushedhis thumb over her lips. Her
eyes went to smoke.“When was the last time you let
anyone do this?”
His mouth covered hers quickly, with a force that came as a shock. She hadn‟tbeen prepared for
violence. His hands had been so gentle, his voice so soothing.

She hadn‟t expected this edgy passion. But God, how she‟d wanted it. With thesame reckless
need, she threw her arms around his neck and answered demand fordemand.
“Too long,”Mitch managed breathlessly when he tore his mouth from hers.“ThankGod.”Before
she could utter more than a moan, he took her mouth again.
He hadn‟t been sure what he‟d find in her—ice, anger, fear. The unrestrainedheat came as as
much of a shock to his system as to hers. Her wide, generousmouth was warm and willing, with
all traces of shyness swallowed by passion. Shegave more than he would have asked for, and
more than he‟d been prepared totake.
His head spun, a fascinating and novel sensation he couldn‟t fully appreciate ashe struggled to
touch and taste. He dragged his hands through her hair,scattering the two thin silver pins she‟d
used to pull it back from her face. Hewanted it free and wild in his hands, just as he wanted her
free and wild in hisbed. His plans to go slowly, to test the waters, evaporated in an
overwhelmingdesire to dive in headfirst. Thinking only of this, he slipped his hands underher
sweater. The skin there was tender and warm. The silky little concoction shewore was cool and
soft. He slid his hands around her waist and up to cup herbreasts.
She stiffened, then shuddered. She hadn‟t known how much she‟d wanted to betouched like this.
Needed like this. His taste was so dark, so tempting. She‟dforgotten what it was like to hunger
for such things. It was madness, the sweetrelease of madness. She heard him murmur her name
as he moved his mouth down herthroat and back again.
Madness. She understood it. She‟d been there before, or thought she had. Thoughit seemed
sweeter now, richer now, she knew she could never go there again.
“Mitch, please.”It wasn‟t easy to resist what he was offering. It surprisedHester how difficult it
was to draw away, to put the boundaries back.“We can‟tdo this.”
“We are,”he pointed out, and drew the flavor from her lips again.“And verywell.”
“I can‟t.”With the small sliver of willpower she had left, she struggled away.
“I‟m sorry. I should never have let this happen.”Her cheeks were hot. Hesterput her hands to
them, then dragged them up through her hair.
His knees were weak. That was something to think about. But for the moment heconcentrated on
her.“You‟re taking a lot on yourself, Hester. It seems to be ahabit of yours. I kissed you, and you
just happened to kiss me back. Since weboth enjoyed it, I don‟t see where apologies are
necessary on either side.”
“I should have made myself clear.”She stepped back, hit the newspapers again,then skirted
around them.“I do appreciate what you‟re doing for Rad—”
“Leave him out of this, for God‟s sake.”

“I can‟t.”Her voice rose, surprising her again. She knew better than to losecontrol.“I don‟t
expect you to understand, but I can‟t leave him out of it.”
She took a deep breath, amazed that it did nothing to calm her pulse rate.“I‟mnot interested in
casual sex. I have Rad to think about, and myself.”
“Fair enough.”He wanted to sit down until he‟d recovered, but figured thesituation called for an
eye-to-eye discussion.“I wasn‟t feeling too casualabout it myself.”
That was what worried her.“Let‟s just drop it.”
Anger was an amazing stimulant. Mitch stepped forward and caught her chin in hishand.“Fat
chance.”
“I don‟t want to argue with you. I just think that—”The knock came as a blessedreprieve.“That‟s
the boys.”
“I know.”But he didn‟t release her.“Whatever you‟re interested in, have timefor, room for,
might just have to be adjusted.”He was angry, really angry,Mitch realized. It wasn‟t like him to
lose his temper so quickly.“Life‟s fullof adjustments, Hester.”Letting her go, he opened the door.
“It was great.”Rosy-cheeked and bright-eyed, Radley tumbled in ahead of Joshand the dog.“We
even got Taz to run once, for a minute.”
“Amazing.”Mitch bent to unclip the leash. Grumbling with exhaustion, Taz walkedto a spot by
the window, then collapsed.
“You guys must be freezing.”Hester kissed Radley‟s forehead.“It must be timefor hot
chocolate.”
“Yeah!”Radley turned his beaming face to Mitch.“Want some? Mom makes real goodhot
chocolate.”
It was tempting to put her on the spot. Perhaps it was a good thing for both ofthem that his
temper was already fading.“Maybe next time.”He pulled Radley‟scap over his eyes.“I‟ve got
some things to do.”
“Thanks a lot for letting us take Taz out. It was really neat, wasn‟t it, Josh?”

“Yeah. Thanks, Mr. Dempsey.”
“Anytime. See you Monday, Rad.”

“Okay.”The boys fled, laughing and shoving. Mitch looked, but Hester wasalready gone.

Chapter 4
Mitchell Dempsey II had been born rich, privileged and, according to hisparents, with an
incorrigible imagination. Maybe that was why he‟d taken toRadley so quickly. The boy was far
from rich, not even privileged enough to havea set of parents, but his imagination was first-class.
Mitch had always liked crowds as much as one-on-one social situations. He wascertainly no
stranger to parties, given his mother‟s affection for entertainingand his own gregarious nature,
and no one who knew him would ever have classedhim as a loner. In his work, however, he had
always preferred the solitary. Heworked at home not because he didn‟t like distractions—he was
really fond ofthem—.but because he didn‟t care to have anyone looking over his shoulder
ortiming his progress. He‟d never considered working any way other than alone.
Until Radley.
They made a pact the first day. If Radley finished his homework, with or withoutMitch‟s
dubious help, he could then choose to either play with Taz or give hisinput into Mitch‟s latest
story line. If Mitch had decided to call it quits forthe day, they could entertain themselves with
his extensive collection ofvideotapes or with Radley‟s growing army of plastic figures.
To Mitch, it was natural—to Radley, fantastic. For the first time in his younglife he had a man
who was part of his daily routine, one who talked to him andlistened to him. He had someone
who was not only as willing to spend time to setup a battle or wage a war as his mother was, but
someone who understood hismilitary strategy.
By the end of their first week, Mitch was not only a hero, creator of Zark andowner of Taz, but
the most solid and dependable person in his life other thanhis mother. Radley loved, without
guards or restrictions.
Mitch saw it, wondered at it and found himself just as captivated. He had toldHester no less than
the truth when he‟d said that he‟d never thought abouthaving children. He‟d run his life on his
own clock for so long that he‟d neverconsidered doing things differently. If he‟d known what it
was to love a smallboy, to find pieces of himself in one, he might have done things differently.
Perhaps it was because of his discoveries that he thought of Radley‟s father.
What kind of man could create something that special and then walk away from it?His own

father had been stern and anything but understanding, but he‟d beenthere. Mitch had never
questioned the love.
A man didn‟t get to be thirty-five without knowing several contemporaries who‟dbeen through
divorces—many of them bitter. But he also was acquainted withseveral who‟d managed to call a
moratorium with their ex-wives in order toremain fathers. It was difficult enough to understand
how Radley‟s father notonly could have walked out, but could have walked away. After a week
in Radley‟scompany, it was all but impossible.
And what of Hester? What kind of man left a woman to struggle alone to raise achild they had
brought into the world together? How much had she loved him? Thatwas a thought that dug into
his brain too often for comfort. The results of theexperience were obvious. She was tense and
overly cautious around men. Aroundhim, certainly, Mitch thought with a grimace as he watched
Radley sketch. Socautious that she‟d stayed out of his path throughout the week.
Every day between 4:15 and 4:25 , he received a polite call. Hester would askhim if everything
had gone well, thank him for watching Radley, then ask him tosend her son upstairs. That
afternoon, Radley had handed him a neatly writtencheck for twenty-five dollars drawn on the
account of Hester Gentry Wallace. Itwas still crumpled in Mitch‟s pocket.
Did she really think he was going to quietly step aside after she‟d knocked thewind out of him?
He hadn‟t forgotten what she‟d felt like pressed against him,inhibitions and caution stripped
away for one brief, stunning moment. Heintended to live that moment again, as well as the others
his incorrigibleimagination had conjured up.
If she did think he‟d bow out gracefully, Mrs. Hester Wallace was in for a bigsurprise.
“I can‟t get the retro rockets right,”Radley complained.“They never lookright.”
Mitch set aside his own work, which had stopped humming along the moment he‟dstarted to
think of Hester.“Let‟s have a look.”He took the spare sketch padhe‟d lent to Radley.“Hey, not
bad.”He grinned, foolishly pleased with Radley‟sattempt at the Defiance. It seemed the few
pointers he‟d given the kid had takenroot.“You‟re a real natural, Rad.”
The boy blushed with pleasure, then frowned again.“But see, the boosters andretros are all
wrong. They look stupid.”
“Only because you‟re trying to detail too soon. Look, light strokes, impressionsfirst.”He put a
hand over the boy‟s to guide it.“Don‟t be afraid to makemistakes. That‟s why they make those
big gum erasers.”
“You don‟t make mistakes.”Radley caught his tongue between his teeth as hestruggled to make
his hand move as expertly as Mitch‟s.
“Sure I do. This is my fifteenth eraser this year.”

“You‟re the best artist in the whole world,”Radley said, looking up, his heartin his eyes.
Moved and strangely humbled, Mitch ruffled the boy‟s hair.“Maybe one of the toptwenty, but
thanks.”When the phone rang, Mitch felt a strange stab ofdisappointment. The weekend meant
something different now—no Radley. For a manwho had lived his entire adult life without
responsibilities, it was a soberingthought to realize he would miss one.“That should be your
mother.”
“She said we could go out to the movies tonight„cause it‟s Friday and all. Youcould come with
us.”
Giving a noncommittal grunt, Mitch answered the phone.“Hi, Hester.”
“Mitch, I—everything okay?”
Something in her tone had his brows drawing together.“Just dandy.”
“Did Radley give you the check?”
“Yeah. Sorry, I haven‟t had a chance to cash it yet.”
If there was one thing she wasn‟t in the mood for at the moment, it was sarcasm.
“Well, thanks. If you‟d send Radley upstairs, I‟d appreciate it.”
“No problem.”He hesitated.“Rough day, Hester?”
She pressed a hand to her throbbing temple.“A bit. Thank you, Mitch.”
“Sure.”He hung up, still frowning. Turning to Radley, he made the effort tosmile.“Time to
transfer your equipment, Corporal.”
“Sir, yes, sir!”Radley gave a smart salute. The intergalactic army he‟d left atMitch‟s through the
week was tossed into his backpack. After a brief search,both of his gloves were located and
pushed in on top of the plastic figures.
Radley stuffed his coat and hat in before kneeling down to hug Taz.“Bye, Taz.
See ya.”The dog rumbled a goodbye as he rubbed his snout into Radley‟sshoulder.“Bye,
Mitch.”He went to the door, then hesitated.“I guess I‟ll seeyou Monday.”
“Sure. Hey, ah, maybe I‟ll just walk up with you. Give your mom a full report.”
“Okay!”Radley brightened instantly.“You left your keys in the kitchen. I‟llget them.”Mitch
watched the tornado pass, then swirl back.“I got an A inspelling. When I tell Mom, she‟ll be in a
real good mood. We‟ll probably getsodas.”

“Sounds like a good deal to me,”Mitch said, and let himself be dragged along.
***
Hester heard Radley‟s key in the lock and set down the ice pack. Leaning closer,she checked her
face in the bathroom mirror, saw a bruise was already forming,and swore. She‟d hoped to be able
to tell Radley about the mishap, gloss over itand make it a joke before any battle scars showed.
Hester downed two aspirin andprayed the headache would pass.
“Mom! Hey, Mom!”
“Right here, Radley.”She winced at her own raised voice, then put on a smile asshe walked out
to greet him. The smile faded when she saw her son had broughtcompany.
“Mitch came up to report,”Radley began as he shrugged out of his backpack.
“What the hell happened to you?”Mitch crossed over to her in two strides. Hehad her face in his
hands and fury in his eyes.“Are you all right?”
“Of course I am.”She shot him a quick warning look, then turned to Radley.“I‟mfine.”
Radley stared up at her, his eyes widening, then his bottom lip trembling as hesaw the blackand-blue mark under her eye.“Did you fall down?”
She wanted to lie and say yes, but she‟d never lied to him.“Not exactly.”Sheforced a smile,
annoyed to have a witness to her explanation.“It seems thatthere was a man at the subway station
who wanted my purse. I wanted it, too.”
“You were mugged?”Mitch wasn‟t sure whether to swear at her or gather her closeand check for
injuries. Hester‟s long, withering look didn‟t give him the chance
to do either.
“Sort of.”She moved her shoulders to show Radley it was of little consequence.
“It wasn‟t all that exciting, I‟m afraid. The subway was crowded. Someone sawwhat was going
on and called security, so the man changed his mind about my
purse and ran away.”
Radley looked closer. He‟d seen a black eye before. Joey Phelps had had a reallyneat one once.
But he‟d never seen one on his mother.“Did he hit you?”
“Not really. That part was sort of an accident.”An accident that hurt like thedevil.“We were
having this tug-of-war over my purse, and his elbow shot up. Ididn‟t duck quick enough, that‟s

all.”
“Stupid,”Mitch muttered loud enough to be heard.
“Did you hit him?”
“Of course not,”Hester answered, and thought longingly of her ice pack.“Go putyour things
away now, Radley.”
“But I want to know about—”
“Now,”his mother interrupted in a tone she used rarely and to great effect.
“Yes, ma‟am,”Radley mumbled, and lugged the backpack off the couch.
Hester waited until he‟d turned the corner into his room.“I want you to know Idon‟t appreciate
your interference.”
“You haven‟t begun to see interference. What the hell‟s wrong with you? You knowbetter than
to fight with a mugger over a purse. What if he‟d had a knife?”Eventhe thought of it had his
reliable imagination working overtime.
“He didn‟t have a knife.”Hester felt her knees begin to tremble. The damnedestthing was that
the reaction had chosen the most inopportune moment to set in.
“And he doesn‟t have my purse, either.”
“Or a black eye. For God‟s sake, Hester, you could have been seriously hurt, andI doubt there‟s
anything in your purse that would warrant it. Credit cards canbe canceled, a compact or a lipstick
replaced.”
“I suppose if someone had tried to lift your wallet you‟d have given him yourblessing.”
“That‟s different.”
“The hell it is.”
He stopped pacing long enough to give her a long study. Her chin was thrust out,in the same
way he‟d seen Radley‟s go a few times. He‟d expected thestubbornness, but he had to admit he
hadn‟t expected the ready temper, or hisadmiration for it. But that was beside the point, he
reminded himself as hisgaze swept over her bruised cheekbone again.
“Let‟s just back up a minute. In the first place, you‟ve got no business takingthe subway alone.”
She let out what might have been a laugh.“You‟ve got to be kidding.”

The funny thing was, he couldn‟t remember ever having said anything quite thatstupid. It
brought his own temper bubbling over.“Take a cab, damn it.”
“I have no intention of taking a cab.”
“Why?”
“In the first place it would be stupid, and in the second I can‟t afford it.”
Mitch dragged the check out of his pocket and pushed it into her hand.“Now youcan afford it,
along with a reasonable tip.”
“I have no intention of taking this.”She shoved the crumpled check back at him.
“Or of taking a taxi when the subway is both inexpensive and convenient. And Ihave less
intention of allowing you to take a small incident and blow it into amajor calamity. I don‟t want
Radley upset.”
“Fine, then take a cab. For the kid‟s sake, if not your own. Think how it wouldhave been for him
if you‟d really been hurt.”
The bruise stood out darkly as her cheeks paled.“I don‟t need you or anyone tolecture me on the
welfare of my son.”
“No, you do just fine by him. It‟s when it comes to Hester that you‟ve got a fewloose
screws.”He jammed his hands into his pockets.“Okay, you won‟t take acab. At least promise you
won‟t play Sally Courageous the next time some lowlifedecides he likes the color of your purse.”
Hester brushed at the sleeve of her jacket.“Is that the name of one of yourcharacters?”
“It might be.”He told himself to calm down. He didn‟t have much of a temper asa rule, but when
it started to perk, it could come to a boil in seconds.“Look,Hester, did you have your life savings
in your bag?”
“Of course not.”
“Family heirlooms?”
“No.”
“Any microchips vital to national security?”
She let out an exasperated sigh and dropped onto the arm of a chair.“I leftthem at the office.”She
pouted as she looked up at him.“Don‟t give me thatdisgusting smile now.”
“Sorry.”He changed it to a grin.

“I just had such a rotten day.”Without realizing it, she slipped off her shoeand began to massage
her instep.“The first thing this morning, Mr. Rosen wenton an efficiency campaign, Then there
was the staff meeting, then the idiotsettlement clerk, who made a pass at me.”
“What idiot settlement clerk?”
“Never mind.”Tired, she rubbed her temple.“Just take it that things went frombad to worse until
I was ready to bite someone‟s head off. Then that jerkgrabbed my purse, and I just exploded. At
least I have the satisfaction ofknowing he‟ll be walking with a limp for a few days.”
“Got in a few licks, did you?”
Hester continued to pout as she gingerly touched her eye with her fingertips.
“Yeah.”
Mitch walked over, then bent down to her level. With a look more of curiositythan sympathy, he
examined the damage.“You‟re going to have a hell of ashiner.”
“Really?”Hester touched the bruise again.“I was hoping this was as bad as itwould get.”
“Not a chance. It‟s going to be a beaut.”
She thought of the stares and the explanations that would be necessary thefollowing
week.“Terrific.”
“Hurt?”
“Yes.”
Mitch touched his lips to the bruise before she could evade him.“Try some ice.”

“I‟ve already thought of that.”
“I put my things away.”Radley stood in the hallway looking down at his shoes.
“I had homework, but I already did it.”
“That‟s good. Come here.”Radley continued to look at his shoes as he walked toher. Hester put
her arms around his neck and squeezed.“Sorry.”
„“S okay. I didn‟t mean to make you mad.”

“You didn‟t make me mad. Mr. Rosen made me mad. That man who wanted my pursemade me
mad, but not you, baby.”
“I could get you a wet cloth the way you do when my head hurts.”
“Thanks, but I think I need a hot bath and an ice pack.”She gave him anothersqueeze, then
remembered.“Oh, we had a date didn‟t we? Cheeseburgers and amovie.”
“We can watch TV instead.”
“Well, why don‟t we see how I feel in a little while?”
“I got an A on my spelling test.”
“My hero,”Hester said, laughing.
“You know, that hot bath‟s a good idea. Ice, too.”Mitch was already makingplans.“Why don‟t
you get started on that while I borrow Rad for a littlewhile.”
“But he just got home.”
“It‟ll only take a little while.”Mitch took her arm and started to lead hertoward the hall.“Put
some bubbles in the tub. They‟re great for the morale.
We‟ll be back in half an hour.”
“But where are you going?”
“Just an errand I need to run. Rad can keep me company, can‟t you, Rad?”
“Sure.”
The idea of a thirty-minute soak was too tempting.“No candy, it‟s too close todinner.”
“Okay, I won‟t eat any,”Mitch promised, and scooted her into the bath. Puttinga hand on
Radley‟s shoulder, he marched back into the living room.“Ready to goout on a mission,
Corporal?”
Radley‟s eyes twinkled as he saluted.“Ready and willing, sir.”
***
The combination of ice pack, hot bath and aspirin proved successful. By the timethe water had
cooled in the tub, Hester‟s headache was down to dull andmanageable. She supposed she owed
Mitch for giving her a few minutes to herself,Hester admitted as she pulled on jeans. Along with
most of the pain, theshakiness had drained away in the hot water. In fact, when she took the time

toexamine her bruised eye, she felt downright proud of herself. Mitch had beenright, bubbles had
been good for the morale.
She pulled a brush through her hair and wondered how disappointed Radley wouldbe if they
postponed their trip to the movies. Hot bath or no, the last thingshe felt like doing at the moment
was braving the cold to sit in a crowdedtheater. She thought a matinee the next day might satisfy
him. It would meanadjusting her schedule a bit, but the idea of a Quiet evening at home after
theweek she‟d put in made doing the laundry after dinner a lot more acceptable.
And what a week, Hester thought as she pulled on slippers. Rosen was a tyrantand the
settlement clerk was a pest. She‟d spent almost as much time during thelast five days placating
one and discouraging the other as she had processingloans. She wasn‟t afraid of work, but she
did resent having to account for everyminute of her time. It was nothing personal; Hester had
discovered that withinthe first eight-hour stretch. Rosen was equally overbearing and fussy
witheveryone on his staff.
And that fool Cummings. Hester pushed the thought of the overamorous clerk outof her mind
and sat on the edge of the bed. She‟d gotten through the first twoweeks, hadn‟t she? She touched
her cheekbone gingerly. With the scars to proveit. It would be easier now. She wouldn‟t have the
strain of meeting all thosenew people. The biggest relief of all was that she didn‟t have to worry
aboutRadley.
She‟d never admit it to anyone, but she‟d waited for Mitch to call every daythat week to tell her
Radley was too much trouble, he‟d changed his mind, he wastired of spending his afternoons
with a nine-year-old. But the fact was thatevery afternoon when Radley had come upstairs the
boy had been full of storiesabout Mitch and Taz and what they‟d done.
Mitch had showed him a series of sketches for the big anniversary issue. They‟dtaken Taz to the
park. They‟d watched the original, uncut, absolutely classicKing Kong on the VCR. Mitch had
showed him his comic book collection, whichincluded the first issues of Superman and Tales
From the Crypt, which everyoneknew, she‟d been informed, were practically priceless. And did
she know thatMitch had an original, honest-to-God Captain Midnight decoder ring? Wow.
Hester rolled her eyes, then winced when the movement reminded her of thebruise. The man
might be odd, she decided, but he was certainly making Radleyhappy. Things would be fine as
long as she continued to think of him as Radley‟sfriend and forgot about that unexpected and
unexplainable connection they‟d madelast weekend.
Hester preferred to think about it as a connection rather than any of the termsMitch had used.
Attraction, chemistry, lust. No, she didn‟t care for any ofthose words, or for her immediate and
unrestrained reaction to him. She knewwhat she‟d felt. Hester was too honest to deny that for one
crazed moment she‟dwelcomed the sensation of being held and kissed and desired. It wasn‟t
somethingto be ashamed of. A woman who‟d been alone as long as she had was bound to
feelcertain stirrings around an attractive man.
Then why didn‟t she feel any of those stirrings around Cummings?Don‟t answer that, she

warned herself. Sometimes it was best not to dig toodeeply when you really didn‟t want to know.
Think about dinner, she decided. Poor Radley was going to have to make do withsoup and a
sandwich instead of his beloved cheeseburger tonight. With a sigh,she rose just as she heard the
front‟door open.
“Mom! Mom, come see the surprise.”
Hester made sure she was smiling, though she wasn‟t sure she could take any moresurprises that
day.“Rad, did you thank Mitch for... oh.”He was back, Hestersaw, automatically adjusting her
sweater. The two of them stood just inside thedoorway with identical grins on their faces. Radley
carried two paper bags, andMitch hefted what looked suspiciously like a tape machine with
cables dangling.
“What‟s all this?”
“Dinner and a double feature,”Mitch informed her.“Rad said you liked chocolateshakes.”
“Yes, I do.”The aroma finally carried to her. Sniffing, she eyed Radley‟s bags.
“Cheeseburgers?”
“Yeah, and fries. Mitch said we could have double orders. We took Taz for awalk. He‟s eating
his downstairs.”
“He‟s got lousy table manners.”Mitch carried the unit over to Hester‟stelevision.
“And I helped Mitch unhook the VCR. We got Raiders of the Lost Ark. Mitch hasmillions of
movies.”
“Rad said you like musical junk.”
“Well, yes, I—”
“We got one of them, too.”Rad set the bags down to go over and sit with Mitchon the
floor.“Mitch said it‟s pretty funny, so I guess it‟ll be okay.”He put ahand on Mitch‟s leg and
leaned closer to watch the hookup.
“Singin‟in the Rain.”Handing Radley a cable, Mitch sat back to let him connectit.
“Really?”
He had to smile. There were times she sounded just like the kid.“Yeah. How‟sthe eye?”
“Oh, it‟s better.”Unable to resist, Hester walked over to watch. How odd itseemed to see her
son‟s small hands working with those of a man.

“It‟s a tight squeeze, but the VCR just about fits under your television stand.”
Mitch gave Radley‟s shoulder a quick squeeze before he rose.“Colorful.”With afinger under her
chin, he turned Hester‟s face to the side to examine her eye.
“Rad and I thought you looked a little beat, so we figured we‟d bring the movieto you.”
“I was.”She touched her hand to his wrist a moment.“Thanks.”
“Anytime.”He wondered what her reaction, and Radley‟s, would be if he kissedher right now.
Hester must have seen the question in his eyes, because shebacked up quickly.
“Well, I guess I‟d better get some plates so the food doesn‟t get cold.”
“We‟ve got plenty of napkins.”He gestured toward the couch.“Sit down while myassistant and I
finish up.”
“I did it.”Flushed with success, Radley scrambled back on all fours.“It‟s allhooked up.”
Mitch bent to check the connections.“You‟re a regular mechanic, Corporal.”
“We get to watch Raiders first, right?”
“That was the deal.”Mitch handed him the tape.“You‟re in charge.”
“It looks like I have to thank you again,”Hester said when Mitch joined her onthe couch.
“What for? I figured to wangle myself in on your date with Rad tonight.”Hepulled a burger out
of the bag.“This is cheaper.”
“Most men wouldn‟t choose to spend a Friday night with a small boy.”
“Why not?”He took a healthy bite, and after swallowing continued,“I figure hewon‟t eat half his
fries, and I‟ll get the rest.”
Radley took a running leap and plopped onto the couch between them. He gave acontented and
very adult sigh as he snuggled down.“This is better than goingout. Lots better.”
He was right, Hester thought as she relaxed, and let herself become caught up inIndiana Jones‟s
adventures. There had been a time when she‟d believed life couldbe that thrilling, romantic,
heart-stopping. Circumstances had forced her to setthose things aside, but she‟d never lost her
love of the fantasy of films. For acouple of hours it was possible to close off reality and the
pressures that wentwith it and be innocent again.
Radley was bright-eyed and full of energy as he switched tapes. Hester had nodoubt his dreams

that night would revolve around lost treasures and heroicdeeds. Snuggling against her, he giggled
at Donald O‟Connor‟s mugging andpratfalls, but began to nod off soon after Gene Kelly‟s
marvelous dance throughthe rain.
“Fabulous, isn‟t it?”Mitch murmured. Radley had shifted so that his head restedagainst Mitch‟s
chest.
“Absolutely. I never get tired of this movie. When I was a little girl, we‟dwatch it whenever it
came on TV. My father‟s a big movie buff. You can namealmost any film, and he‟ll tell you who
was in it. But his first love was alwaysthe musical.”
Mitch fell silent again. It took very little to learn how one person felt aboutanother—a mere
inflection in their voice, a softening of their expression.
Hester‟s family had been close, as he‟d always regretted his hadn‟t been. Hisfather had never
shared Mitch‟s love of fantasy or film, as he had never sharedhis father‟s devotion to business.
Though he would never have considered himselfa lonely child—his imagination had been
company enough—he‟d always missed thewarmth and affection he‟d heard so clearly in Hester‟s
voice when she‟d spokenof her father.
When the credits rolled, he turned to her again.“Your parents live in thecity?”
“Here? Oh, no.”She had to laugh as she tried to picture either of her parentscoping with life in
New York .“No, I grew up in Rochester , but my parentsmoved to the Sunbelt almost ten years
ago— Fort Worth . Dad‟s still in banking,and my mother has a part-time job in a bookstore. We
were all amazed when shewent to work. I guess all of us thought she didn‟t know how to do
anything butbake cookies and fold sheets.”
“How many‟s we?”
Hester sighed a little as the screen went blank. She couldn‟t honestly rememberwhen she‟d
enjoyed an evening more.“I have a brother and a sister. I‟m theoldest. Luke‟s settled in
Rochester with a wife and a new baby on the way, andJulia‟s in Atlanta . She‟s a disc jockey.”
“No kidding?”
“Wake up, Atlanta , it‟s 6:00 a.m. , time for three hits in a row.”She laugheda little as she
thought of her sister.“I‟d give anything to take Rad down for avisit.”
“Miss them?”
“It‟s just hard thinking how spread out we all are. I know how nice it would befor Rad to have
more family close by.”
“What about Hester?”

She looked over at him, a bit surprised to see how natural Radley looked dozingin the crook of
his arm.“I have Rad.”
“And that‟s enough?”
“More than.”She smiled; then, uncurling her legs, she rose.“And speaking ofRad, I‟d better take
him in to bed.”
Mitch picked the boy up and settled him over his shoulder.“I‟ll carry him.”
“Oh, that‟s all right. I do it all the time.”
“I‟ve got him.”Radley turned his face into Mitch‟s neck. What an amazingfeeling, he thought, a
little shaken by it.“Just show me where.”
Telling herself it was silly to feel odd, Hester led him into Radley‟s bedroom.
The bed had been made a la Rad, which meant the Star Wars spread was pulled upover rumpled
sheets. Mitch narrowly missed stepping on a pint-size robot and aworn rag dog. There was a
night-light burning by the dresser, because for allRadley‟s bravado he was still a bit leery about
what might or might not be inthe closet.
Mitch laid him down on the bed, then began to help Hester take off the boy‟ssneakers.“You
don‟t have to bother.”Hester untangled a knot in the laces withthe ease of experience.
“It‟s not a bother. Does he use pajamas?”Mitch was already tugging off,Radley‟s jeans. In
silence, Hester moved over to Radley‟s dresser and took outhis favorites. Mitch studied the bold
imprint of Commander Zark.“Good taste. Italways ticked me off they didn‟t come in my size.”
The laugh relaxed her again. Hester bundled the top over Radley‟s head whileMitch pulled the
bottoms over his legs.
“Kid sleeps like a rock.”
“I know. He always has. He rarely woke up during the night even as a baby.”As amatter of
habit, she picked up the rag dog and tucked it in beside him beforekissing his cheek.“Don‟t
mention Fido,”she murmured.“Radley‟s a bit sensitiveabout still sleeping with him.”
“I never saw a thing.”Then, giving in to the need, he brushed a hand overRadley‟s hair.“Pretty
special, isn‟t he?”
“Yes, he is.”
“So are you.”Mitch turned and touched her hair in turn.“Don‟t close up on me,Hester,”he said as
she shifted her gaze away from his.“The best way to accepta compliment is to say thank you.
Give it a shot.”

Embarrassed more by her reaction to them than by his words, she made herselflook at
him.“Thank you.”
“That‟s a good start. Now let‟s try it again.”He slipped his arms around her.
“I‟ve been thinking about kissing you again for almost a week.”
“Mitch, I—”
“Did you forget your line?”She‟d lifted her hands to his shoulders to hold himoff. But her eyes...
He much preferred the message he read in them.“That wasanother compliment. I don‟t make a
habit of thinking about a woman who goes outof her way to avoid me.”
“I haven‟t been. Exactly.”
“That‟s okay, because I figured it was because you couldn‟t trust yourselfaround me.”
That had her eyes locking on his again, strong and steady.“You have an amazingego.”
“Thanks. Let‟s try another angle, then.”As he spoke, he moved his hand up anddown her spine,
lighting little fingers of heat.“Kiss me again, and if thebombs don‟t go off this time I‟ll figure I
was wrong.”
“No.”But despite herself she couldn‟t dredge up the will to push him away.
“Radley‟s—”
“Sleeping like a rock, remember?”He touched his lips, very gently, to theswelling under her
eye.“And even if he woke up, I don‟t think the sight of mekissing his mother would give him
nightmares.”
She started to speak again, but the words were only a sigh as his mouth methers. He was patient
this time, even... tender. Yet the bombs went off. Shewould have sworn they shook the floor
beneath her as she dug her fingers hardinto his shoulders.
It was incredible. Impossible, But the need was there, instant, incendiary. Ithad never been so
strong before, not for anyone. Once, when she‟d been veryyoung, she‟d had a hint of what true,
ripe passion could be. And then it hadbeen over. She had come to believe that, like so many
other things, suchpassions were only temporary. But this—this felt like forever.
He‟d thought he knew all there was to know about women. Hester was proving himwrong. Even
as he felt himself sliding down that warm, soft tunnel of desire, he
warned himself not to move too quickly or take too much. There was a hurricanein her, one he
had already realized had been channeled and repressed for a long,long time. The first time he‟d

held her he‟d known he had to be the one to freeit. But slowly. Carefully. Whether she knew it or
not, she was as vulnerable asthe child sleeping beside them.
Then her hands were in his hair, pulling him closer. For one mad moment, hedragged her hard
against him and let them both taste of what might be.
“Bombs, Hester.”She shuddered as he traced his tongue over her ear.“The city‟sin shambles.”
She believed him. With Jus mouth hot on hers, she believed him.“I have tothink.”
“Yeah, maybe you do.”But he kissed her again.“Maybe we both do.”He ran hishands down her
body in one long, possessive stroke.“But I have a feeling we‟regoing to come up with the same
answer.”
Shaken, she backed away. And stumbled over the robot. The crash didn‟t penetrateRadley‟s
dreams.
“You know, you run into things every time I kiss you.”He was going to have togo now or not at
all.“I‟ll pick up the VCR later.”
There was a little breath of relief as she nodded. She‟d been afraid he‟d askher to sleep with
him, and she wasn‟t at all sure what her answer would havebeen.“Thank you for everything.”
“Good, you‟re learning.”He stroked a finger down her cheek.“Take care of theeye.”
Cowardly or not, Hester stayed by Radley‟s bed until she heard the front doorshut. Then, easing
down, she put a hand on her sleeping son‟s shoulder.“Oh,Rad, what have I gotten into?”

Chapter 5
When the phone rang at 7:25 , Mitch had his head buried under a pillow. He wouldhave ignored
it, but Taz rolled over, stuck his snout against Mitch‟s cheek andbegan to grumble in his ear.
Mitch swore and shoved at the dog, then snatched upthe receiver and dragged it under the pillow.
“What?”
On the other end of the line, Hester bit her lip.“Mitch, it‟s Hester.”
“So?”

“I guess I woke you up.”
“Right.”
It was painfully obvious that Mitch Dempsey wasn‟t a morning person.“I‟m sorry.
I know it‟s early.”
“Is that what you called to tell me?”
“No... I guess you haven‟t looked out the window yet.”
“Honey, I haven‟t even looked past my eyelids yet.”
“It‟s snowing. We‟ve got about eight inches, and it‟s not expected to let upuntil around midday .
They‟re calling for twelve to fifteen inches.”
“Who are they?”
Hester switched the phone to her other hand. Her hair was still wet from theshower, and she‟d
only had a chance to gulp down one cup of coffee.“TheNational Weather Service.”
“Well, thanks for the bulletin.”
“Mitch! Don‟t hang up.”
He let out a long sigh, then shifted away from Taz‟s wet nose.“Is there morenews?”
“The schools are closed.”
“Whoopee.”
She was tempted, very tempted to hang up the phone in his ear. The trouble was,she needed
him.“I P hate to ask, but I‟m not sure I can get Radley all the Iway over to Mrs. Cohen‟s. I‟d take
the day off, but I have back-to-backappointments most of the day. I‟m going to try to shift things
around and getoff early, but—”
“Send him down.”
There was the briefest of hesitations.“Are you sure?”
“Did you want me to say no?”“I don‟t want to interfere with any plans you had.”
“Got any hot coffee?”“Well, yes, I—”“Send that, too.”

Hester stared at the phone after it clicked in her ear, and tried to remindherself to be grateful.
***
Radley couldn‟t have been more pleased. He took Taz for his morning walk, threwsnowballs—
which the dog, on principle, refused to chase—and rolled in the thickblanket of snow until he
was satisfactorily covered.
Since Mitch‟s supplies didn‟t run to hot chocolate, Radley raided his mother‟ssupply, then spent
the rest of the morning happily involved with Mitch‟s comicbooks and his own sketches.
As for Mitch, he found the company appealing rather than distracting. The boylay sprawled on
the floor of his office and, between his reading or sketching,rambled on about whatever struck
his fancy. Because he spoke to either Mitch orTaz, and seemed to be content to be answered or
not, it suited everyone nicely.
By noon the snow had thinned to occasional flurries, dashing Radley‟s fantasyabout another
holiday. In tacit Agreement, Mitch pushed away from his drawingboard.
“You like tacos?”
“Yeah.”Radley turned away from the window.“You know how to make them?”
“Nope. But I know how to buy them. Get your coat, Corporal, we‟ve got places togo.”
Radley was struggling into his boots when Mitch walked out with a trio ofcardboard tubes.“I‟ve
got to stop by the office and drop these off.”
Radley‟s mouth dropped down to his toes.“You mean the place where they make thecomics?”
“Yeah.”Mitch shrugged into his coat.“I guess I could do it tomorrow if youdon‟t want to
bother,”
“No, I want to.”The boy was up and dragging Mitch‟s sleeve.“Can we go today? Iwon‟t touch
anything, I promise. I‟ll be real quiet, too.”
“How can you ask questions if you‟re quiet?”He pulled the boy‟s collar up.“GetTaz, will you?”
It was always a bit of a trick, and usually an expensive one, to find acabdriver who didn‟t object
to a hundred-and-fifty pound dog as a passenger.
Once inside, however, Taz sat by the window and morosely watched New York passby.
“It‟s a mess out here, isn‟t it?”The cabbie shot a grin in the rearview mirror,pleased with the tip
Mitch had given him in advance.“Don‟t like the snowmyself, but my kids do.”He gave a tuneless
whistle to accompany the big-bandmusic on his radio.“I guess your boy there wasn‟t doing any

complaining aboutnot going to school. No, sir,”the driver continued, without any need for
ananswer.“Nothing a kid likes better than a day off from school, is there? Evengoing to the office
with your dad‟s better than school, isn‟t it, kid?”Thecabbie let out a chuckle as he pulled to the
curb. The snow there had alreadyturned gray.“Here you go. That‟s a right nice dog you got there,
boy.”He gaveMitch his change and continued to whistle as they got out. He had another
farewhen he pulled away.
“He thought you were my dad,”Radley murmured as they walked down the sidewalk.
“Yeah.”He started to put a hand on Radley‟s shoulder, then waited.“Does thatbother you?”
The boy looked up, wide-eyed and, for the first time, shy.“No. Does it botheryou?”
Mitch bent down so they were at eye level.“Well, maybe it wouldn‟t if youweren‟t so ugly.”
Radley grinned. As they continued to walk, he slipped his hand into Mitch‟s.
He‟d already begun to fantasize about Mitch as his father. He‟d done it oncebefore with his
second-grade teacher, but Mr. Stratham hadn‟t been nearly asneat as Mitch.
“Is this it?”He stopped as Mitch walked toward a tall, scarred brownstone.
“This is it.”
Radley struggled with disappointment. It looked so—ordinary. He‟d thought theywould at least
have the flag of Perth or Ragamond flying. Understandingperfectly, Mitch led him inside.
There was a guard in the lobby who lifted a hand to Mitch and continued to eathis pastrami
sandwich. Acknowledging the greeting, Mitch took Radley to ahelevator and drew open the iron
gate.
“This is pretty neat,”Radley decided.
“It‟s neater when it works.”Mitch pushed the button for the fifth floor, whichhoused the editorial
department.“Let‟s hope for the best.”
“Has it ever crashed?”The question was half wary, half hopeful.
“No, but it has been known to go on strike.”The car shuddered to a stop on 5.
Mitch swung the gate open again. He put a hand on Radley‟s head.“Welcome tobedlam.”
It was precisely that. Radley forgot his disappointment with the exterior in hisawe at the fifth
floor. There was a reception area of sorts. In any case, therewas a desk and a bank of phones
manned by a harassed-looking black woman in aPrincess Leilah sweatshirt. The walls around her
were crammed with postersdepicting Universal‟s most enduring characters: the Human Scorpion,

the VelvetSaber, the deadly Black Moth and, of course, Commander Zark.
“How‟s it going, Lou?”
“Don‟t ask.”She pushed a button on a phone.“I ask you is it my fault the deliwon‟t deliver his
corned beef?”
“If I put him in a good mood, will you dig up some samples for me?”
“Universal Comics, please hold.”The receptionist pushed another button.“Youput him in a good
mood, you‟ve got my firstborn.”
“Just the samples, Lou. Put on your helmet, Corporal. This could be messy.”Heled Radley down
a short hall into the big, brightly lit hub of activity. It wasa series of cubicles with a high noise
level and a look of chaos. Pinned to thecorkboard walls were sketches, rude messages and an
occasional photograph. In acorner was a pyramid made of empty soda cans. Someone was
tossing wadded-upballs of paper at it.
“Scorpion‟s never been a joiner. What‟s his motivation for hooking up withWorldwide Law and
Justice?”
A woman with pencils poking out of her wild red hair at dangerous angles shiftedin her swivel
chair.
Her eyes, already huge, were accented by layers of liner and mascara.“Look,let‟s be real. He
can‟t save the world‟s water supply on his own. He needssomeone like Atlantis.”
A man sat across from her, eating an enormous pickle.“They hate each other.
Ever since they bumped heads over the Triangular Affair.”
“That‟s the point, dummy. They‟ll have to put personal feelings aside for thesake of mankind.
It‟s a moral.”Glancing over, she caught sight of Mitch.“Hey,Dr. Deadly‟s poisoned the world‟s
water supply. Scorpion‟s found an antidote.
How‟s he going to distribute it?”
“Sounds like he‟d better mend fences with Atlantis,”Mitch replied.“What do youthink, Radley?”
For a moment, Rad was so tongue-tied he could only stare. Then, taking a deepbreath, he let the
words blurt out.“I think they‟d make a neat team,„causethey‟d always be fighting and trying to
show each other up.”
“I‟m with you, kid.”The redhead held out her hand.“I‟m M. J. Jones.”
“Wow, really?”He wasn‟t sure whether he was more impressed with meeting M. J.

Jones or with discovering she was a woman. Mitch didn‟t see the point inmentioning that she
was one of the few in the business.
“And this grouch over here is Rob Myers. You bring him as a shield, Mitch?”sheasked without
giving Rob time to swallow his pickle. They‟d been married for sixyears, and she obviously
enjoyed frustrating him.
“Do I need one?”
“If you don‟t have something terrific in those tubes, I‟d advise you to slipback out again.”She
shoved aside a stack of preliminary sketches.“Maloney justquit, defected to Five Star.”
“No kidding?”
“Skinner‟s been muttering about traitors all morning. And the snow didn‟t helphis mood. So if I
were you... Oops, too late.”Respecting rats who desertedtyrannically captained ships, M.J. turned
away and fell into deep discussionwith her husband.
“Dempsey, you were supposed to be in two hours ago.”
Mitch gave his editor an ingratiating smile.“My alarm didn‟t go off. This isRadley Wallace, a
friend of mine. Rad, this is Rich Skinner.”
Radley stared. Skinner looked exactly like Hank Wheeler, the tanklike andoverbearing boss of
Joe David, alias the Fly. Later, Mitch would tell him thatthe resemblance was no accident.
Radley switched Taz‟s leash to his other hand.
“Hello, Mr. Skinner. I really like your comics. They‟re lots better than FiveStar. I hardly ever
buy Five Star, because the stories aren‟t as good.”
“Right.”Skinner dragged a hand through his thinning hair.“Right,”he repeatedwith more
conviction.“Don‟t waste your allowance on Five Star, kid.”
“No, sir.”
“Mitch, you know you‟re not supposed to bring that mutt in here.”
“You know how Taz loves you.”On cue, Taz lifted his head and howled.
Skinner started to swear, then remembered the boy.“You got something in thosetubes, or did
you just come by to brighten up my dull day?”
“Why don‟t you take a look for yourself?”
Grumbling, Skinner took the tubes and marched off. As Mitch started to follow,Radley grabbed

at his hand.“Is he really mad?”
“Sure. He likes being mad best.”
“Is he going to yell at you like Hank Wheeler yells at the fly?”
“Maybe.”
Radley swallowed and buried his hand in Mitch‟s.“Okay.”
Amused, Mitch led Radley into Skinner‟s office, where the Venetian blinds hadbeen drawn to
shut off any view of the snow. Skinner unrolled the contents ofthe first tube and spread them
over his already cluttered desk. He didn‟t sit,but loomed over them while Taz plopped down on
the linoleum and went to sleep.
“Not bad,”Skinner announced after he had studied the series of sketches andcaptions.“Not too
bad. This new character, Mirium, you have plans to expandher?”
“I‟d like to. I think Zark‟s ready to have his heart tugged from a differentdirection. Adds more
emotional conflict. He loves his wife, but she‟s hisbiggest enemy. Now he runs into this empath
and finds himself torn up all overagain because he has feelings for her, as well.”
“Zark never gets much of a break.”
“I think he‟s the best,”Radley piped up, forgetting himself.
Skinner lifted his bushy brows and studied Radley carefully.“You don‟t think hegets carried
away with this honor and duty stuff?”
“Uh-uh.”He wasn‟t sure if he was relieved or disappointed that Skinner wasn‟tgoing to
yell.“You always know Zark‟s going to do the right thing. He doesn‟thave any super powers and
stuff, but he‟s real smart.”
Skinner nodded, accepting the opinion.“We‟ll give your Mirium a shot, Mitch,and see what the
reader response is like.”He let the papers roll intothemselves again.“This is the first time I can
remember you being this farahead of deadline.”
“That‟s because I have an assistant now”Mitch laid a hand on Radley‟s shoulder.

“Good work, kid. Why don‟t you take your assistant on a tour?”
It would take Radley weeks to stop talking about his hour at Universal comics.
When they left, he carried a shopping bag full of pencils with Universal‟s logo,a Mad Matilda

mug that had been unearthed from someone‟s storage locker, a halfdozen rejected sketches and a
batch of comics fresh off the presses.
“This was the best day in my whole life,”Radley said, dancing down thesnow-choked
sidewalk.“Wait until I show Mom. She won‟t believe it.”
Oddly enough, Mitch had been thinking of Hester himself. He lengthened hisstride to keep up
with Radley‟s skipping pace.“Why don‟t we go by and pay her avisit?”
“Okay.”He slipped his hand into Mitch‟s again.“The bank‟s not nearly as neatas where you
work,though. They don‟t let anyone play radios or yell at each other, but they have avault where
they keep lots of money—millions of dollars—and they have cameraseverywhere so they can see
anybody who tries to rob them. Mom‟s never been in abank that‟s been robbed.”
Since the statement came out as an apology, Mitch laughed.“We can‟t all beblessed.”He ran a
hand over his stomach. He hadn‟t put anything into it in atleast two hours.“Let‟s grab that taco
first.”
***
Inside the staid and unthreatened walls of National Trust, Hester dealt with astack of paperwork.
She enjoyed this part of her job, the organized monotony ofit. There was also the challenge of
sorting through the facts and figures andtranslating them into real estate, automobiles, business
equipment, stage setsor college funds. Nothing gave her greater pleasure than to be able to stamp
aloan with her approval.
She‟d had to teach herself not to be softhearted. There were times the facts andfigures told you
to say no, no matter how earnest the applicant might be. Partof her job was to dictate polite and
impersonal letters of refusal. Hester mightnot have cared for it, but she accepted that
responsibility, just as sheaccepted the occasional irate phone call from the recipient of a loan
refusal.
At the moment she was stealing half an hour, with the muffin and coffee thatwould be her lunch,
to put together three loan packages she wanted approved bythe board when they met the
following day. She had another appointment infifteen minutes. And, with that and a lack of
interruptions, she could justfinish. She wasn‟t particularly pleased when her assistant buzzed
through.
“Yes, Kay.”
“There‟s a young man out here to see you, Mrs. Wallace.”
“His appointment isn‟t for fifteen minutes. He‟ll have to wait.”
“No, it isn‟t Mr. Greenburg. And I don‟t think he‟s here for a loan. Are youhere for a loan,
honey?”

Hester heard the familiar giggle and hurried to the door.“Rad? Is everythingall right—oh.”
He wasn‟t alone. Hester realized she‟d been foolish to think Radley would havemade the trip by
himself. Mitch was with him, along with the huge, mild-eyeddog.
“We just ate tacos.”
Hester eyed the faint smudge of salsa on Radley‟s chin.“So I see.”She bent tohug him, then
glanced up at Mitch.“Is everything okay?”
“Sure. We were just out taking care of a little business and decided to dropby.”He took a good
long look. She‟d covered most of the colorful bruise withmakeup. Only a hint of yellow and
mauve showed through.“The eye looks better.”
“I seem to have passed the crisis.”
“That your office?”Without invitation, he strolled over to stick his head
inside.“God, how depressing. Maybe you can talk Radley into giving you one ofhis posters.”
“You can have one,”Radley agreed immediately.“I got a bunch of them when Mitchtook me to
Universal. Wow, Mom you should see it. I met M. J. Jones and RichSkinner and I saw this room
where they keep zillions of comics. See what I got.”
He held up his shopping bag.“For free. They said I could.”
Her first feeling was one of discomfort. It seemed her obligation to Mitch grewwith each day.
Then she looked down at Radley‟s eager, glowing face.“Soundslike a pretty great morning.”
“It was the best ever.”
“Yellow alert,”Kay murmured.“Rosen at three o‟clock .”
It didn‟t take words to show Mitch that Rosen was a force to be reckoned with.
He saw Hester‟s face poker up instantly as she smoothed a hand over her hair tobe sure it was in
place.
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Wallace.”He glanced meaningfully at the dog, who sniffedthe toe of his
shoe.“Perhaps you‟ve forgotten that pets are not permittedinside the bank.”
“No, sir. My son was just—”
“Your son?”Rosen gave Radley a brief nod.“How do you do, young man. Mrs.

Wallace, I‟m sure you remember that bank policy frowns on personal visits duringworking
hours.”
“Mrs. Wallace, I‟ll just put these papers on your desk for your signature—whenyour lunch break
is over.”Kay shuffled some forms importantly, then winked atRadley.
“Thank you, Kay.”
Rosen harrumphed. He couldn‟t argue with a lunch break, but it was his duty todeal with other
infractions of policy.“About this animal—”
Finding Rosen‟s tone upsetting, Taz pushed his nose against Radley‟s knee andmoaned.“He‟s
mine.”Mitch stepped forward, his smile charming, his handoutstretched. Hester had time to think
that with that look he could sell Floridaswampland.“Mitchell Dempsey II. Hester and I are good
friends, very goodfriends. She‟s told me so much about you and your bank.”He gave Rosen‟s
hand ahearty political shake.“My family has several holdings in New York . Hester‟sconvinced
me I should use my influence to have them transfer to National Trust.
You might be familiar with some of the family companies. Trioptic, D and HChemicals,
Dempsey Paperworks?”
“Well, of course, of course.”Rosen‟s limp grip on Mitch‟s hand tightened,“it‟sa pleasure to meet
you, a real pleasure.”
“Hester persuaded me to come by and see for myself how efficiently NationalTrust ticked.”He
definitely had the man‟s number, Mitch thought. Dollar signswere already flitting through the
pudgy little brain.“I am impressed. Ofcourse, I could have taken Hester‟s word for it.”He gave
her stiff shoulder anintimate little squeeze.“She‟s just a whiz at financial matters. I can tellyou,
my father would snatch her up as a corporate adviser in a minute. You‟relucky to have her.”
“Mrs. Wallace is one of our most valued employees.”
“I‟m glad to hear it. I‟ll have to bring up National Trust‟s advantages when Ispeak with my
father.”
“I‟ll be happy to take you on a tour personally. I‟m sure you‟d like to see theexecutive offices.”
“Nothing I‟d like better, but I am a bit pressed for time.”If he‟d had daysstretching out before
him, he wouldn‟t have spent a minute of them touring thestuffy corners of a bank.“Why don‟t
you work up a package I can present at thenext board meeting?”
“Delighted.”Rosen‟s face beamed with pleasure. Bringing an account as large anddiversified as
Dempsey‟s to National Trust would be quite a coup for the stuffybank manager.
“Just send it through Hester. You don‟t mind playing messenger, do you,darling?”Mitch said
cheerfully.

“No,”she managed.
“Excellent,”Rosen said, the excitement evident in his voice.“I‟m sure you‟llfind we can serve all
your family‟s needs. We are the bank to grow with, afterall.”He patted Taz‟s head.“Lovely
dog,”he said and strode off with a newbriskness in his step.
“What a fusty old snob,”Mitch decided.“How do you stand it?”
“Would you come into my office a moment?”Hester‟s voice was as stiff as hershoulders.
Recognizing the tone, Radley rolled his eyes at Mitch.“Kay, if Mr.
Greenburg comes in, please have him wait.”
“Yes, ma‟am.”
Hester led the way into her office, then closed the door and leaned against it.
There was a part of her that wanted to laugh, to throw her arms around Mitch andhowl with
delight over the way he‟d handled Rosen. There was another part, thepart that needed a job, a
regular salary and employee benefits, that cringed.
“How could you do that?”
“Do what?”Mitch took a look around the office.“The brown carpet has to go. Andthis paint.
What do you call this?”
“Yuk,”Radley ventured as he settled in a chair with Taz‟s head in his lap.
“Yeah, that‟s it. You know, your work area has a lot to do with your workproduction. Try that
on Rosen.”
“I won‟t be trying anything with Rosen once he finds out what you did. I‟ll befired.”
“Don‟t be silly. I never promised my family would move their interests toNational Trust.
Besides, if he puts together an intriguing enough package, theyjust might.”He shrugged,
indicating it made little difference to him.“If it‟llmake you happier, I can move my personal
accounts here. A bank‟s a bank as faras I‟m concerned.”
“Damn it.”It was very rare for her to swear out loud and with heat. Radleyfound the fur on Taz‟s
neck of primary interest.“Rosen‟s got corporate dynastyon his mind, thanks to you. He‟s going to
be furious with me when he finds outyou made all that up.”
Mitch tapped a hand on a tidy stack of papers.“You‟re obsessively neat, did youknow that? And
I didn‟t make anything up. I could have,”he said thoughtfully.

“I‟m good at it, but there didn‟t seem to be any reason to.”
“Would you stop?”Frustrated, she moved to him to slap his hands away from herwork.“All that
business about Trioptic and D and H Chemicals.”Letting out along sigh, she dropped down on
the edge of the desk.“I know you did it to tryto help me, and I appreciate the thought, but—”
“You do?”With a smile, he fingered the lapel of her suit jacket.
“You mean well, I suppose,”Hester murmured.
“Sometimes.”He leaned a little closer.“You smell much too good for thisoffice.”
“Mitch.”She put a hand to his chest and glanced nervously at Radley. The boyhad an arm
hooked around Taz and was already deeply involved in one of his newcomic books.
“Do you really think it would be a traumatic experience if the kid saw me kissyou?”
“No.”At his slight movement, she pressed harder.“But that‟s beside the point.”

“What is the point?”He took his hand from her jacket to fiddle with the goldtriangle at her ear.
“The point is I‟m going to have to see Rosen and explain to him that you werejust...”What was
the word she wanted?“Fantasizing.”
“I‟ve done a lot of that,”he admitted as he moved his thumb down her jawline.
“But I‟m damned if I think it‟s any of his business. Want me to tell you the oneabout you and
me in the life raft on the Indian Ocean ?”
“No.”This time she had to laugh, though the reaction in her stomach had more todo with heat
than humor. Curiosity pricked at her so that she met his eyes, thenlooked quickly away
again.“Why don‟t you and Rad go home? I have anotherappointment; then I‟ll go and explain
things to Mr. Rosen.”
“You‟re not mad anymore?”
She shook her head and gave in to the urge to touch his face.“You were justtrying to help. It was
sweet of you.”
He imagined she‟d have taken the same attitude with Radley if he‟d tried to washthe dishes and
had smashed her violet-edged china on the floor. Telling himselfit was a kind of test, he pressed
his lips firmly to hers. He felt each layer ofreaction—the shock, the tension, the need. When he
drew back, he saw more thanindulgence in her eyes. The fire flickered briefly, but with intensity.

“Come on, Rad, your mom has to get back to work. If we‟re not in the apartmentwhen you get
home, we‟re in the park.”
“Fine.”Unconsciously she pressed her lips together to seal in the warmth.
“Thanks.”
“Anytime.”
“Bye, Rad, I‟ll be home soon.”
“Okay.”He lifted his arms to squeeze her neck.“You‟re not mad at Mitchanymore?”
“No,”she answered in the same carrying whisper.“I‟m not mad at anyone.”
She was smiling when she straightened, but Mitch saw the worried look in hereye. He paused
with his hand on the knob.“You‟re really going to go up to Rosenand tell him I made that
business up?”
“I have to.”Then, because she felt guilty about launching her earlier attack,she smiled.“Don‟t
worry. I‟m sure I can handle him.”
“What if I told you I didn‟t make it up, that my family founded Triopticforty-seven years ago?”
Hester lifted a brow.“I‟d say don‟t forget your gloves. It‟s cold out there.”
“Okay, but do yourself a favor before you bare your soul to Rosen. Look it up inWho‟s Who.”
With her hands in her pockets, Hester walked to her office door. From there shesaw Radley
reach up to put a gloved hand into Mitch‟s bare one.
“Your son‟s adorable,”Kay said, offering Hester a file. The little skirmishwith Rosen had
completely changed her opinion of the reserved Mrs. Wallace.
“Thanks.”When Hester smiled, Kay‟s new opinion was cemented.“And I doappreciate you
covering for me that way.”
“That‟s no big deal. I don‟t see what‟s wrong with your son dropping by for aminute.”
“Bank policy,”Hester murmured under her breath, and Kay let out a snort.
“Rosen policy, you mean. Beneath that gruff exterior is a gruff interior. Butdon‟t worry about
him. I happen to know he considers your work production farsuperior to your predecessor‟s. As
far as he‟s concerned, that‟s the bottomline.”
Kay hesitated a moment as Hester nodded and flipped through the file.“It‟stough raising a kid

on your own. My sister has a little girl, she‟s just five. Iknow some nights Annie‟s just knocked
out from wearing all the badges, youknow.”
“Yes, I do.”
“My parents want her to move back home so Mom can watch Sarah while Annie works,but
Annie‟s not sure it‟s the best thing.”
“Sometimes it‟s hard to know if accepting help‟s right,”Hester murmured,thinking of
Mitch.“And sometimes we forget to be grateful that someone‟s thereto offer it.”She shook
herself and tucked the file under her arm.“Is Mr.
Greenburg here?”
“Just came in.”
“Fine, send him in, Kay.”She started for her office, then stopped.“Oh, andKay, dig me up a copy
of Who‟s Who.”

Chapter 6
He was loaded.
Hester was still dazed when she let herself into her apartment. Her downstairs,neighbor with the
bare feet and the holes in his jeans was an heir to one of thebiggest fortunes in the country.
Hester took off her coat and, out of habit, went to the closet to hang it up.
The man who spent his days writing the further adventures of Commander Zark camefrom a
family who owned polo ponies and summer houses. Yet he lived on thefourth floor of a very
ordinary apartment building in Manhattan.
He was attracted to her. She‟d have had to be blind and deaf not to be certainof that, and yet
she‟d known him for weeks and he hadn‟t once mentioned hisfamily or his position in an effort
to impress her.
Who was he? she wondered. She‟d begun to think she had a handle on him, but nowhe was a
stranger all over again.

She had to call him, tell him she was home and to send Radley up. Hester lookedat the phone
with a feeling of acute embarrassment. She‟d lectured him aboutspinning a tale to Mr. Rosen;
then, in her softhearted and probablycondescending way, she‟d forgiven him. It all added up to
her doing what shehated most. Making a fool of herself.
Swearing, Hester snatched up the phone. She would have felt much better if shecould have
rapped Mitchell Dempsey II over the head with it.
She‟d dialed half the numbers when she heard Radley‟s howl of laughter and thesound of
stomping feet in the hall outside. She opened the door just as Radleywas digging his key out of
his pocket.
Both of them were covered with snow. Some that was beginning to melt drippedfrom Radley‟s
ski cap and boot tops. They looked unmistakably as if they‟d beenrolling in it.
“Hi, Mom. We‟ve been in the park. We stopped by Mitch‟s to get my bag, then cameon up
because we thought you‟d be home. Come on out with us.”
“I don‟t think I‟m dressed for snow wars.”
She smiled and peeled off her son‟s snow-crusted cap but, Mitch noted, shedidn‟t look up.“So
change.”He leaned against the doorjamb, ignoring the snowthat fell at his feet.
“I built a fort. Please come out and see. I already started a snow warrior, butMitch said we
should check in so you wouldn‟t worry.”
His consideration forced her to look up.“I appreciate that.”
He was watching her thoughtfully—too thoughtfully, Hester decided.“Rad says youbuild a
pretty good snow warrior yourself.”
“Please, Mom. What if we got a freak heat wave and the snow was all gonetomorrow? It‟s like
the greenhouse effect, you know. I read all about it.”
She was trapped and knew it.“All right, I‟ll change. Why don‟t you fix Mitchsome hot chocolate
and warm up?”
“All right!”Radley dropped down on the floor just inside the door,“You have totake off your
boots,”he told Mitch.“She gets mad if you track up the carpet.”
Mitch unbuttoned his coat as Hester walked away.“We wouldn‟t want to make hermad.”
Within fifteen minutes, Hester had changed into corduroys, a bulky sweater andold boots. In
place of her red coat was a blue parka that showed some wear.
Mitch kept one hand on Taz‟s leash and the other in his pocket as they walkedacross to the park.

He couldn‟t say why he enjoyed seeing her dressed casuallywith Radley‟s hand joined tight with
hers. He couldn‟t say for certain why he‟dwanted to spend this time with her, but it had been he
who‟d planted the idea ofanother outing in Radley‟s head, and he who‟d suggested that they go
up togetherto persuade her to come outside.
He liked the winter. Mitch took a deep gulp of cold air as they walked throughthe soft, deep
snow of Central Park . Snow and stinging air had always appealedto him, particularly when the
trees were draped in white and there were snowcastles to be built.
When he‟d been a boy, his family had often wintered in the Caribbean , away fromwhat his
mother had termed the“mess and inconvenience.”He‟d picked up anaffection for scuba and white
sand, but had never felt that a palm tree replaceda pine at Christmas.
The winters he‟d liked best had been spent in his uncle‟s country home in NewHampshire ,
where there‟d been woods to walk in and hills to sled. Oddly enough,he‟d been thinking of going
back there for a few weeks—until the Wallaces hadpopped up two floors above, that is. He
hadn‟t realized until today that he‟dshuffled those plans to the back of his mind as soon as he‟d
seen Hester and herson.
Now she was embarrassed, annoyed and uncomfortable. Mitch turned to study herprofile. Her
cheeks were already rosy with cold, and she‟d made certain thatRadley walked between them.
He wondered if she realized how obvious herstrategies were. She didn‟t use the boy, not in the
way that some parents usedtheir offspring for their own ambitions or purposes. He respected her
for thatmore than he could have explained. But she had, by putting Radley in the center,relegated
Mitch to the level of her son‟s friend.
And so he was, Mitch thought with a smile. But he‟d be damned if he was going tolet it stop
there.
“There‟s the fort. See?”Radley tugged on Hester‟s hand, then let it go to run,too impatient to
wait any longer.
“Pretty impressive, huh?”Before she could avoid it, Mitch draped a casual armover her
shoulder.“He‟s really got a knack.”
Hester tried to ignore the warmth and pressure of his arm as she looked at herson‟s handiwork.
The walls of the fort were about two feet high, smooth asstone, with one end sloping nearly a
foot higher in the shape of a round tower.
They‟d made an arched doorway high enough for Radley to crawl through. WhenHester reached
the fort, she saw him pass through on his hands and knees and popup inside, his arms held high.
“It‟s terrific, Rad. I imagine you had a great deal to do with it,”she saidquietly to Mitch.
“Here and there.”Then he smiled, as though he was laughing at himself.“Rad‟s abetter architect
than I‟ll ever be.”

“I‟m going to finish my snow warrior.”Belly down, Rad crawled through theopening
again.“Build one, Mom, on the other side of the fort. They‟ll be thesentries.”Rad began to pack
and smooth snow on his already half-formed figure.
“You help her, Mitch,„cause I‟ve got a head start.”
“Fair‟s fair.”Mitch scooped up a handful of snow.“Any objections to teamwork?”

“No, of course not.”Still avoiding giving him a straight look, Hester knelt inthe snow. Mitch
dropped the handful of snow on her head.
“I figured that was the quickest way to get you to look at me.”She glared, thenbegan to push
snow into a mound.“Problem, Mrs. Wallace?”
Seconds ticked by as she pushed at the snow.“I got a copy of Who‟s Who.”
“Oh?”Mitch knelt down beside her.
“You were telling the truth.”
“I‟ve been known to from time to time.”He shoved some more snow on the moundshe was
forming.“So?”
Hester frowned and punched the snow into shape.“I feel like an idiot.”
“I told the truth, and you feel like an idiot.”Patiently Mitch smoothed overthe base she was
making.“Want to explain the correlation?”
“You let me lecture you.”
“It‟s kinda hard to stop you when you get rolling.”
Hester began to dig out snow with both hands to form the legs.“You let me thinkyou were some
poor, eccentric Good Samaritan. I was even going to offer to putpatches on your jeans.”
“No kidding.”Incredibly touched, Mitch caught her chin in his snow-coveredglove.“That‟s
sweet.”
There was no way she was going to let his charm brush away the comfort of
herembarrassment.“The fact is, you‟re a rich, eccentric Good Samaritan.”Sheshoved his hand
away and began to gather snow for the torso.
“Does this mean you won‟t patch my jeans?”

Hester‟s long-suffering breath came out in a white plume.“I don‟t want to talkabout it.”
“Yes, you do.”Always helpful, Mitch packed on more snow and succeeded in
burying her up to the elbows.“Money shouldn‟t bother you, Hester. You‟re abanker.”
“Money doesn‟t bother me.”She yanked her arms free and tossed two good-sizedhunks of snow
into his face. Because she had to fight back a giggle, she turnedher back.“I just wish the situation
had been made clear earlier, that‟s all.”
Mitch wiped the snow from his face, then scooped up more, running his tonguealong the inside
of his lip. He‟d had a lot of experience in forming what heconsidered the ultimate
snowball.“What‟s the situation, Mrs. Wallace?”
“I wish you‟d stop calling me that in that tone of voice.”She turned, just intime to get the
snowball right between the eyes.
“Sorry.”Mitch smiled, then began to brush off her coat.“Must‟ve slipped. Aboutthis situation...”
“There is no situation between us.”Before she realized it, she‟d shoved himhard enough to send
him sprawling in the snow.“Excuse me.”Her laughter cameout in hitches that were difficult to
swallow.“I didn‟t mean to do that. Idon‟t know what it is about you that makes me do things like
that.”He sat upand continued to stare at her.“I am sorry,”she repeated.“I think it‟s best ifwe just
let this other business drop. Now, if I help you up, will you promise
not to retaliate?”
“Sure.”Mitch held out a gloved hand. The moment he closed it over hers, heyanked forward.
Hester went down, face first.“I don‟t always tell the truth, bythe way.”Before she could respond,
he wrapped his arms around her and began toroll.
“Hey, you‟re supposed to be building another sentry.”
“In a minute,”Mitch called to Rad, while Hester tried to catch her breath.“I‟mteaching your
mom a new game. Like it?”he asked her as he rolled her under himagain.
“Get off me. I‟ve got snow down my sweater, down my jeans—”
“No use trying to seduce me here. I‟m stronger than that.”
“You‟re crazy.”She tried to sit up, but he pinned her beneath him.
“Maybe.”He licked a trace of snow from her cheek and felt her go utterly still.
“But I‟m not stupid.”His voice had changed. It wasn‟t the easy, carefree voiceof her neighbor

now, but the slow, soft tones of a lover.“You feel somethingfor me. You may not like it, but you
feel it.”
It wasn‟t the unexpected exercise that had stolen her breath, and she knew it.
His eyes were so blue in the lowering sunlight, and his hair glistened with adusting of snow,
And his face was close, temptingly close. Yes, she feltsomething, she felt something almost from
the first minute she saw him, but shewasn‟t stupid, either.
“If you let go of my arms I‟ll show you just how I feel.”
“Why do I think I wouldn‟t like it? Never mind.”He brushed his lips over hersbefore she could
answer.“Hester, the situation is this. You have feelings forme that have nothing to do with my
money, because you didn‟t know until a fewhours ago that I had any to speak of. Some of those
feeling don‟t have anythingto do with the fact that I‟m fond of your son. They‟re very personal,
as in youand me.”
He was right, absolutely and completely right. She could have murdered him forit.“Don‟t tell me
how I feel.”
“All right.”After he spoke, he surprised her by rising and helping her to herfeet. Then he took
her in his arms again.“I‟ll tell you how I feel then. I carefor you—more than I‟d counted on.”
She paled beneath her cold-tinted cheeks. There was more than a hint ofdesperation in her eyes
as she shook her head and tried to back away.“Don‟t saythat to me.”
“Why not?”He struggled against impatience as he lowered his brow to hers.
“You‟ll have to get used to it. I did.”
“I don‟t want this. I don‟t want to feel this way.”
He tipped her head back, and his eyes were very serious.“We‟ll have to talkabout that.”
“No. There‟s nothing to talk about. This is just getting out of hand.”
“It‟s not out of hand yet.”He tangled his fingers in the tips of her hair, buthis eyes never left
hers.“I‟m almost certain it will be before long, but itisn‟t yet. You‟re too smart and too strong for
that.”
She‟d be able to breathe easier in a moment. She was sure of it. She‟d be ableto breathe easier as
soon as she was away from him.“No, I‟m not afraid of you.”
Oddly, she discovered that much was true.
“Then kiss me.”His voice was coaxing now, gentle.“It‟s nearly twilight. Kissme, once, before

the sun goes down.”
She found herself leaning into him, lifting her lips up and letting her lashesfall without
questioning why it should seem so right, so natural to do as heasked. There would be questions
later, though she was certain the answerswouldn‟t come as easily. For now, she touched her lips
to his and found themcool, cool and patient.
The world was all ice and snow, forts and fairylands, but his lips were real.
They fit on hers firmly, warming her soft, sensitive skin while the racing ofher heart heated her
body. There was the rushing whoosh of traffic in thedistance, but closer, more intimate, was the
whisper of her coat sliding againsthis as they pressed tighter together.
He wanted to coax, to persuade,, and just once to see her lips curve into asmile as his left them.
He knew there were times when a man who preferred actionand impulse had to go step by step.
Especially when the prize at the top wasprecious.
He hadn‟t been prepared for her, but he knew he could accept what was happeningbetween them
with more ease than she. There were still secrets tucked insideher, hurts that had only partially
healed. He knew better than to wish for thepower to wipe all that aside. How she‟d lived and
what had happened to her wereall part of the woman she was. The woman he was very, very
close to falling inlove with.
So he would take it step by step, Mitch told himself as he placed her away fromhim. And he
would wait.
“That might have cleared up a few points, but I think we still have to talk.”Hetook her hand to
keep her close another moment.“Soon.”
“I don‟t know.”Had she ever been this confused before? She‟d thought she‟d leftthese feelings,
these doubts behind her long ago.
“I‟ll come up or you can come down, but we‟ll talk.”
He was jockeying her into a corner, one she knew she‟d be backed into sooner orlater.“Not
tonight,”she said, despising herself for being a coward.“Rad and Ihave a lot to do.”
“Procrastination‟s not your style.”
“It is this time,”she murmured, and turned away quickly.“Radley, we have to goin.”
“Look, Mom, I just finished, isn‟t it great?”He stood back to show off hiswarrior.“You hardly
started yours.”
“Maybe we‟ll finish it tomorrow.”She walked to him quickly and took him by thehand.“We
have to go in and fix dinner now;”

“But can‟t we just—”
“No, it‟s nearly dark.”
“Can Mitch come?”
“No, he can‟t.”She shot a glance over her shoulder as they walked. He washardly more than a
shadow now, standing beside her son‟s fort.“Not tonight.”
Mitch put a hand on his dog‟s head as Taz whined and started forward.“Nope. Notthis time.”
***
There didn‟t seem any way of avoiding him, Hester thought as she started down toMitch‟s
apartment at her son‟s request. She had to admit it had been foolish ofher to try. On the surface,
anyone would think that Mitch Dempsey was thesolution to many of her problems. He was
genuinely fond of Radley, and gave herson both a companion and a safe and convenient place to
stay while she worked.
His time was flexible, and he was very generous with it.
The truth was, he‟d complicated her life. No matter how much she tried to lookat him as
Radley‟s friend or her slightly odd neighbor, he brought back feelingsshe hadn‟t experienced in
almost ten years. Fluttery pulses and warm surges werethings Hester had attributed to the very
young or the very optimistic. She‟dstopped being either when Radley‟s father had left them.
In all the years that had followed that moment, she‟d devoted herself to herson—to making the
best possible home for him, to make his life as normal andwell balanced as possible. If Hester
the woman had gotten lost somewhere in theshuffle, Radley‟s mother figured it was a fair
exchange. Now Mitch Dempsey hadcome along and made her feel and, worse, had made her
wish.
Taking a deep breath, Hester knocked on Mitch‟s door. Radley‟s friend‟s door,she told herself
firmly. The only reason she was here was because Radley hadbeen so excited about showing her
something. She wasn‟t here to see Mitch; shewasn‟t hoping he would reach out and run his
fingertips along her cheek as hesometimes did. Hester‟s skin warmed at the thought of it.
Hester linked her hands together and concentrated on Radley. She would seewhatever it was he
was so anxious for her to see, and then she would get themboth back upstairs to their own
apartment—and safety.
Mitch answered the door. He wore a sweatshirt sporting a decal of a rival superhero across the
chest, and sweatpants with a gaping hole in one knee. There wasa towel slung over his shoulders.
He used one end of it to dry the sweat off hisface.

“You haven‟t been out running in this weather?”she asked before she‟d allowedherself to think,
immediately regretting the question and the obvious concern inher voice.
“No.”He took her hand to draw her inside. She smelled like the springtime thatwas still weeks
and -weeks away. Her dark blue suit gave her a look ofun-creased professionalism he found
ridiculously sexy.“Weights,”he told her.
The fact was, he‟d been lifting weights a great deal since he‟d met HesterWallace. Mitch
considered it the second best way to decrease tension and rid thebody of excess energy.
“Oh.”So that explained the strength she‟d felt in his arms.“I didn‟t realizeyou went in for that
sort of thing.”
“The Mr. Macho routine?”he said, laughing.“No, I don‟t, actually. The thingis, if I don‟t work
out regularly, my body turns into a toothpick. It‟s not apretty sight.”Because she looked nervous
enough to jump out of her skin, Mitchcouldn‟t resist. He leered and flexed his arm.“Want to feel
my pecs?”
“I‟ll pass, thanks.”Hester kept her hands by her sides.“Mr. Rosen sent thispackage.”She slipped
the fat bank portfolio out from where she‟d held it at herside.“Just remember, you asked for it.”
“So I did.”Mitch accepted it, then tossed it on a pile of magazines on thecoffee table.“Tell him
I‟ll pass it along.”
“And will you?”
He lifted a brow.“I usually keep my word.”
She was certain of that. It reminded her that he‟d said they would talk, andsoon.“„Radley called
and said there was something he had to show me.”
“He‟s in the office. Want some coffee?”
It was such a casual offer, so easy and friendly, that she nearly agreed.
“Thanks, but we really can‟t stay. I had to bring some paperwork home with me.”
“Fine. Just go on in. I need a drink.”
“Mom!”The minute she stepped into the office, Radley jumped up and grabbed herhands.“Isn‟t
it great? It‟s the neatest present I ever got in my life.”Withhis hands still locked on hers, Radley
dragged her over to a scaled-down drawingboard.
It wasn‟t a toy. Hester could see immediately that it was top-of-the-lineequipment, if childsized. The small swivel stool was worn, but the seat wasleather. Radley already had graph paper
tacked to the board, and with compassand ruler bad begun what appeared to be a set of

blueprints.
“Is this Mitch‟s?”
“It was, but he said I could use it now, for as long as I wanted. See, I‟mmaking the plans for a
space station. This is the engine room. And over here andhere are the living quarters. It‟s going
to have a greenhouse, sort of like theone they had in this movie Mitch let me watch. Mitch
showed me how to drawthings to scale with these squares.”
“I see.”Pride in her son overshadowed any tension as she crouched down for abetter look.“You
catch on fast, Rad. This is wonderful. I wonder if NASA has anopening,”
He chuckled, facedown, as he did when he was both pleased and embarrassed.
“Maybe I could be an engineer.”
“You can be anything you want.”She pressed a kiss to his temple.“If you keepdrawing like this,
I‟m going to need an interpreter to know what you‟re doing.
All these tools.”She picked up a square.“I guess you know what they‟re for.”
“Mitch told me. He uses them sometimes when he draws.”
“Oh?”She turned the square over in her hand. It looked so—professional.
“Even comic art needs a certain discipline,”Mitch said from the doorway. Heheld a large glass
of orange juice, which was already half-gone. Hester rose. Helooked—virile, she realized.
There was a faint vee of dampness down the center of his shirt. His hair hadbeen combed
through with no more than his Fingers and, not for the first time,he hadn‟t bothered to shave off
the night‟s growth of beard. Beside her, her sonwas happily remodeling his blueprint.
Virile, dangerous, nerve-wracking he might be, but a kinder man she‟d never met.
Concentrating on that, Hester stepped forward.“I don‟t know how to thank you.”
“Rad already has.”
She nodded, then laid a hand on Radley‟s shoulder.“You finish that up, Rad.
I‟ll be in the other room with Mitch.”
Hester walked into the living room. It was, as she‟d come to expect, clutteredand chaotic. Taz
nosed around the carpet looking for cookie crumbs.“I thought Iknew Rad inside and out,”Hester
began.“But I didn‟t know a drawing board wouldmean so much to him. I guess I would have
thought him too young to appreciateit.”

“I told you once he had a natural talent.”
“I know.”She gnawed on her lip. She wished she had accepted the offer of coffeeso that she‟d
have something to do with her hands.“Rad told me that you weregiving him some art lessons.
You‟ve done more for him than I ever could haveexpected. Certainly much more than you‟re
obligated to.”
He gave her a long, searching look.“It hasn‟t got anything to do withobligation. Why don‟t you
sit down?”
“No.”She linked her hands together, then pulled them apart again.“No, that‟sall right.”
“Would you rather pace?”
It was the ease of his smile that had her unbending another notch.“Maybe later.
I just wanted to tell you how grateful I am. Rad‟s never had...”A father. Thewords had nearly
come out before Hester had swallowed them in a kind of horror.
She hadn‟t meant that, she assured herself.“He‟s never had anyone to give himso much
attention—besides me.”She let out a little breath. That was what she‟dmeant to say. Of course it
was.“The drawing board was very generous. Rad saidit was yours.”
“My father had it made for me when I was about Rad‟s age. He‟d hoped I‟d stopsketching
monsters and start doing something productive.”He said it withoutbitterness, but with a trace of
amusement. Mitch had long since stoppedresenting his parents‟lack of understanding.
“It must mean a great deal to you for you to have kept it all this time. I knowRad loves it, but
shouldn‟t you keep it for your own children?”
Mitch took a sip of juice and glanced around the apartment.“I don‟t seem tohave any around at
the moment.”
“But still—”
“Hester, I wouldn‟t have given it to him if I hadn‟t wanted him to have it. It‟sbeen in storage for
years, gathering dust. It gives me a kick to see Rad puttingit to use.”He finished off the juice,
then set the glass down before he crossedto her.“The present‟s for Rad, with no strings attached
to his mother.”
“I know that, I didn‟t mean—”
“No, I don‟t think you did, exactly.”He was watching her now, unsmiling, withthat quiet
intensity he drew out at unexpected moments.“I doubt if it was evenin the front of your mind, but
it was milling around in there somewhere.”

“I don‟t think you‟re using Radley to get to me, if that‟s what you mean.”
“Good.”He did as she‟d imagined he might, and ran a finger along her jawline.
“Because the fact is, Mrs. Wallace, I‟d like the kid without you, or you withoutthe kid. It just so
happens that in this case, you came as a set.”
“That‟s just it. Radley and I are a unit. What affects him affects me.”
Mitch tilted his head as a new thought began to dawn.“I think I‟m getting asignal here. You
don‟t think I‟m playing pals and buddies with Rad to get Rad‟smother between the sheets?”
“Of course not.”She drew back sharply, looking toward the office.“If I hadthought that, Radley
wouldn‟t be within ten feet of you.”
“But...”He laid his arms on her shoulders, linking his hands loosely behind herneck.“You‟re
wondering if your feelings for me might be residual of Radley‟sfeelings.”
“I never said I had feelings for you.”
“Yes, you did. And you say it again every time I manage to get this close. No,don‟t pull away,
Hester.”He tightened his hands.“Let‟s be up-front. I want tosleep with you. It has nothing to do
with Rad, and less than I figured to dowith the primal urge I felt the first time I saw your
legs.”Her eyes liftedwarily to his, but held.“It has to do with the fact that I find you attractivein a
lot of ways. You‟re smart, you‟re strong and you‟re stable. It might notsound very romantic, but
the fact is, your stability is very alluring. I‟venever had a lot of it myself.”
He brushed his linked hands up the back of her neck.“Now, maybe you‟re notready to take a
step like this at the moment. But I‟d appreciate it if you‟dtake a straight look at what you want, at
what you feel.”
“I‟m not sure I can. You only have yourself. I have Rad. Whatever I do, whateverdecisions I
make, ripple down to affect him. I promised myself years ago that hewould never be hurt by
another one of his parents. I‟m going to keep thatpromise.”
He wanted to demand that she tell him about Radley‟s father then and there, butthe boy was just
in the next room.“Let me tell you what I believe. You couldnever make a decision that could hurt
Rad. But I do think you could make onethat could hurt yourself. I want to be with you, Hester,
and I don‟t think ourbeing together is going to hurt Radley.”
“It‟s all done.”Radley streamed out of the office, the graph paper in bothhands. Hester
immediately started to move away. To prove a point to both ofthem, Mitch held her where she
was.“I want to take it and show Josh tomorrow.
Okay?”

Knowing a struggle would be worse than submission, Hester stayed still withMitch‟s arms on
her shoulders.“Sure you can.”
Radley studied them a moment. He‟d never seen a man with his arms around hismother, except
his grandpa or his uncle. He wondered if this made Mitch likefamily.“I‟m going over to Josh‟s
tomorrow afternoon and I‟m staying for asleepover. We‟re going to stay up all night.”
“Then I‟ll just have to look after your mom, won‟t I?”
“I guess.”Radley began to roll the graph paper into a tube as Mitch had shownhim.
“Radley knows I don‟t have to be looked after.”
Ignoring her, Mitch continued to speak to Radley.“How about if I took your momon a date?”
“You mean get dressed up and go to a restaurant and stuff?”
“Something like that.”
“That‟d be okay.”
“Good. I‟ll pick her up at seven.”
“I really don‟t think—”
“Seven‟s not good?”Mitch interrupted Hester.“All right, seven-thirty, butthat‟s as late as it gets.
If I don‟t eat by eight I get nasty.”He gave Hestera quick kiss on the temple before releasing
her.“Have a good time at Josh‟s.”
“I will.”Radley gathered up his coat and backpack. Then he walked to Mitch andhugged him.
The words that had been on the tip of Hester‟s tongue dried up.
“Thanks for the drawing board and everything. It‟s really neat.”
“You‟re welcome. See you Monday.”He waited until Hester was at the door.
“Seven-thirty.”
She nodded and closed the door quietly behind her.

Chapter 7

She could have made excuses, but the fact was, Hester didn‟t want to. She knewMitch had
hustled her into this dinner date, but as she crossed the wide leatherbelt at her waist and secured
it, she discovered she didn‟t mind. In fact, shewas relieved that, he‟d made the decision for her—
almost.
The nerves were there. She stood in front of the bureau mirror and took a fewlong, deep breaths.
Yes, there were nerves, but they weren‟t the stomach-roilingsort she experienced when she went
on job interviews. Though she wasn‟t quitesure where her feelings lay when it came to Mitch
Dempsey, she was glad to becertain she wasn‟t afraid.
Picking up her brush, she studied her reflection as she smoothed her hair. Shedidn‟t look
nervous, Hester decided. That was another point in her favor. Theblack wool dress was flattering
with its deep cowl neck and nipped-in waist. Thered slash of belt accented the line before the
skirt flared out. For somereason, red gave her confidence. She considered the bold color another
kind ofdefense for a far-from-bold person.
She fixed oversized scarlet swirls at her ears. Like most of her wardrobe, thedress was practical.
It could go to the office, to a PTA meeting or a businesslunch. Tonight, she thought with a half
smile, it was going on a date,Hester tried not to dwell on how long it had been since she‟d been
on a date,but comforted herself with the fact that she knew Mitch well enough to keep upan easy
conversation through an evening. An adult evening. As much as she adoredRadley, she couldn‟t
help but look forward to it.
When she heard the knock, she gave herself a last quick check, then went toanswer. The
moment she opened the door, her confidence vanished.
He didn‟t look like Mitch. Gone were the scruffy jeans and baggy sweatshirts.
This man wore a dark suit with a pale blue shirt. And a tie. The top button ofthe shirt was open,
and the tie of dark blue silk was knotted loose and low, butit was still a tie. He was clean-shaven,
and though some might have thought hestill needed a trim, his hair waved dark and glossy over
his ears and the collarof his shirt.
Hester was suddenly and painfully shy.
She looked terrific. Mitch felt a moment‟s awkwardness himself as he looked ather. Her evening
shoes put her to within an inch of his height so that they wereeye to eye. It was the wariness in
hers that had him relaxing with a smile.
“Looks like I picked the right color.”He offered her an armful of red roses.
She knew it was foolish for a woman of her age to be flustered by something assimple as

flowers. But her heart rushed up to her throat as she gathered them toher.
“Did you forget your line again?”he murmured.
“My line?”
“Thank you.”
The scent of the roses flowed around her, soft and sweet.“Thank you.”
He touched one of the petals. He already knew her skin felt much the same.“Nowyou‟re
supposed to put them in water.”
Feeling a great deal more than foolish, Hester stepped back.“Of course. Comein.”
“The apartment feels different without Rad,”he commented when Hester went toget a vase.
“I know. Whenever he goes to a sleepover, it takes me hours to get used to thequiet.”He‟d
followed her into the kitchen. Hester busied herself with arrangingthe roses. I am a grown
woman, she reminded herself, and just because I haven‟tbeen on a date since high school doesn‟t
mean I don‟t remember how.
“What do you usually do when you have a free evening?”
“Oh, I read, watch a late movie.”She turned with the vase and nearly collidedwith him. Water
sloshed dangerously close to the top of the vase.
“The eye‟s barely noticeable now.”He lifted a fingertip to where the bruise hadfaded to a
shadow.
“It wasn‟t such a calamity.”Her throat had tightened. Grown woman or not, shefound herself
enormously glad that the vase of roses was between them,“I‟ll getmy coat.”
After carrying the roses to the table beside the sofa, Hester went to thecloset. She slipped one
arm into the sleeve before Mitch came up behind her tohelp her finish. He made such an ordinary
task sensual, she thought as shestared straight ahead. He brushed his hands over her shoulders,
lingered, thentrailed them down her arms before bringing them up again to gently release herhair
from the coat collar.
Hester‟s hands were balled into fists as she turned her head.“Thank you.”
“You‟re welcome.”With his hands on her shoulders, Mitch turned her to face him.
“Maybe you‟ll feel better if we get this out of the way now.”He kept his handswhere they were
and touched his lips, firm and warm, to hers. Hester‟s rigidhands went lax. There was nothing
demanding or passionate in the kiss. It movedher unbearably with its understanding.

“Feel better?”Mitch murmured.
“I‟m not sure.”
With a laugh, he touched his lips to hers again.“Well, I do.”Linking his handwith hers, he
walked to the door.
***
The restaurant was French, subdued and very exclusive. The pale flowered wallsglowed in the
quiet light and the flicker of candles. Diners murmured theirprivate conversations over linen
cloths and crystal stemware. The hustle andbustle of the streets were shut out by beveled glass
doors.
“Ah, Monsieur Dempsey, we haven‟t seen you in some time.”The maître d‟steppedforward to
greet him.
“You know I always come back for your snails.”
With a laugh, the maître d‟waved a waiter aside.“Good evening, mademoiselle.
I‟ll take you to your table.”
The little booth was candlelit and secluded, a place for hand-holding andintimate secrets.
Hester‟s leg brushed Mitch‟s as they settled.
“The sommelier will be right with you. Enjoy your evening.”
“No need to ask if you‟ve been here before.”
“From time to time I get tired of frozen pizza. Would you like champagne?”
“I‟d love it.”
He ordered a bottle, pleasing the wine steward with the vintage. Hester openedher menu and
sighed over the elegant foods.“I‟m going to remember this the nexttime I‟m biting into half a
tuna sandwich between appointments.”
“You like your job?”
“Very much.”She wondered if soufflé de crabe was what it sounded like.“Rosencan be a pain,
but he does push you to be efficient.”
“And you like being efficient.”

“It‟s important to me.”
“What else is, other than Rad?”
“Security.”She looked over at him with a half smile.“I suppose that has to dowith Rad. The truth
is, anything that‟s been important to me over the last fewyears has to do with Rad.”
She glanced up as the steward brought the wine and began his routine for Mitch‟sapproval.
Hester watched the wine rise in her fluted glass, pale gold andfrothy.“To Rad, then,”Mitch said
as he lifted his glass to touch hers.“Andhis fascinating mother.”
Hester sipped, a bit stunned that anything could taste so good. She‟d hadchampagne before, but
like everything that had to do with Mitch, it hadn‟t beenquite like this.“I‟ve never considered
myself fascinating.”
“A beautiful woman raising a boy on her own in one of the toughest cities in theworld fascinates
me.”He sipped and grinned.“Added to that, you do haveterrific legs, Hester.”
She laughed, and even when he slipped his hand over hers, felt no embarrassment.
“So you said before. They‟re long, anyway. I was taller than my brother until hewas out of high
school. It infuriated him, and I had to live down the nameStretch.”
“Mine was String.”
“String?”
“You know those pictures of the eighty-pound weakling? That was me;”
Over the rim of her glass, Hester studied the way he filled out the suit jacket.
“I don‟t believe it.”
“One day, if I‟m drunk enough, I‟ll show you pictures.”
Mitch ordered in flawless French that had Hester staring. This was thecomic-book writer, she
thought, who built snow forts and talked to his dog.
Catching the look, Mitch lifted a brow.“I spent a couple of summers in Parisduring high
school,”
“Oh.”It reminded her forcefully where he‟d come from.“You said you didn‟t haveany brothers
or sisters. Do your parents live in New York ?”
“No.”He broke off a hunk of crusty French bread.“My mother zips in from timeto time to shop
or go to the theater, and my father might come in occasionallyon business, but New York isn‟t

their style. They still live most of the year inNewport , where I grew up.”
“Oh, Newport . We drove through once when I was a kid. We‟d always take theserambling car
vacations in the summer.”She tucked her hair behind her ear in anunconscious gesture that gave
him a tantalizing view of her throat.“I rememberthe houses, the enormous mansions with the
pillars and flowers and‟ornamentaltrees. We even took pictures. It was hard to believe anyone
real lived there.”
Then she caught herself up abruptly and glanced over at Mitch‟s amused face.
“You did.”
“It‟s funny. I spent some time with binoculars watching the tourists in thesummer. I might have
homed in on your family.”
“We were the ones in the station wagon with the suitcases strapped to the roof.”

“Sure> I remember you.”He offered her a piece of bread.“I envied you a greatdeal.”
“Really?”She paused with her butter knife in midair.“Why?”
“Because you were going on vacation and eating hot dogs. You were staying inmotels with soda
machines outside the door and playing car bingo betweencities.”
“Yes,”she murmured.“I suppose that sums it up.”
“I‟m not pulling poor-little-rich-boy,”he added when he saw the change in hereyes.“I‟m just
saying that having a big house isn‟t necessarily better thanhaving a station wagon.”He added
more wine to her glass.“In any case, Ifinished my rebellious money-is-beneath-me stage a long
time ago.”
“I don‟t know if I can believe that from someone who lets dust collect on hisLouis Quinze.”
“That‟s not rebellion, that‟s laziness.”
“Not to mention sinful,”she put in.“It makes me itch for a polishing cloth andlemon oil.”
“Any time you want to rub my mahogany, feel free.”
She lifted a brow when he smiled at her.“So what did you do during yourrebellious stage?”
Her fingertips grazed his. It was one of the few times she‟d touched him withoutcoaxing. Mitch
lifted his gaze from their hands to her face.“You really want toknow?”

“Yes.”
“Then we‟ll make a deal. One slightly abridged life story for another.”
It wasn‟t the wine that was making her reckless, Hester knew, but him.“Allright. Yours first.”
“We‟ll start off by saying my parents wanted me to be an architect. It was theonly practical and
acceptable profession they could see me using my drawingabilities for. The stories I made up
didn‟t really appall them, they merelybaffled them—so they were easily ignored. Straight out of
high school, I decidedto sacrifice my life to art.”
Their appetizers were served. Mitch sighed approvingly over his escargots.
“So you came to New York ?”
“No, New Orleans . At that time my money was still in trusts, though I doubt Iwould have used
it, in any case. Since I refused to use my parents‟Financialbacking, New Orleans was as close to
Paris as I could afford to get. God, Iloved it. I starved, but I loved the city. Those dripping,
steamy afternoons,the smell of the river. It was my first great adventure. Want one of
these?They‟re incredible.”
“No, I—”
“Come on, you‟ll thank me.”He lifted his fork to her lips. Reluctantly Hesterparted them and
accepted.
“Oh.”The flavor streamed, warm and exotic, over her tongue.“It‟s not what Iexpected.”
“The best things usually aren‟t.”
She lifted her glass and wondered what Radley‟s reaction would be when she toldhim she‟d
eaten a snail.“So what did you do in New Orleans ?”
“I set up an easel in Jackson Square and made my living sketching tourists andselling
watercolors. For three years I lived in one room where I baked in thesummer and froze in the
winter and considered myself one lucky guy.”
“What happened?”
“There was a woman. I thought I was crazy about her and vice versa. She modeledfor me when I
was going through my Matisse period. You should have seen me then.
My hair was about your length, and I wore it pulled back and fastened with aleather thong. I
even had a gold earring in my left ear.”
“You wore an earring?”

“Don‟t smirk, they‟re very fashionable now. I was ahead of my time.”Appetizerswere cleared
away to make room for green salads.“Anyway, we were going to playhouse in my miserable
little room. One night, when I‟d had a little too muchwine, I told her about my parents and how
they‟d never understood my artisticdrive. She got absolutely furious.”
“She was angry with your parents?”
“You are sweet,”he said unexpectedly, and kissed her hand.“No, she was angrywith me. I was
rich and hadn‟t told her. I had piles of money and expected herto be satisfied with one filthy little
room in the Quarter where she had to cookred beans and rice on a hot plate. The funny thing was
she really cared for mewhen she‟d thought I was poor, but when she found out I wasn‟t, and that
Ididn‟t intend to use what was available to me—and, by association, to her—shewas infuriated.
We had one hell of a fight, where she let me know what shereally thought of me and my work.”
Hester could picture him, young, idealistic and struggling.“People say thingsthey don‟t mean
when they‟re angry.”
He lifted her hand and kissed her fingers.“Yes, very sweet.”His hand remainedon hers as he
continued.“Anyway, she left and gave me the opportunity to takestock of myself. For three years
I‟d been living day to day, telling myself Iwas a great artist whose time was coming. The truth
was I wasn‟t a great artist.
I was a clever one, but I‟d never be a great one. So I left New Orleans for NewYork and
commercial art. I was good; I worked fast tucked in my little cubicleand generally made the
client happy—and I was miserable. But my credentialsthere got me a spot at Universal,
originally as an inker, then as an artist. Andthen—”he lifted his glass in salute“—there was Zark.
The rest is history.”
“You‟re happy.”She turned her hand under his so their palms met.“It shows. Noteveryone is as
content with themselves as you are, as at ease with himself andwhat he does.”
“It took me awhile.”
“And your parents; have you reconciled with them?”
“We came to the mutual understanding that we‟d never understand each other. Butwe‟re family.
I have my stock portfolio, so they can tell their friends thecomic-book business is something that
amuses me. Which is true enough.”
Mitch ordered another bottle of champagne with the main course.“Now it‟s yourturn.”
She smiled and let the delicate soufflé melt on her tongue.“Oh, I don‟t haveanything so exotic as
an artist‟s garret in New Orleans . I had a very averagechildhood with a very average family.
Board games on Saturday nights, pot roaston Sundays. Dad had a good job, Mom stayed home
and kept the house. We lovedeach other very much, but didn‟t always get along. My sister was

very outgoing,head cheerleader, that sort of thing. I was miserably shy.”
“You‟re still shy,”Mitch murmured as he wound his fingers around hers.
“I didn‟t think it showed.”
“In a very appealing way. What about Rad‟s father?”He felt her hand stiffen inhis.“I‟ve wanted
to ask, Hester, but we don‟t have to talk about it now if itupsets you.”
She drew her hand from his to reach for her glass. The champagne was cold andcrisp.“It was a
long time ago. We met in high school. Radley looks a great deallike his father, so you can
understand that he was very attractive. He was alsojust a little wild, and I found that magnetic.”
She moved her shoulders a little, restlessly, but was determined to finish whatshe‟d started.“I
really was painfully shy and a bit withdrawn, so he seemedlike something exciting to me, even a
little larger than life. I felldesperately in love with him the first time he noticed me; it was as
simple asthat. In any case, we went together for two years and were married a few weeksafter
graduation. I wasn‟t quite eighteen and was absolutely sure that marriagewas going to be one
adventure after another.”
“And it wasn‟t?”he asked when she paused.
“For a while it was. We were young, so it never seemed terribly important thatAllan moved
from one job to another, or quit altogether for weeks at a time.
Once he sold the living room set that my parents had given us as a weddingpresent so that we
could take a trip to Jamaica . It seemed impetuous andromantic,and at that time we didn‟t have
any responsibilities except to ourselves. Then Igot pregnant.”
She paused again and, looking back, remembered her own excitement and wonder andfear at the
idea of carrying a child.“I was thrilled. Allan got a tremendouskick out of it and started buying
strollers and high chairs on credit. Money wastight, but we were optimistic, even when I had to
cut down to part-time worktoward the end of my pregnancy and then take maternity leave after
Radley wasborn. He was beautiful.”She laughed a little.“I know all mothers say thatabout their
babies, but he was honestly the most beautiful, the most preciousthing I‟d ever seen. He changed
my life. He didn‟t change Allan‟s.”
She toyed with the stem of her glass and tried to work out in her mind what shehadn‟t allowed
herself to think about for a very long time.“I couldn‟tunderstand it at the time, but Allan resented
having the burden ofresponsibility. He hated it that we couldn‟t just stroll out of the
apartmentand go to the movies or go dancing whenever we chose. He was still
unbelievablyreckless with money, and because of Rad I had to compensate.”
“In other words,”Mitch said quietly,“you grew up.”
“Yes.”It surprised her that he saw that so quickly, and it relieved her that heseemed to

understand.“Allan wanted to go back to the way things were, but weweren‟t children anymore.
As I look back, I can see that he was jealous ofRadley, but at the time I just wanted him to grow
up, to be a father, to takecharge. At twenty he was still the sixteen-year-old boy I‟d known in
highschool, but I wasn‟t the same girl. I was a mother. I‟d gone back to workbecause I‟d thought
the extra income would ease some of the strain. One day I‟dcome home after picking Radley up
at the sitter‟s, and Allan was gone. He‟d lefta note saying he just couldn‟t handle being tied
down any longer.”
“Did you know he was leaving?”
“No, I honestly didn‟t. In all probability it was done on impulse, the way Allandid most things.
It would never have occurred to him that it was desertion, tohim it would‟ve meant moving on.
He thought he was being fair by taking onlyhalf the money, but he left all the bills. I had to get
another part-time job inthe evenings. I hated that, leaving Rad with a sitter and not seeing him.
Thatsix months was the worst time of my life.”
Her eyes darkened a moment; then she shook her „ head and pushed it all backinto the
past.“After a while I‟d straightened things out enough to quit thesecond job. About that time,
Allan called. It was the first I‟d heard from himsince he‟d left. He was very amiable, as if we‟d
been nothing more than passingacquaintances. He told me he was heading up to Alaska to work.
After he hung up,I called a lawyer and got a very simple divorce.”
“It must have been difficult for you.”Difficult? he thought—he couldn‟t even
imagine what kind of hell it had been.“You could have gone home to yourparents.”
“No. I was angry for a long, long time. The anger made me determined to stayright here in New
York and make it work for me and Radley. By the time the angerhad died down, I was making it
work.”
“He‟s never come back to see Rad?”
“No, never.”
“His loss.”He cupped her chin, then leaned over to kiss her lightly.“His verygreat loss.”
She found it easy to lift a hand to his cheek.“The same can be said about thatwoman in New
Orleans .”
“Thanks.”He nibbled her lips again, enjoying the faint hint of champagne.
“Dessert?”
“Hmmm?”
He felt a wild thrill of triumph at her soft, distracted sigh.“Let‟s skip it.”

Moving back only slightly, he signaled the waiter for the check, then bandedHester the last of
the champagne.“I think we should walk awhile.”
The air was biting, almost as exhilarating as the wine. Yet the wine warmed her,making her feel
as though she could walk for miles without feeling the wind. Shedidn‟t object to Mitch‟s arm
around her shoulders or to the fact that he set thedirection. She didn‟t care where they walked as
long as the feelings thatstirred inside her didn‟t fade.
She knew what it was like to fall in love—to be in love. Time slowed down.
Everything around you went Quickly, but not in a blur. Colors were brighter,sounds sharper, and
even in midwinter you could smell flowers. She had beenthere once before, had felt this
intensely once before, but had thought shewould never find that place again. Even as a part of
her mind struggled toremind her that this couldn‟t be love—or certainly shouldn‟t be—she
simplyignored it. Tonight she was just a woman.
There were skaters at Rockefeller Center , swirling around and around the ice asthe music
flowed. Hester watched them, tucked in the warmth of Mitch‟s arms. Hischeek rested on her
hair, and she could feel the strong, steady rhythm of Hisheart.
“Sometimes I bring Rad here on Sundays to skate or just to watch like this. Itseems different
tonight.”She turned her head, and her lips were barely awhisper from his.“Everything seems
different tonight.”
If she looked at him like that again, Mitch knew he‟d break his vow to give herenough time to
clear her head and would bundle her into the nearest cab so thathe could have her home and in
bed before the look broke. Calling on willpower,he shifted her so he could brush his lips over her
temple.“Things lookdifferent at night, especially after champagne.”He relaxed again, her
headagainst his shoulder.“It‟s a nice difference. Not necessarily steeped inreality, but nice. You
can get enough reality from nine to five.”
“Not you.”Unaware of the tug-of-war she was causing inside him, she turned inhis arms.“You
make fantasies from nine to five, or whatever hours you choose.”
“You should hear the one I‟m making up now.”He drew another deep breath.“Let‟swalk some
more, and you can tell me about one of yours.”
“A fantasy?”Her stride matched his easily.“Mine isn‟t nearly as earth-shakingas yours, I
imagine. It‟s just a house.”
“A house.”He walked toward the Park, hoping they‟d both be a little steadier ontheir feet by the
time they reached home.“What kind of house?”
“A country house, one of those big old farmhouses with shutters at the windowsand porches all
around. Lots of windows so you could look at the woods—therewould have to be woods. Inside

there would be high ceilings and big fireplaces.
Outside would be a garden with wisteria climbing on a trellis.”She felt thesting of winter on her
cheeks, but could almost smell the summer.
“You‟d be able to hear the bees hum in it all summer long. There‟d be a big yardfor Radley, and
he could have a dog. I‟d have a swing on the porch so I couldsit outside in the evening and watch
him catch lightning bugs in a jar.”Shelaughed and let her head rest on his shoulder.“I told you it
wasn‟tearth-shaking.”
“I like it.”He liked it so well he could picture it, white shuttered and hiproofed, with a barn off
in the distance.“But you need a stream so Rad couldfish.”
She closed her eyes a moment, then shook her head.“As much as I love him, Idon‟t think I could
bait a hook. Build a tree house maybe, or throw acurve-ball, but no worms.”
“You throw a curveball?”
She tilted her head and smiled.“Right in the strike zone. I helped coach LittleLeague last year.”
“The woman‟s full of surprises. You wear shorts in the dugout?”
“You‟re obsessed with my legs.”
“For a start.”
He steered her into their building and toward the elevators.“I haven‟t had anevening like this in
a very long time.”
“Neither have I.”
She drew back far enough to study him as they began the ride to her floor.“I‟vewondered about
that, about the fact that you don‟t seem to be involved withanyone.”
He touched her chin with his fingertip.“Aren‟t I?”
She heard the warning signal, but wasn‟t quite sure what to do about it.“Imean, I haven‟t noticed
you dating or spending any time with women.”
Amused, he flicked the finger down her throat.“Do I look like a monk?”
“No.”Embarrassed and more than a little unsettled, she looked away.“No, ofcourse not.”
“The fact is, Hester, after you‟ve had your share of wild oats, you lose yourtaste for them.
Spending time with a woman just because you don‟t want to bealone isn‟t very satisfying.”

“From the stories I hear around the office from the single women, there areplenty of men who
disagree with you.”
He shrugged as they stepped off the elevator.“It‟s obvious you haven‟t playedthe singles
scene.”Her brows drew together as she dug for her key.“That was acompliment, but my point is
it gets to be a strain or a bore—”
“And this is the age of the meaningful relationship.”
“You say that like a cynic. Terribly uncharacteristic, Hester.”He leanedagainst the jamb as she
opened the door.“In any case, I‟m not big oncatchphrases. Are you going to ask me in?”
She hesitated. The walk had cleared her head enough for the doubts to seepthrough. But along
with the doubts was the echo of the way she‟d felt whenthey‟d stood together in the cold. The
echo was stronger.“All right. Would youlike some coffee?”
“No.”He shrugged out of his coat as he watched her.
“It‟s no trouble. It‟ll only take a minute.”
He caught her hands.“I don‟t want coffee, Hester. I want you.”He slipped hercoat from her
shoulders.“And I want you so bad it makes me jumpy.”
She didn‟t back away, but stood, waiting.“I don‟t know what to say. I‟m out ofpractice.”
“I know.”For the first time his own nerves were evident as he dragged a handthrough his
hair.“That‟s given me some bad moments. I don‟t want to seduceyou.”Then he laughed and took
a few paces away.“The hell I don‟t.”
“I knew—I tried to tell myself I didn‟t, but I knew when I went out with youtonight that we‟d
come back here like this.”She pressed a hand to her stomach,surprised that it was tied in knots.“I
think I was hoping you‟d just sort ofsweep me away so I wouldn‟t have to make a decision.”
He turned to her.“That‟s a cop-out, Hester.”
“I know.”She couldn‟t look at him then, wasn‟t certain she dared.“I‟ve neverbeen with anyone
but Rad‟s father. The truth is, I‟ve never wanted to be.”
“And now?”He only wanted a word, one word.
She pressed her lips together.“It‟s been so long, Mitch. I‟m frightened.”
“Would it help if I told you I am, too?”
“I don‟t know.”

“Hester.”He crossed to her to lay Ms hands on her shoulders.“Look at me.”Whenshe did, her
eyes were wide and achingly clear.“I want you to be sure, becauseI don‟t want regrets in the
morning. Tell me what you want.”
It seemed her life was a series of decisions. There was no one to tell her whichwas right or
which was wrong. As always, she reminded herself that once the,decision was made, she alone
would deal with the consequences and accept theresponsibility.
“Stay with me tonight,”she whispered.“I want you.”

Chapter 8
He cupped her face in his hands and felt her tremble. He touched his lips tohers and heard her
sigh. It was a moment he knew he would always remember. Heracceptance, her desire, her
vulnerability.
The apartment was silent. He would have given her music. The scent of the rosesshe‟d put in a
vase was pale next to the fragrances of the garden he imaginedfor her. The lamp burned brightly.
He wouldn‟t have chosen the secrets of thedark, but rather the mystery of candlelight.
How could he explain to her that there was nothing ordinary, nothing casual inwhat they were
about to give each other? How could he make her understand thathe had been waiting all of his
life for a moment like this? He wasn‟t certain hecould choose the right words, or that the words
he did choose would reach her.
So he would show her.
With his lips still lingering on hers, he swept her up into his arms. Though heheard her quick
intake of breath, she wrapped her arms around him.
“Mitch—”
“I‟m not much of a white knight.”He looked at her, half smiling, halfquestioning.“But for
tonight we can pretend.”
He looked heroic and strong and incredibly, impossibly sweet. Whatever doubtshad remained
slipped quietly away.“I don‟t need a white knight.”
“Tonight I need to give you one.”He kissed her once more before he carried herinto the

bedroom.
There was a part of him that needed, ached with that need, so much so that hewanted to lay her
down on the bed and cover her with his body. There were timesthat love ran swiftly, even
violently. He understood that and knew that shewould, too. But he set her down on the floor
beside the bed and touched only herhand.
He drew away just a little.“The light.”
“But—”
“I want to see you, Hester.”
It was foolish to be shy. It was wrong, she knew, to want to have this momentpass in the dark,
anonymously. She reached for the bedside lamp and turned theswitch.
The light bathed them, capturing them both standing hand in hand and eye to eye.
The quick panic returned, pounding in her head and her heart. Then he touchedher and quieted
it. He drew off her earrings and set them on the bedside tableso that the metal clicked quietly
against wood. She felt a rush of heat, asthough with that one simple, intimate move he had
already undressed her,He reached for her belt, then paused when her hands fluttered nervously to
his.
“I won‟t hurt you.”
“No.”She believed him and let her hands drop away. He unhooked her belt to letit slide to the
floor. When he lowered his lips to hers again, she slipped herarms around his waist and let the
power guide her.
This was what she wanted. She couldn‟t lie to herself or make excuses. Fortonight, she wanted
to think only as a woman, to be thought of only as a woman.
To be desired, enjoyed, wondered over. When their lips parted, their eyes met.
And she smiled;“I‟ve been waiting for that.”He touched a finger to her lips, overcome with
apleasure that was so purely emotional even he couldn‟t describe it.
“For what?”
“For you to smile at me when I kiss you.”He brought his hand to her face.
“Let‟s try it again.”
This time the kiss went deeper, edging closer to those uncharted territories.

She lifted her hands to his shoulders, then slid them around to encircle hisneck. He felt her
fingers touch the skin there, shyly at first, then with moreconfidence.
“Still afraid?”
“No.”Then she smiled again.“Yes, a little. I‟m not—”she looked away, and heonce more
brought her face back to his.
“What?”
“I‟m not sure what to do. What you like.”
He wasn‟t stunned by her words so much as humbled. He‟d said he‟d cared for her,and that was
true. But now his heart, which had been teetering on the edge, fellover into love.
“Hester, you leave me speechless.”He drew her against him, hard, and just heldher
there.“Tonight, just do what seems right. I think we‟ll be fine.”
He began by kissing her hair, drawing in the scent that had so appealed to him.
The mood was already set, seduction on either side unnecessary. He felt herheart begin to race
against his; then she turned her head and found his lipswith her own.
His hands weren‟t steady as he drew down the long zipper at her back. He knew itwas an
imperfect world, but needed badly to give her one perfect night. No onewould ever have called
him a selfish man, but it was a fact that he‟d neverbefore put someone else‟s needs so entirely
before his own.
He drew the wool from her shoulders, down her arms. She wore a simple chemisebeneath it,
plain white without frills or lace. No fantasy of silk or satincould have excited him more.
“You‟re lovely.”He pressed a kiss to one shoulder, then the other.“Absolutelylovely.”
She wanted to be. It had been so long since she‟d felt the need to be any morethan presentable.
When she saw his eyes, she felt lovely. Gathering her couragetogether, she began to undress him
in turn.
He knew it wasn‟t easy for her. She drew his jacket off, then began to unknothis tie before she
was able to lift her gaze to his again. He could feel herfingers tremble lightly against him as she
unbuttoned his shirt.
“You‟re lovely, too,”she murmured. The last, the only man she had ever touchedthis way had
been little more than a boy. Mitch‟s muscles were subtle but hard,and though his chest was
smooth, it was that of a man. Her movements were slow,from shyness rather than a knowledge
of arousal. His stomach muscles quivered asshe reached for the hook of his slacks.

“You‟re driving me crazy.”
She drew her hands back automatically.“I‟m sorry.”
“No.”He tried to laugh, but it sounded like a groan.“I like it.”
Her fingers trembled all the more as she slid his slacks over his hips. Lean
hips, with the muscles long and hard. She felt a surge that was both fascinationand delight as she
brought her hands to them. Then she was against him, and theshock of flesh against flesh
vibrated through her.
He was Fighting every instinct that pushed him to move quickly, to take quickly.
Her shy hands and wondering eyes had taken him to the brink and he had to clawhis way back.
She sensed a war going on inside him, felt the rigidity of hismuscles and heard the raggedness of
his breathing.
“Mitch?”
“Just a minute.”He buried his face in her hair. The battle for control was hardwon. He felt
weakened by it, weakened and stunned. When he found the soft,sensitive skin of her neck, he
concentrated on that alone.
She strained against him, turning her head instinctively to give him freeraccess. It seemed as
though a veil had floated down over her eyes so that theroom, which had become so familiar to
her, was hazy. She could feel her bloodbegin to pound where his lips rubbed and nibbled; then it
was throbbing hot,close to the skin, softening it, sensitizing it. Her moan sounded primitive inher
own ears. Then it was she who was drawing him down to the bed.
He‟d wanted another minute before he let his body spread over hers. There wereexplosions
bombarding his system, from head to heart to loins. He knew he had tocalm them before they
shattered his senses. But her hands were moving over him,her hips straining upward. With an
effort, Mitch rolled so that they were sideby side.
He brought his lips down on her, and for a moment all the needs, the fantasies,the darker desires
centered there. Her mouth was moist and hot, pounding intohis brain how she would be when he
filled her. He was already dragging the thinbarrier of her chemise aside so that she gasped when
her breasts met himunencumbered. As his lips closed over the first firm point, he heard her cry
outhis name.
This was abandonment. She‟d been sure she‟d never wanted it, but now, as herbody went fluid
in her movements against his, she thought she might never wantanything else. The feelings of
flesh against flesh, growing hot and damp, werenew and exhilarating. As were the avid seeking
of mouths and the tastes theyfound and drew in. His murmurs to her were hot and incoherent, but
sheresponded. The light played over his hands as he showed her how a touch couldmake the soul

soar.
She was naked, but the shyness was gone. She wanted him to touch and taste andlook his fill,
just as she was driven to. His body was a fascination of muscleand taut skin. She hadn‟t known
until now that to touch another, to pleaseanother, could bring on such wild waves of passion. He
cupped a hand over her,and the passion contracted into a ball of flame in her center that
abruptly,almost violently, burst. Gasping for breath, she reached for him.
He‟d never had a woman respond so utterly. Watching her rise and peak had givenhim a
delirious thrust of pleasure. He wanted badly to take her up and overagain and again, until she
was limp and mindless. But his control was slipping,and she was calling for him.
His body covered hers, and he filled her.
He couldn‟t have said how long they moved together—minutes, hours. But he wouldnever
forget how her eyes had opened and stared into his.
***
He was a little shaken as he lay with her on top of the crumpled spread withdrops of freezing
rain striking the windows. He turned his head toward the hissand wondered idly how long it had
been going on. As far as he could remember,he‟d never been so involved with a woman that the
outside world, and all itssight and sounds, had simply ceased to exist.
He turned away again and drew Hester against him. His body was cooling rapidly,but he had no
desire to move.“You‟re quiet,”he murmured.
Her eyes were closed. She wasn‟t ready to open them again.“I don‟t know what tosay.”
“How about„Wow‟?”
She was surprised she could laugh after such intensity.“Okay. Wow.”
“Try for more enthusiasm. How about„Fantastic, incredible, earth-shattering‟?”
She opened her eyes now and looked into his.“How about beautiful?”
He caught her hand in his and kissed it.“Yeah, that‟ll do.”When he proppedhimself up on his
elbow to look down at her, she shifted.“Too late to be shynow,”he told her. Then he ran a hand,
light and possessively, down her body.
“You know, I was right about your legs. I don‟t suppose I could talk you intoputting on a pair of
shorts and those little socks that stop at the ankles.”
“I beg your pardon?”

Her tone had him gathering her to him and covering her face with kisses.“I havea thing about
long legs in shorts and socks. I drive myself crazy watching womenjog in the park in the
summer. When they color-coordinate them, I‟m finished.”
“You‟re crazy.”
“Come on, Hester, don‟t you have some secret turn-on? Men in muscle shirts, intuxedos with
the black tie and studs undone?”
“Don‟t be silly.”
“Why not?”
Why not, indeed, she thought, catching her bottom lip between her teeth.“Well,there is
something about jeans riding low on the hips with the snap undone.”
“I‟ll never snap my jeans again as long as I live.”
She laughed again.“That doesn‟t mean I‟m going to start wearing shorts andsocks.”
“That‟s okay, I get excited when I see you in a business suit.”
“You do not.”
“Oh, yes, I do.”He rolled her on top of him and began to play with her hair.
“Those slim lapels and high-collar blouses. And you always wear your hair up.”
With it caught in his hands, he lifted it on top of her head. It wasn‟t the samelook at all, but one
that still succeeded in making his mouth dry.“Theefficient and dependable Mrs. Wallace. Every
time I see you dressed that way Iimagine how fascinating it would be to peel off those
professional clothes andtake out those tidy little pins.”He let her hair slide down through
hisfingers.
Thoughtful, Hester rested her cheek against his chest.“You‟re a strange man,Mitch.”
“More than likely.”
“You depend so much on your imagination, on what might be, on fantasies andmake-believe.
With me it‟s facts and figures, profit and loss, what is or whatisn‟t.”
“Are you talking about our jobs or our personalities?”
“Isn‟t one really the same as the other?”
“No. I‟m not Commander Zark, Hester.”

She shifted, lulled by the rhythm of his heart.“I suppose what I mean is thatthe artist in you, the
writer in you, thrives on imagination or possibilities. Iguess the banker in me looks for checks
and balances.”
He was silent a moment, stroking her hair. Didn‟t she realize how much morethere was to her?
This was the woman who fantasized about a home in the country,the one who threw a curveball,
the one who had just taken a man of flesh andblood and turned him into a puddle of need.
“I don‟t want to get overly philosophical, but why do you think you chose todeal with loans? Do
you get the same feeling when you turn down an applicationas you do when you approve one?”
“No, of course not,”
“Of course not,”he repeated.“Because when you approve one, you‟ve had a handin the
possibilities. I have no doubt that you play by the book, that‟s part ofyour charm, but I‟d wager
you get a great deal of personal satisfaction by beingable to say,„Okay, buy your home, start your
business, expand.‟“
She lifted her head.“You seem to understand me very well.”No one else had, sherealized with a
jolt. Ever.
“I‟ve been giving you a great deal of thought.”He drew her to him, wondering ifshe could feel
how well their bodies fit.“A very great deal. In fact, I haven‟tthought about another woman since
I delivered your pizza.”
She smiled at that, and would have settled against him again, but he held herback.“Hester...”It
was one of the few times in his life he‟d ever feltself-conscious. She was looking at him
expectantly, even patiently, while hestruggled for the right words.“The thing is, I don‟t want to
think aboutanother woman, or be with another woman—this way.”He struggled again,
thenswore.“Damn, I feel like I‟m back in high school.”
Her smile was cautious.“Are you going to ask me to go steady?”
It wasn‟t exactly what he‟d had in mind, but he could see by the look in hereyes that he‟d better
go slowly.“I could probably find my class ring if youwant.”
She looked down at her hand, which was resting so naturally on his heart. Was itfoolish to be so
moved? If not, it was certainly dangerous.“Maybe we can justleave it that there‟s no one else I
want to be with this way, either.”
He started to speak, then stopped himself. She needed time to be sure that wastrue, didn‟t she?
There had only been one other man in her life, and she‟d beenno more than a girl then. To be
fair, he had to give her room to be certain. Buthe didn‟t want to be fair. No, Mitch Dempsey was
no self-sacrificing CommanderZark.

“All right.”He‟d devised and won enough wars to know how to plan strategy. He‟dwin Hester
before she realized there‟d been a battle.
Drawing her down to him, he closed his mouth over hers and began the firstsiege.
***
It was an odd and rather wonderful feeling to wake up in the morning beside alover—even one
who nudged you over to the edge of the mattress. Hester openedher eyes and, lying very still,
savored it.
His face was buried against the back of her neck, and his arm was wrappedtightly around her
waist— which was fortunate, as without it she would haverolled onto the floor. Hester shifted
slightly and experienced the arousingsensation of having her sleep-warmed skin rub cozily
against his.
She‟d never had a lover. A husband, yes, but her wedding night, her firstinitiation into
womanhood, had been nothing like the night she‟d just shared
with Mitch. Was it fair to compare them? she wondered. Would she be human if shedidn‟t?That
first night so long ago had been frenzied, complicated by her nerves andher husband‟s hurry.
Last night the passion had built layer by layer, as thoughthere‟d been all the time in the world to
enjoy it. She‟d never known thatmaking love could be so liberating. In truth, she hadn‟t known a
man couldsincerely want to give pleasure as much as he desired to take it.
She snuggled into the pillow and watched the thin winter light come through thewindows.
Would things be different this morning? Would there be an awkwardnessbetween them or,
worse, a casualness that would diminish the depth of whatthey‟d shared? The simple fact was she
didn‟t know what it was like to have alover—or to be one.
She was putting too much emphasis on one evening, she told herself, sighing. Howcould she
not, when the evening had been so special?Hester touched a hand to his, let it linger a moment,
the shifted to rise.
Mitch‟s arm clamped down.
“Going somewhere?”
She tried to turn over, but discovered his legs had pinned her.“It‟s almostnine.”
“So?”His fingers spread out lazily to stroke.
“I have to get up. I need to pick Rad up in a couple of hours.”
“Hmmm.”He watched his little dream bubble of a morning in bed with her deflate,then
reconstructed it to fit two hours.“You feel so good.”He released hishold, but only so he could

turn her around so they were face-to-face.“Lookgood, too,”he decided as he studied her face
through half-closed eyes.“Andtaste—”he touched his lips to hers, and there was nothing
awkward, nothingcasual“—wonderful. Imagine this.”He ran a hand down her flank.“We‟re on
anisland—the South Seas , let‟s say. The ship was wrecked a week ago, and we‟rethe only
survivors.”His eyes closed as he pressed a kiss to her forehead.
“We‟ve been living on fruit and the fish I cleverly catch with my pointedstick.”
“Who cleans them?”
“This is a fantasy, you don‟t worry about details like that. Last night therewas a storm—a big,
busting tropical storm—and we had to huddle together forwarmth and safety under the lean-to I
built.”
“You built?”Her lips curved against his.“Do I do anything useful?”
“You can do all you want in your own fantasy. Now shut up.”He snuggled closerand could
almost smell the salt air.“It‟s morning, and the storm washedeverything clean. There are gulls
swooping down near the surf. We‟re lyingtogether on an old blanket.”
“Which you heroically salvaged from the wreck.”
“Now you‟re catching on. When we wake up, we discover we‟d tangled togetherduring the
night, drawn together despite ourselves. The sun‟s hot; it‟s alreadywarmed our half-naked
bodies. Still dazed with sleep, already aroused, we cometogether. And then...”His lips hovered a
breath away from hers. Hester let hereyes close as she found herself caught up in the picture he
painted.“And then awild boar attacks, and I have to wrestle him.”
“Half-naked and unarmed?”
“That‟s right. I‟m badly bitten, but I kill him with my bare hands.”
Hester opened her eyes again to narrow slits.“And while you‟re doing that, Iput the blanket over
my head and whimper.”
“Okay.”Mitch kissed the tip of her nose.“But afterward you‟re very, verygrateful that I saved
your life.”
“Poor, defenseless female that I am.”
“That‟s the ticket. You‟re so grateful you tear the rags of your skirt to makebandages for my
wounds, and then...”He paused for impact.“You make me coffee.”

Hester drew back, not certain whether to be amazed or amused.“You went throughthat whole

scenario so I‟d offer to make you coffee?”
“Not just coffee, morning coffee, the first cup of coffee. Life‟s blood.”
“I‟d have made it even without the story.”
“Yeah, but did you like the story?”
She combed the hair away from her face as she considered.“Next time I get tocatch the fish.”
“Deal.”
She rose and, though she knew it was foolish, wished that she‟d had her robewithin arm‟s reach.
Going to the closet, she slipped it on with her back stillto him.“Do you want some breakfast?”
He was sitting up, rubbing his hands over his face when she turned.“Breakfast?You mean like
eggs or something? Hot food?”The only time he managed a hotbreakfast was when he had the
energy to drag himself to the corner diner.“Mrs.
Wallace, for a hot breakfast you can have the crown jewels of Perth .”
“All that for bacon and eggs?”
“Bacon, too? God, what a woman.”
She laughed, sure he was joking.“Go ahead and get a shower if you want. Itwon‟t take long.”
He hadn‟t been joking. Mitch watched her walk from the room and shook his head.
He didn‟t expect a woman to offer to cook for him, or for one to offer as thoughhe had a right to
expect it. But this, he remembered, was the woman who wouldhave sewed patches on his jeans
because she‟d thought he couldn‟t afford newones.
Mitch climbed out of bed, then slowly, thoughtfully ran a hand through his hair.
The aloof and professional Hester Wallace was a very warm and special woman, andhe had no
intention of letting her get away.
***
She was stirring eggs in a skillet when he came into the kitchen. Bacon wasdraining on a rack,
and coffee was already hot. He stood in the doorway amoment, more than a little surprised that
such a simple domestic scene wouldaffect him so strongly. Her robe was flannel and covered her
from neck to ankle,but to him Hester had never looked more alluring. He hadn‟t realized he‟d
beenlooking for this—the morning smells, the morning sounds of the Sunday news onthe radio
on the counter, the morning sights of the woman who‟d shared his nightmoving competently in

the kitchen.
As a child, Sunday mornings had been almost formal affairs—brunch at eleven,served by a
uniformed member of the staff. Orange juice in Waterford , shirredeggs on Wedgwood. He‟d
been taught to spread the Irish linen on his lap and makepolite conversation. In later years,
Sunday mornings had meant a bleary-eyedsearch through the cupboards or a dash down to the
nearest diner.
He felt foolish, but he wanted to tell Hester that the simple meal at herkitchen counter meant as
much to him as the long night in her bed. Crossing to
her, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pressed a kiss to her neck.
Strange how a touch could speed up the heart rate and warm the blood. Absorbingthe sensation,
she leaned back against him.“It‟s almost done. You didn‟t sayhow you liked your eggs, so
you‟ve got them scrambled with a little dill andcheese.”
She could have offered him cardboard and told him to eat it with a plastic fork.
Mitch turned her to face him and kissed her long and hard.“Thanks.”
He‟d flustered her again. Hester turned to the eggs in time to prevent them fromburning.“Why
don‟t you sit down?”She poured coffee into a mug and handed it tohim.“With your life‟s blood.”
He finished half the mug before he sat.“Hester, you know what I said about yourlegs?”
She glanced over as she heaped eggs on a plate.“Yes?”
“Your coffee‟s almost as good as they are. Tremendous qualities in a woman.”
“Thanks.”She set the plate in front of him before moving to the toaster.
“Aren‟t you eating any of this?”
“No, just toast.”
Mitch looked down at the pile of golden eggs and crisp bacon.“Hester, I didn‟texpect you to fix
me all this when you aren‟t eating.”
“It‟s all right.”She arranged a stack of toast on a plate.“I do it for Rad allthe time.”
He covered her hand with his as she sat beside him.“I appreciate it.”
“It‟s only a couple of eggs,”she said, embarrassed.“You should eat them beforethey get cold.”
“The woman‟s a marvel,”Mitch commented as he obliged her.“She raises aninteresting and

well-balanced son, holds down a demanding job and cooks.”Mitchbit into a piece of
bacon.“Want to get married?”
She laughed and added more coffee to both mugs.“If it only takes scrambled eggsto get you to
propose, I‟m surprised you don‟t have three or four wives hiddenin the closet.”
He hadn‟t been joking. She would have seen it in his eyes if she‟d looked athim, but she was
busy spreading butter on toast. Mitch watched her competent,ringless hands a moment. It had
been a stupid way to propose and a useless wayto make her see he was serious. It was also too
soon, he admitted as he scoopedup another forkful of eggs.
The trick would be first to get her used to having him around, then to have hertrust him enough
to believe he would stay around. Then there was the big one, hemused as he lifted his cup. She
had to need him. She wouldn‟t ever need him forthe roof over her head or the food in her
cupboards. She was much too.
self-sufficient for that, and he admired it. In time, she might come to need himfor emotional
support and companionship. It would be a start.
The courting of Hester would have to be both complex and subtle. He wasn‟tcertain he knew
exactly how to go about it, but he was more than ready to start.
Today was as good a time as any.
“Got any plans for later?”
“I‟ve got to pick up Rad around noon .”She lingered over her toast, realizingit had been years
since she had shared adult company over breakfast and that ithad an appeal all of its own.“Then I
promised that I‟d take him and Josh to amatinee. The Moon of Andromeda”
“Yeah? Terrific movie. The special effects are tremendous.”
“You‟ve seen it?”She felt a twinge of disappointment. She‟d been wondering ifhe might be
willing to come along.
“Twice. There‟s a scene between the mad scientist and the sane scientist that‟llknock you out.
And there‟s this mutant that looks like a carp. Fantastic.”
“A carp.”Hester sipped her coffee.“Sounds wonderful.”
“A cinematic treat for the eyes. Can I tag along?”
“You just said you‟d seen it twice already.”
“So? The only movies I see once are dogs. Besides, I‟d like to see Rad‟sreaction to the laser
battle in deep space.”

“Is it gory?”
“Nothing Rad can‟t handle.”
“I wasn‟t asking for him.”
With a laugh, Mitch took her hand.“I‟ll be there to protect you. How about it?I‟ll spring for the
popcorn.”He brought her hand to his lips.“Buttered.”
“How could I pass up a deal like that?”
“Good. Look, I‟ll give you a hand with the dishes, then I‟ve got to go down andtake Taz out
before his bladder causes us both embarrassment.”
“Go on ahead. There isn‟t that much, and Taz is probably moaning at the door bythis time.”
“Okay.”He stood with her.“But next time I cook.”
Hester gathered up the plates.“Peanut butter and jelly?”
“lean do better than that if it impresses you.”
She smiled and reached for his empty mug.“You don‟t have to impress me.”
He caught her face in his hands while she stood with her hands full of dishes.
“Yes, I do.”He nibbled at her lips, then abruptly deepened the kiss until theywere both
breathless. She was forced to swallow when he released her.
“That‟s a good start.”
He was smiling as he brushed his lips over her forehead.“I‟ll be up in anhour.”
Hester stood where she was until she heard the door close, then quietly set thedishes down
again. How in the world had it happened? she wondered. She‟d fallenin love with the man. He‟d
be gone only an hour, yet she wanted him backalready.
Taking a deep breath, she sat down again. She had to keep herself fromoverreacting, from taking
this, as she took too many other things, tooseriously. He was fun, he was kind, but he wasn‟t
permanent. There was nothingpermanent but her and Radley. She‟d promised herself years ago
that she wouldnever forget that again. Now, more than ever, she had to remember it.

Chapter 9
“Rich, you know I hate business discussions before noon .”
Mitch sat in Skinner‟s office with Taz snoozing at his feet. Though it was afterten and he‟d been
up working for a couple of hours, he hadn‟t been ready toventure out and talk shop. He‟d had to
leave his characters on the drawing boardin a hell of a predicament, and Mitch imagined they
resented being left danglingas much as he resented leaving them.
“If you‟re going to give me a raise, that‟s fine by me, but you could‟ve waiteduntil after lunch.”
“You‟re not getting a raise.”Skinner ignored the phone that rang on his desk.
“You‟re already overpaid.”
“Well, if I‟m fired, you could definitely have waited a couple of hours.”
“You‟re not fired.”Skinner drew his brows together until they met above hisnose.“But if you
keep bringing that hound in here, I could change my mind.”
“I made Taz my agent. Anything you say to me you can say in front of him.”
Skinner sat back in his chair and folded hands that were swollen at the knucklesfrom years of
nervous cracking.“You know, Dempsey, someone who didn‟t know you
so well would think you were joking. The problem is, I happen to know you‟recrazy.”
“That‟s why we get along so well, right? Listen, Rich, I‟ve got Mirium trappedin a roomful of
wounded rebels from Zirial. Being an empath, she‟s not feelingtoo good herself. Why don‟t we
wrap this up so I can get back and take her tothe crisis point?”
“Rebels from Zirial,”Skinner mused.“You aren‟t thinking of bringing backNimrod the
Sorceror?”
“It‟s crossed my mind, and I could get back and figure out what he‟s got up hisinvisible sleeve if
you‟d tell me why you dragged me in here.”
“You work here,”Skinner pointed out.
“That‟s no excuse.”

Skinner puffed out his cheeks and let the subject drop.“You know Two MoonPictures has been
negotiating with Universal for the rights to produce Zark as afull-length film?”
“Sure. That‟s been going on a year, a year and a half now.”Since the wheelingand dealing didn‟t
interest him, Mitch stretched out a leg and began to massageTaz‟s flank with his foot.“The last
thing you told me was that the alfalfasprouts from L.A.
couldn‟t get out of their hot tubs long enough to close the deal.”Mitchgrinned.“You‟ve got a real
way with words, Rich.”
“The deal closed yesterday,”Rich said flatly.“Two Moon wants to go with Zark.”

Mitch‟s grin faded.“You‟re serious?”
“I‟m always serious,”Rich said, studying Mitch‟s reaction.“I thought you‟d bea little more
enthusiastic. Your baby‟s going to be a movie star.”
“To tell you the truth, I don‟t know how I feel.”Pushing himself out of thechair, Mitch began to
pace Rich‟s cramped office. As he passed the window, hepulled open the blinds to let in slants of
hard winter light.“Zark‟s alwaysbeen personal. I don‟t know how I feel about him going
Hollywood .”
“You got a kick out of it when B.C. Toys made the dolls.”
“Action figures,”Mitch corrected automatically.“I guess that‟s because theystayed pretty true to
the theme.”It was silly, he knew. Zark didn‟t belong tohim. He‟d created him, true, but Zark
belonged to Universal, just like all theother heroes and villains of the staff‟s fertile imaginations.
If, like Maloney,Mitch decided to move on, Zark would stay behind, the responsibility of
someoneelse‟s imagination.“Did we retain any creative leeway?”
“Afraid they‟re going to exploit your firstborn?”
“Maybe,”
“Listen, Two Moon bought the rights to Zark because he has potential at the boxoffice—the way
he is. It wouldn‟t be smart businesswise to change him. Let‟slook at the bottom line—comics are
big business. A hundred and thirty million ayear isn‟t something to shrug off. The business is
thriving now the way it ;hasn‟t since the forties, and even though it‟s bound to level off, it‟s
going tostay hot. Those jokers on the coast might dress funny, but they know a winnerwhen they
see one. Still, if you‟re worried, you could take their offer.”
“What offer?”
“They want you to write the screenplay.”

Mitch stopped where he was.“Me? I don‟t write movies.”
“You write Zark; apparently that‟s enough for the producers. Our publishersaren‟t stupid, either.
Stingy,”he added with a glance at his worn linoleum,“but not stupid. They wanted the script to
come from in-house, and there‟s aclause in the contract that says we have a shot. Two Moon
agreed to accept atreatment from you first. If it doesn‟t pan out, they still want you on theproject
as a creative consultant.”
“Creative consultant.”Mitch rolled the title around on his tongue.
“If I were you, Dempsey, I‟d get myself a two-legged agent.”
“I just might. Look, I‟m going to have to think about it. How long are theygiving me?”
“Nobody mentioned a time frame. I don‟t think the possibility of your saying nooccurred to
them. But then, they don‟t know you like I do.”
“I need a couple of days. There‟s someone I have to talk to.”
Skinner waited until he‟d started out.“Mitch, opportunity doesn‟t often kickdown your door this
way.”
“Just let me make sure I‟m at home first. I‟ll be in touch.”
When it rains it pours, Mitch thought as he and Taz walked. It had started offas a fairly normal,
even ordinary New Year. He‟d planned to dig his heels in abit and get ahead of schedule so that
he could take three or four weeks off toski, drink brandy and kick up some snow on his uncle‟s
farm. He‟d figured onmeeting one or two attractive women on the slopes to make the
eveningsinteresting. He‟d thought to sketch a little, sleep a lot and cruise the lodges.
Very simple.
Then, within weeks, everything had changed. In Hester he‟d found everything he‟dever wanted
in his personal life, but he‟d only begun to convince her that hewas everything she‟d ever wanted
in hers. Now he was being offered one of thebiggest opportunities of his professional life, but he
couldn‟t think of onewithout considering the other.
In truth, he‟d never been able to draw a hard line of demarcation between hisprofessional and
personal lives. He was the same man whether he was having acouple of drinks with friends or
burning the midnight oil with Zark. If he‟dchanged at all, it had been Hester and Radley who had
caused it. Since he‟dfallen for them, he wanted the strings he‟d always avoided, the
responsibilitieshe‟d always blithely shrugged off.
So he went to her first.

Mitch strolled into the bank with his ears tingling from the cold. The long walkhad given
him‟time to think through everything Skinner had told him and to feelthe first twinges of
excitement. Zark, in Technicolor, in stereophonic sound, inPanavision.
Mitch stopped at Kay‟s desk.“She had lunch yet?”
Kay rolled back from her terminal.“Nope.”
“Anybody with her now?”
“Not a soul.”
“Good. When‟s her next appointment?”
Kay ran her finger down the appointment book.“Two-fifteen.”
“She‟ll be back. If Rosen stops by, tell him I took Mrs. Wallace to lunch todiscuss some
refinancing.”
“Yes, sir.”
She was working on a long column of figures when Mitch opened the door. Shemoved her
fingers quickly over the adding machine, which clicked as it spewedout a stream of tape.“Kay,
I‟m going to need Lori-mar‟s construction estimate.
And would you mind ordering me a sandwich? Anything as long as it‟s quick. I‟dlike to have
these figures upstairs by the end of the day. Oh, and I‟ll need thebarter exchange transactions on
the Duberry account. Look up the 1099.”
Mitch shut the door at his back.“God, all this bank talk excites me.”
“Mitch.”Hester glanced up with the last of the figures still rolling throughher head.“What are
you doing here?”
“Breaking you out, and we have to move fast. Taz‟ll distract the guards.”He wasalready taking
her coat from the rack behind the door.“Let‟s go. Just keep yourhead down and look natural.”
“Mitch, I‟ve got—”
“To eat Chinese take-out and make love with me. In whatever order you like.
Here, button up.”
“I‟ve only half-finished with these figures.”
“They won‟t run away.”He buttoned her coat, then closed his hands over hercollar.“Hester, do

you know how long it‟s been since we had an hour alone? Fourdays.”
“I know. I‟m sorry, things have been busy.”
“Busy.”He nodded toward her desk.“No one‟s going to argue with you there, butyou‟ve also
been holding me off.”
“No, I haven‟t.”The truth was she‟d been holding herself off, trying to proveto herself that she
didn‟t need him as badly as it seemed. It hadn‟t beenworking as well as she‟d hoped. There was
tangible proof of that now as shestood facing him with her heart beating fast.“Mitch, I explained
how I feltabout... being with you with Radley in the apartment.”
“And I‟m not arguing that point, either.”Though he would have liked to.“ButRad‟s in school and
you have a constitutional right to a lunch hour. Come withme, Hester.”He let his brow rest on
hers.“I need you.”
She couldn‟t resist or refuse or pretend she didn‟t want to be with him. Knowingshe might regret
it later, she turned her back on her work.“I‟d settle for apeanut butter and jelly. I‟m not very
hungry.”
“You got it.”
Fifteen minutes later, they were walking into Mitch‟s apartment. As usual, hiscurtains were
open wide so that the sun poured through. It was warm, Hesterthought as she slipped out of her
coat. She imagined he kept the thermostat upso that he could be comfortable in his bare feet and
short-sleeved sweatshirts.
Hester stood with her coat in her hands and wondered what to do next.
“Here, let me take that.”Mitch tossed her coat carelessly over a chair.“Nicesuit, Mrs.
Wallace,”he murmured, fingering the lapel of the dark bluepinstripe.
She put a hand over his, once again afraid that things were moving too fast.“Ifeel...”
“Decadent?”
Once again, it was the humor in his eyes that relaxed her.“More like I‟ve justclimbed out my
bedroom window at midnight .”
“Did you ever?”
“No. I thought about it a lot, but I could never figure out what I was supposedto do once I
climbed down.”
“That‟s why I‟m nuts about you.”He kissed her cautious smile and felt her lipssoften and give
under his.“Climb out the bedroom window to me, Hester. I‟llshow you what to do.”Then his

hands were in her hair, and her control scatteredas quickly as the pins.
She wanted him. Perhaps it had a great deal to do with madness, but oh, how shewanted him. In
the long nights since they‟d been together like this, she‟dthought of him, of how he touched her,
where he touched her, and now his handswere there, just as she remembered. This time she
moved faster than he, pullinghis sweater up over his head to feast on the warm, taut flesh
beneath. Her teethnipped into his lip, insisting, inciting, until he was dragging the jacket fromher
and fumbling with the buttons that ranged down the back of her blouse.
His touch wasn‟t as gentle when he found her, nor was he as patient. But she hadlong since
thrown caution aside. Now, pressed hard against him, she grippedpassion with both hands.
Whether it was day or night no longer mattered. She waswhere she wanted to be, where, no
matter how she struggled to pretend otherwise,she needed to be.
Madness, yes, it was madness. She wondered how she‟d lived so long without it.
He unfastened her skirt so that it flowed over her hips and onto the floor. Witha groan of
satisfaction he pressed his mouth to her throat. Four days? Had itonly been four days? It seemed
like years since be had had her close and alone.
She was as hot and as desperate against him as he‟d dreamed she would be. Hecould savor the
feel of her even as desire clamped inside his gut and swam inhis head. He wanted to spend hours
touching, being touched, but the intensity ofthe moment, the lack of time and her urgent
murmurs made it impossible.
“The bedroom,”she managed as he pulled the thin straps of her lingerie over hershoulders.
“No, here. Right here.”He fastened his mouth on hers and pulled her to thefloor.
He would have given her more. Even though his own system was straining towardthe breaking
point, he would have given her more, but she was wrapped aroundhim. Before he could catch his
breath, her hands were on his hips, guiding himto her. She dug her fingers into his flesh as she
murmured his name, and wholegalaxies seemed to explode inside his head.
When she could think again, Hester stared at the dust motes that danced in abeam of sunlight.
She was lying on a priceless Aubusson with Mitch‟s headpillowed between her breasts. It was
the middle of the day, she had a pile of
paperwork on her desk, and she‟d just spent the better part of her lunch makinglove on the floor.
She couldn‟t remember ever being more content.
She hadn‟t known life could be like this—an adventure, a carnival. For years shehadn‟t believed
there was room for the madness of love and lovemaking in a worldthat revolved around
responsibilities. Now, just now, she was beginning torealize she could have both. For how long,
she couldn‟t be sure. Perhaps one daywould be enough. She combed her fingers through his hair.

“I‟m glad you came to take me to lunch.”
“If this is any indication, we‟re going to have to make it a habit. Still wantthat sandwich?”
“Uh-uh. I don‟t need anything.”But you. Hester sighed, realizing she was goingto have to accept
that.“I‟m going to have to get back.”
“You don‟t have an appointment until after two. I checked. Your barter exchangetransactions
can wait a few more minutes, can‟t they?”
“I suppose.”
“Come on.”He was up and pulling her to her feet.
“Where?”
“We‟ll have a quick shower, then I need to talk to you.”
Hester accepted his offer of a robe and tried not to worry about what he had tosay. She
understood Mitch well enough to know he was full of surprises. Thetrouble was, she wasn‟t
certain she was ready for another. Shoulders tense, shesat beside him on the couch and waited.
“You look like you‟re waiting for the blindfold and your last cigarette.”
Hester shook back her still-damp hair and tried to smile.“No, it‟s just thatyou sounded so
serious.”
“I‟ve told you before, I have my serious moments.”He shoved magazines off thetable with his
foot.“I had some news today, and I haven‟t decided how I feelabout it. I wanted to see what you
thought.”
“Your family?”she began, instantly concerned.
“No.”He took her hand.“I guess I‟m making it sound like bad news, and it‟snot. At least I don‟t
think it is. A production company in Hollywood just cut adeal with Universal to make a movie
out of Zark.”
Hester stared at him a moment, then blinked.“A movie. Well, that‟s wonderful.
Isn‟t it? I mean, I know he‟s very popular in comics, but a movie would be evenbigger. You
should be thrilled, and very proud that your work can translate thatway.”
“I just don‟t know if they can pull if off, if they can bring him to the screenwith the right tone,
the right emotion. Don‟t look at me that way.”
“Mitch, I know how you feel about Zark. At least I think I do. He‟s yourcreation, and he‟s

important to you.”
“He‟s real to me,”Mitch corrected.“Up here,”he said, tapping his temple.
“And, as corny as it might sound, in here.”He touched a hand to his heart.“Hemade a difference
in my life, made a difference in how I looked at myself and mywork. I don‟t want to see them
screw him up and make him into some cardboardhero or, worse, into something infallible and
perfect.”
Hester was silent a moment. She began to understand that giving birth to an ideamight be as lifealtering as giving birth to a child.“Let me ask you something:why did you create him?”
“I wanted to make a hero—a very human one— with flaws and vulnerabilities, and Iguess with
high standards. Someone kids could relate to because he was justflesh and blood, but powerful
enough inside to fight back. Kids don‟t have ahell of a lot of choices, you know. I remember
when I was young I wanted to beable to say„no, I don‟t want to, I don‟t like that.‟When I read, I
could seethere were possibilities, ways out. That‟s what I wanted Zark to be;”
“Do you think you succeeded?”
“Yeah. On a personal level, I succeeded when I came up with the first issue.
Professionally, Zark has pushed Universal to the top. He translates intomillions of dollars a year
for the business.”
“Do you resent that?”
“No, why should I?”
“Then you shouldn‟t resent seeing him take the next step.”
Mitch fell silent, thinking. He might have known Hester would see things moreclearly and be
able to cut through everything to the most practical level.
Wasn‟t that just one more reason he needed her?“They offered to let me do the screenplay.”
“What?”She was sitting straight up now, eyes wide.“Oh, Mitch, that‟swonderful. I‟m so proud
of you.”
He continued to play with her fingers.“I haven‟t done it yet.”
“Don‟t you think you can?”
“I‟m not sure.”
She started to speak, then caught herself. After a moment, she spoke carefully.

“Strange, if anyone had asked, I would have said you were the mostself-confident man I‟d ever
met. Added to that, I‟d have said that you‟d be muchtoo selfish with Zark to let anyone else write
him.”
“There‟s a difference between writing a story line for a comic series andwriting a screenplay for
a major motion picture.”
“So?”
He had to laugh.“Tossing my own words back at me, aren‟t you?”
“You can write, I‟d be the first to say that you have a very fluid imagination,and you know your
character better than anyone else. I don‟t see the problem.”
“Screwing up is the problem. Anyway, if I don‟t do the script, they want me ascreative
consultant.”
“I can‟t tell you what to do, Mitch.”
“But?”
She leaned forward, putting her hands on his shoulders.“Write the script,Mitch. You‟ll hate
yourself if you don‟t try. There aren‟t any guarantees, butif you don‟t take the risk, there‟s no
reward either.”
He lifted a hand to hers and held it firmly as he watched her.“Do you reallyfeel that way?”
“Yes, I do. I also believe in you.”She leaned closer and touched her mouth tohis.
“Marry me, Hester.”
With her lips still on his, she froze. Slowly, very slowly, she drew away.
“What?”
“Marry me.”He took her hands in his to hold them still.“Hove you.”
“Don‟t. Please don‟t do this.”
“Don‟t what? Don‟t love you?”He tightened his grip as she struggled to pullaway.“It‟s a great
deal too late for that, and I think you know it. I‟m notlying when I tell you that I‟ve never felt
about anyone the way I feel aboutyou. I want to spend my life with you.”
“I can‟t.”Her voice was breathless. It seemed each word she pushed out searedthe back of her
throat.“I can‟t marry you. I don‟t want to marry anyone. Youdon‟t understand what you‟re

asking.”
“Just because I haven‟t been there doesn‟t mean I don‟t know.”He‟d expectedsurprise, even
some resistance. But he could see now he‟d totally miscalculated.
There was out-and-out fear in her eyes and full panic in her voice.“Hester, I‟mnot Allan and we
both know you‟re not the same woman you were when you weremarried to him.”
“It doesn‟t matter. I‟m not going through that again, and I won‟t put Radleythrough it.”She
pulled away and started to dress.“You‟re not beingreasonable.”
“I‟m not?”Struggling for calm, he walked behind her and began to do up herbuttons. Her back
went rigid.“You‟re the one who‟s basing her feelings now onsomething that happened years
ago.”
“I don‟t want to talk about it.”
“Maybe not, and maybe now‟s not the best time, but you‟re going to have to.”
Though she resisted, he turned her around.“We‟re going to have to.”
She wanted to get away, far enough that she could bury everything that had beensaid. But for the
moment she had to face it.“Mitch, we‟ve known each other fora matter of weeks, and we‟ve just
begun to be close. I‟ve also just begun to beable to accept what‟s happening between us.”
“What is happening?”he demanded.“Aren‟t you the one who said at the beginningthat you
weren‟t interested in casual sex?”
She paled a bit, then turned away to pick up her suit jacket.“There wasn‟tanything casual about
it.”
“No, there wasn‟t, not for either of us. You understand that?”
“Yes, but—”
“Hester, I said I loved you. Now I want to know how you feel about me.”
“I don‟t know.”She let out a gasp when he grabbed her shoulders again.“I tellyou I don‟t know.
I think I love you. Today. You‟re asking me to risk everythingI‟ve done, the life I‟ve built for
myself and Rad,over an emotion I already know can change overnight.”
“Love doesn‟t change overnight,”he corrected.“It can be killed or it can benurtured. That‟s up to
the people involved. I want a commitment from you, afamily, and I want to give those things
back to you.”
“Mitch, this is all happening too fast, much too fast for both of us.”

“Damn it, Hester, I‟m thirty-five years old, not some kid with hot pants and nobrains. I don‟t
want to marry you so I can have convenient sex and a hotbreakfast, but because I know we could
have something together, something real,something important.”
“You don‟t know what marriage is like, you‟re only imagining.”
“And you‟re only remembering a bad one. Hester, look at me. Look at me,”hedemanded
again.“When the hell are you going to stop using Radley‟s father as ayardstick?”
“He‟s the only one I‟ve got.”She shook him off again and tried to catch herbreath.“Mitch, I‟m
flattered that you want me.”
“The hell with that.”
“Please.”She dragged a hand through her hair.“I do care about you, and theonly thing I‟m really
sure of is that I don‟t want to lose you.”
“Marriage isn‟t the end of a relationship, Hester.”
“I can‟t think about marriage. I‟m sorry.”The panic flowed in and out of hervoice until she was
forced to stop and calm it.“If you don‟t want to see meanymore, I‟ll try to understand. But I‟d
rather...I hope we can just let thingsgo on the way they are.”
He dug his hands into his pockets. He had a habit of pushing too far too fast,and knew it. But he
hated to waste the time he could already imagine them havingtogether.“For how long, Hester?”
“For as long as it lasts.”She closed her eyes.“That sounds hard. I don‟t meanit to. You mean a
great deal to me, more than I thought anyone ever wouldagain.”
Mitch brushed a finger over her cheek and brought it away wet.“A low blow,”hemurmured,
studying the tear.
“I‟m sorry. I don‟t mean to do this. I had no idea that you were thinking alongthese lines.”
“I can see that.”He gave a self-deprecating laugh.“In three dimensions.”
“I‟ve hurt you. I can‟t tell you how much I regret that.”
“Don‟t. I asked for it. The truth is, I hadn‟t planned on asking you to marry mefor at least a
week.”
She started to touch his hand, but stopped.“Mitch, can we just forget all this,go on as we were?”
He reached out and straightened the collar of her jacket.“I‟m afraid not. I‟vemade up my mind,
Hester. That‟s something I try to do only once or twice a year.

Once I‟ve done it, there‟s no turning back,”His gaze came up to hers with thatrush of intensity
she felt to the bone.“I‟m going to marry you, sooner orlater. If it has to be later, that‟s fine. I‟ll
just give you some time to getused to it.”
“Mitch, I won‟t change my mind. It wouldn‟t be fair if I let you think I would.
It isn‟t a matter of a whim, but of a promise I made to myself.”
“Some promises are best broken.”
She shook her head.“I don‟t know what else to say. I just wish—”
He pressed his finger to her lips.“We‟ll talk about it later. I‟ll take youback to work.”
“No, don‟t bother. Really,“she said when he started to argue.“I‟d like sometime to think,
anyway. Being with you makes that difficult.”
“That‟s a good start.”He took her chin in his hand and studied her face.“Youlook fine, but next
time don‟t cry when I ask you to marry me. It‟s hell on theego.”He kissed her before she could
speak.“See you later, Mrs. Wallace. Thanksfor lunch.”
A little dazed, she walked out into the hall.“I‟ll call you later.”
“Do that. I‟ll be around.”
He closed the door, then turned to lean back against it. Hurt? He rubbed a spotjust under his
heart. Damn right it hurt. If anyone had told him that being inlove could cause the heart to twist,
he‟d have continued to avoid it. He‟d had atwinge when his long-ago love in New Orleans had
deserted him. It hadn‟tprepared him for this sledgehammer blow. What could possibly have?But
he wasn‟t giving up. What he had to do was figure out a plan ofattack—subtle, clever and
irresistible. Mitch glanced down at Taz consideringly.

“Where do you think Hester would like to go on our honeymoon?”
The dog grumbled, then rolled over on his back.
“No,”Mitch decided,“Bermuda„s overdone. Never mind, I‟ll come up withsomething.”

Chapter 10

“Radley, you and your friends have to tone down the volume on the war, please.”
Hester took the measuring tape from around her neck and stretched it out overthe wall space.
Perfect, she thought with a satisfied nod. Then she took thepencil from behind her ear to mark
two Xs where the nails would go.
The little glass shelves she would hang were a present to herself, one that wascompletely
unnecessary and pleased her a great deal. She didn‟t consider the actof hanging them herself a
show of competence or independence, but simply onemore of the ordinary chores she‟d been
doing on her own for years. With a hammerin one hand, she lined up the first nail. She‟d given it
two good whacks whensomeone knocked on the door.
“Just a minute.”She gave the nail a final smack. From Radley‟s bedroom came thesounds of
antiaircraft and whistling missiles. Hester took the second nail outof her mouth and stuck it in
her pocket.“Rad, we‟re going to be arrested fordisturbing the peace.”She opened the door to
Mitch.“Hi.”
The pleasure showed instantly, gratifying him. It had been two days since he‟dseen her, since
he‟d told her he loved her and wanted to marry her. In two dayshe‟d done a lot of hard thinking,
and could only hope that, despite herself,Hester had done some thinking, too.
“Doing some remodeling?”he asked with a nod at the hammer.
“Just hanging a shelf.”She wrapped both hands around the handle of the hammer,feeling like a
teenager.“Come in.”
He glanced toward Radley‟s room as she shut the door. It sounded as though amajor air strike
was in progress.“You didn‟t mention you were opening aplayground.”
“It‟s been a lifelong dream of mine. Rad, they‟ve just signed a treaty—hold yourfire!”With a
cautious smile for Mitch, she waved him toward a chair.“Radleyhas Josh over today, and
Ernie—Ernie lives upstairs and goes to school withRad.”
“Sure, the Bitterman kid. I know him. Nice,”he commented as he looked at theshelves.
“They‟re a present for completing a successful month at National Trust.”Hesterran a finger
along a beveled edge. She really did want this more than a newoutfit.
“You‟re on the reward program?”
“Self-reward.”

“The best kind. Want me to finish that for you?”
“Oh?”She glanced down at the hammer.“Oh, no, thanks. I can do it. Why don‟tyou sit down?
I‟ll get you some coffee.”
“You hang the shelf, I‟ll get the coffee.”He kissed the tip of her nose.“Andrelax, will you?”
“Mitch.”He‟d taken only two steps away when she reached for his arm.“I‟mawfully glad to see
you. I was afraid, well, that you were angry.”
“Angry?”He gave her a baffled look.“About what?”
“About...”She trailed off as he continued to stare at her in a half interested,half curious way that
made her wonder if she‟d imagined everything he‟d said.
“Nothing.”She dug the nail out of her pocket.“Help yourself to the coffee.”
“Thanks.”He grinned at the back of her head. He‟d done exactly what he‟d setout to do—
confuse her. Now she‟d be thinking about him, about what had been saidbetween them. The
more she thought about it, the closer she‟d be to seeingreason.
Whistling between his teeth, he strolled into the kitchen while Hester banged inthe second nail.
He had asked her to marry him. She remembered everything he‟d said, everythingshe‟d said in
return. And she knew that he‟d been angry and hurt. Hadn‟t shespent two days regretting that
she‟d had to cause that? Now he strolled in asthough nothing had happened.
Hester set down the hammer, then lifted the shelves. Maybe he‟d cooled offenough to be
relieved that she‟d said no. That could be it, she decided,wondering why the idea didn‟t ease her
mind as much as it should have.
“You made cookies.”Mitch came in carrying two mugs, with a plate of freshcookies balanced on
top of one.
“This morning.”She smiled over her shoulder as she adjusted the shelves.
“You want to bring that up a little on the right.”He sat on the arm of a chair,then set her mug
down so his hands would be free for the chocolate-chip cookies.
“Terrific,”he decided after the first bite.“And, if I say so myself, I‟m anexpert.”
“I‟m glad they pass.”With her mind on her shelves, Hester stepped back toadmire them.
“It‟s important. I don‟t know if I could marry a woman who made lousy cookies.”
He picked up a second one and examined it,“Yeah, maybe I could,”he said asHester turned

slowly to stare at him.“But it would be tough.”He devoured thesecond one and smiled at
her.“Luckily, it won‟t have to be an issue.”
“Mitch.”Before she could work out what to say, Radley came barreling in, histwo friends behind
him.
“Mitch!”Delighted with the company, Radley screeched to a halt beside him sothat Mitch‟s arm
went naturally around his shoulders.“We just had the neatestbattle. We‟re the only survivors.”
“Hungry work. Have a cookie.”
Radley took one and shoved it into his mouth.“We‟ve got to go up to Ernie‟s andget more
weapons.”He reached for another cookie, then caught his mother‟s eye.
“You didn‟t bring Taz up.”
“He stayed up late watching a movie. He‟s sleeping in today.”
“Okay.”Radley accepted this before turning to his mother.“Is it okay if we goup to Ernie‟s for a
while?”
“Sure. Just don‟t go outside unless you let me know.”
“We won‟t. You guys go ahead. I gotta get something.”
He raced back to the bedroom while his friends trooped to the door.
“I‟m glad he‟s making some new friends,”Hester commented as she reached for her
mug.“He was worried about it.”
“Radley‟s not the kind of kid who has trouble making friends.”
“No, he‟s not.”
“He‟s also fortunate to have a mother who lets them come around and bakescookies for
them.”He took another sip of coffee. His mother‟s cook had bakedlittle cakes. He thought Hester
would understand it wasn‟t quite the same thing.
“Of course, once we‟re married we‟ll have to give him some brothers and sisters.
What are you going to put on the shelf?”
“Useless things,”she murmured, staring at him.“Mitch, I don‟t want to fight,but I think we
should clear this up.”

“Clear what up? Oh, I meant to tell you I started on the script. It‟s goingpretty well.”
“I‟m glad.”And confused.“Really, that‟s wonderful, but I think we should talkabout this
business first.”
“Sure, what business was that?”
She opened her mouth, and was once more interrupted by her son. When Radley camein, Hester
walked away to put a small china cat on the bottom shelf.
“I made something for you in school.”Embarrassed, Radley held his hands behindhis back.
“Yeah?”Mitch set his coffee down.“Do I jet to see it?”
“It‟s Valentine‟s Day, you know.”After-a moment‟s hesitation, he handed Mitch acard
fashioned out of construction paper and blue ribbon.“I made Mom this heartwith lace stuff, but I
thought the ribbon was better for guys.”Radley shuffledhis feet.“It opens.”
Not certain he could trust his voice, Mitch opened the card. Radley had used hisvery best block
printing.
“To my best friend, Mitch. I love you, Radley.”He had to clear his throat, andhoped he wouldn‟t
make a fool out of himself.“It‟s great. I, ah, nobody evermade me a card before.”
“Really?”Embarrassment faded with surprise.“I make them for Mom all the time.
She says she likes them better than the ones you buy.”
“I like this one a lot better,”Mitch told him. He wasn‟t sure boys that werenearly ten tolerated
being kissed, but he ran a hand over Radley‟s hair andkissed him anyway.“Thanks.”
“You‟re welcome. See ya.”
“Yeah.”Mitch heard the door slam as he stared down at the little folded pieceof construction
paper.
“I didn‟t know he‟d made it,”Hester said quietly.“I guess he wanted to keep ita secret.”
“He did a nice job.”At the moment, he didn‟t have the capacity to explain whatthe paper and
ribbon meant to him. Rising, he walked to the window with the cardin his hands.“I‟m crazy
about him.”
“I know.”She moistened her lips. She did know it. If she‟d ever doubted theextent of Mitch‟s
feelings for her son, she‟d just seen full proof of it. Itonly made things more difficult.“In just a
few weeks, you‟ve done so much forhim. I know neither one of us have the right to expect you to
be there, but Iwant you to know it means a lot that you are.”

He had to clamp down on a surge of fury. He didn‟t want her gratitude, but onehell of a lot
more. Keep cool, Dempsey, he warned himself.“The best advice Ican give you is to get used to
it, Hester.”
“That‟s exactly what I can‟t do.”Driven, she went to him.“Mitch, I do care foryou, but I‟m not
going to depend on you. I can‟t afford to expect or anticipateor rely.”
“So you‟ve said.”He set the card down carefully on the table.“I‟m notarguing.”
“What you were saying before—”
“What did I say?”
“About when we were married.”
“Did I say that?”He smiled at her as he wound her hair around his finger.“Idon‟t know what I
could have been thinking of.”
“Mitch, I have a feeling you‟re trying to throw me off guard.”
“Is it working?”
Treat it lightly, she told herself. If he wanted to make a game of it, she‟doblige him.“Only to the
point that it confirms what I‟ve always thought aboutyou. You‟re a very strange man.”
“In what context?”
“Okay, to begin with, you talk to your dog.”
“He talks back, so that doesn‟t count. Try again.”With her hair still woundaround his finger, he
tugged her a bit closer. Whether she realized it or not,they were talking about their relationship,
and she was relaxed.
“You write comic books for a living. And you read them.”
“Being a woman with banking experience, you should understand the importance ofa good
investment. Do you know what the double issue of my Defenders of Perth isworth to a collector?
Modesty prevents me from naming figures.”
“I bet it does.”
He acknowledged this with a slight nod.“And, Mrs. Wallace, I‟d be happy todebate the value of
literature in any form with you. Did I mention that I wascaptain of the debating team in high
school?”

“No.”She had her hands on his chest, once again drawn to the tough, disciplinedbody beneath
the tattered sweater.“There‟s also the fact that you haven‟tthrown out a newspaper or magazine
in five years.”
“I‟m saving up for the big paper drive of the second millenium. Conservation ismy middle
name.”
“You also have an answer for everything.”
“There‟s only one I want from you. Did I mention that I fell for your eyes rightafter I fell for
your legs?”
“No, you didn‟t.”Her lips curved just a little.“I never told you that thefirst time I saw you,
through the peephole, I stared at you for a long time.”
“I know.”He grinned back at her.“If you look in those things right, you cansee a shadow.”
“Oh,”she said, and could think of nothing else to say.
“You know, Mrs. Wallace, those kids could come running back in here anytime. Doyou mind if
we stop talking for a few minutes?”
“No.”She slipped her arms around him.“I don‟t mind at all.”
She didn‟t want to admit even to herself that she felt safe, protected, with hisarms around her.
But she did. She didn‟t want to accept that she‟d been afraidof losing him, terrified of the hole he
would have left in her life. But thefear had been very real. It faded now as she lifted her lips to
his.
She couldn‟t think about tomorrow or the future Mitch sketched so easily withtalk of marriage
and family. She‟d been taught that marriage was forever, butshe‟d learned that it was a promise
easily made and easily broken. There wouldbe no more broken promises in her life, no more
broken vows.
Feelings might rush through her, bringing with them longings and silver-dusteddreams. Her
heart might be lost to him, but her will was still her own. Even asher hands gripped him tighter,
pulled him closer, Hester, told herself it wasthat will that would save them both unhappiness
later.
“I love you, Hester.”He murmured the words against her mouth, knowing she mightnot want to
hear them but that it was something he had to say. If he said itenough, she might begin to believe
the words and, more, the meaning behind them.

He wanted forever from her—forever for her—not just a moment like this, stolenin the sunlight

that poured through the window, or other moments, takes in theshadows. Only once before had
he wanted anything with something close to thisintensity. That had been something abstract,
something nebulous called art. Thetime had eventually come when he‟d been forced to admit
that dream would neverbe within reach.
But Hester was here in his arms. He could hold her like this and taste thesweet, warm longings
that stirred in her. She wasn‟t a dream, but a woman heloved and wanted and would have. If
keeping her meant playing games until thelayers of her resistance were washed away, then he‟d
play.
He lifted his hands to her face, twining his fingers into her hair.“I guess thekids will be coming
back.”
“Probably.”Her lips sought his again. Had she ever felt this sense of urgencybefore?“I wish we
had more time.”
““Do you?”
Her eyes were half-closed as he drew away.“Yes.”
“Let me come back tonight.”
“Oh, Mitch.”She stepped into his arms to rest her head on his shoulder. For thefirst time in a
decade, she found the mother and the woman at war.“I want you.
You know that, don‟t you?”
Her heart was still pumping hard and fast against his.“I think I figured itout.”
“I wish we could be together tonight, but there‟s Rad.”
“I know how you feel about me staying here with Rad in the next room. Hester...”
He ran his hands up her arms to rest them on her shoulders.“Why not be honestwith him. tell
hint we care about each other and want to be together?”
“Mitch, he‟s only a baby.”
“No, he‟s not. No, wait,”he continued before she could speak again.“I‟m notsaying we should
make it seem casual or careless, but that we should let Radleyknow how we feel about each
other, and when two grown people feel this stronglyabout each other they need to show it.”
It seemed so simple when he said it, so logical, so natural. Gathering herthoughts, she stepped
back.“Mitch, Rad loves you, and he loves with theinnocence and lack of restriction of a child.”
“I love him, too.”

She looked into his eyes and nodded.“Yes, I think you do, and if it‟s true, Ihope you‟ll
understand. I‟m afraid that if I bring Radley into this at thispoint he‟ll come to depend on you
even more than he already does. He‟d come tolook at you as...”
“As a father,”Mitch finished.“You don‟t want a father in his life, do you,Hester?”
“That‟s not fair.”Her eyes, usually so calm and clear, turned to smoke.
“Maybe not, but if I were you I‟d give it some hard thought.”
“There‟s no reason to say cruel things because I won‟t have sex with you when myson‟s
sleeping in the next room.”
He caught her by the shirt so fast she could only stare. She‟d seen him annoyed,pushed close to
the edge, but never furious.“Damn you, do you think that‟s allI‟m talking about? If all I wanted
was sex, I could go downstairs and pick upthe phone. Sex is easy, Hester. All it takes is two
people and a little sparetime.”
“I‟m sorry.”She closed her eyes, knowing she‟d never said or done anything inher life she‟d
been more ashamed of.“That was stupid. Mitch, I just keepfeeling as though my back‟s against
the wall. I need some time, please.”
“So do I. But the time I need is with you.”He dropped his hands and stuck themin his
pockets.“I‟m pressuring you. I know it and I‟m not going to stop,because I believe in us.”
“I wish I could, also, honestly I do, but there‟s too much at stake for me.”
And for himself, Mitch thought, but was calm enough now to hold off,“We‟ll letk ride for a
while. Are you and Rad up to hitting a few arcades at Times Squaretonight?”
“Sure. He‟d love it.”She stepped toward him again.“So would I.”
“You say that now, but you won‟t after I humiliate you with my superior skill.”
“I love you.”
He let out a long breath, fighting back the urge to grab her again and refuse tolet go.“You going
to let me know when you‟re comfortable with that?”
“You‟ll be the first.”
He picked up the card Radley had made him.“Tell Rad -I‟ll see him later.”
“I will.”He was halfway to the door when she started after him.“Mitch, whydon‟t you come to
dinner tomorrow? I‟ll fix a pot roast.”

He tilted his head.“The kind with the little potatoes and carrots all around?”
“Sure.”
“And biscuits?”
She smiled.“If you want.”
“Sounds great, but I‟m tied up.”
“Oh.”She struggled with the need to ask how, but reminded herself she didn‟thave the right.
Mitch smiled, selfishly pleased to see her disappointment.“Can I have a raincheck?”
“Sure.”She tried to answer the smile.“I guess Radley told you about hisbirthday next week,”she
said when Mitch reached the door.
“Only five or six times.”He paused, his hand on the knob.
“He‟s having a party next Saturday afternoon. I know he‟d like you to come ifyou can.”
“I‟ll be there. Look, why don‟t we take off about seven? I‟ll bring thequarters.”
“We‟ll be ready.”He wasn‟t going to kiss her goodbye, she thought.“Mitch, I—”
“I almost forgot.”Casually he reached in his back pocket and pulled out a smallbox.
“What is it?”
“It‟s Valentine‟s Day, isn‟t it?”He put it in her hand.“So this is aValentine‟s Day present.”
“A Valentine‟s Day present,”she repeated dumbly.
“Yeah, tradition, remember? I thought about candy, but I figured you‟d spend awhole lot of time
making sure Radley didn‟t eat too much of it. But look, ifyou‟d rather have candy, I‟ll just take
this back and—”
“No.”She pulled the box out of his reach, then laughed.“I don‟t even know whatit is.”
“You‟d probably find out if you open the box.”
Flipping the lid, she saw the thin gold chain that held a heart no bigger thanher thumbnail. It
glittered with the diamonds that formed it.“Oh, Mitch, it‟sgorgeous.”
“Something told me it‟d be a bigger hit with you than candy. Candy would havemade you think

about oral hygiene.”
“I‟m not that bad,”she countered, then lifted the heart out of the box.“Mitch,it‟s really beautiful,
I love it, but it‟s too—”
“Conventional, I know,”he interrupted as he took it from her.“But I‟m justthat kind of guy.”
“You are?”
“Just turn around and let me hook it for you.”
She obeyed, lifting one hand up under her hair.“I do love it, but I don‟texpect you to buy me
expensive presents.”
“Um-hmm.”His brows were drawn together as he worked the clasp.“I didn‟t expectbacon and
eggs, but you seemed to get a kick out of fixing them.”The claspsecured, he turned her around to
face him.“I get a kick out of seeing you wearmy heart around your neck.”
“Thank you.”She touched a finger to the heart.“I didn‟t buy you any candy,either, but maybe I
can give you something else.”
She was smiling when she kissed him, gently, teasingly, with a power thatsurprised them both. It
took only an instant, an instant to be lost, to need, toimagine. His back was to the door as he
moved his hands from her face to herhair to her shoulders, then to her hips to mold her even
more truly against him.
The fire burned, hot and fast, so that even when she drew away he felt singed byit. With his eyes
on hers, Mitch let out a very long, very slow breath.
“I guess those kids will be coming back.”
“Any minute.”
“Uh-huh.”He kissed her lightly on the brow before he turned and opened thedoor.“See you
later.”
He would go down to get Taz, Mitch thought as he started down the hall. Then hewas going for
a walk. A long one.
***
True to his word Mitch‟s pockets were filled with quarters. The arcades werepacked with people
and echoed with the pings and whistles and machine-gun soundeffects of the games. Hester
stood to the side as Mitch and Radley used theircombined talents to save the world from
intergalactic wars.

“Nice shooting, Corporal.”Mitch slapped the boy‟s shoulder as a Phaser IIrocket disintegrated in
a flash of colored light.
“It‟s your turn.”Radley relinquished the controls to his superior officer.
“Watch out for the sensor missiles.”
“Don‟t worry. I‟m a veteran.”
“We‟re going to beat the high score.”Radley tore his eyes away from the screenlong enough to
look at his mother.“Then we can put our initials up. Isn‟t thisa neat place? It‟s got everything.”
Everything, Hester, including some seamy-looking characters in leather andtattoos. The machine
behind her let out a high-pitched scream.“Just stay close,okay?”
“Okay, Corporal, we‟re only seven hundred points away from the high score. Keepyour eyes
peeled for nuclear satellites.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”Radley clenched his jaw and took the controls.
“Good reflexes,”Mitch said to Hester as he watched Radley control his ship withone hand and
fire surface-to-air missiles with the other.
“Josh has one of those home video games. Rad loves to go over and play thingslike this,”She
caught her bottom lip between her teeth as Radley‟s ship barelymissed annihilation.“I can never
figure out how he can tell what‟s going on.
Oh, look, he‟s passed the high score.”
They continued to watch in tense silence as Radley fought bravely to the lastman. As a finale,
the screen exploded in brilliant fireworks of sound and light.

“A new record.”Mitch hoisted Radley in the air.“This calls for a fieldpromotion. Sergeant,
inscribe your initials.”
“But you got more points than I did.”
“Who‟s counting? Go ahead.”
Face flushed with pride, Radley clicked the button that ran through thealphabet. R.A.W. A for
Allan, Mitch thought, and said nothing.
“My initials spell raw, and backward they spell war—pretty neat, huh?”

“Pretty neat,”Mitch agreed.“Want to give it a shot, Hester?”
“No, thanks. I‟ll just watch.”
“Mom doesn‟t like to play,”Radley confided.“Her palms sweat.”
“Your palms sweat?”Mitch repeated with a grin.
Hester sent a telling look in Radley‟s direction.“It‟s the pressure. I can‟ttake being responsible
for the fate of the world. I know it‟s a game,”she saidbefore Mitch could respond.“But I get,
well, caught up.”
“You‟re terrific, Mrs. Wallace.”He kissed her as Radley looked on andconsidered.
It made him feel funny to see Mitch kiss his mother. He wasn‟t sure if it was agood funny or a
bad funny. Then Mitch dropped a hand to his shoulder. It alwaysmade Radley feel nice when
Mitch put his hand there.
“Okay, what‟ll it be next, the Amazon jungles, medieval times, a search for thekiller shark?”
“I like the one with the ninja. I saw a ninja movie I at Josh‟s once—well,almost did. Josh‟s mom
turned it off because one of the women was taking herclothes off and stuff.”
“Oh, yeah?”Mitch stifled a laugh as Hester‟s mouth dropped open.“What was thename?”
“Never mind.”Hester gripped Radley‟s hand.“I‟m sure Josh‟s parents just made amistake.”
“Josh‟s dad thought it was about throwing stars and kung fu. Josh‟s mom got madand made him
take it back to the video place and get something else. But I stilllike ninjas.”
“Let‟s see if we can find a free machine,”Mitch fell into step beside Hester,“I don‟t think he was
marked for life.”
“I‟d still like to know what„and stuff means.”
“Me, too.”He swung an arm around her shoulders to steer her through a clutch
ofteenagers.“Maybe we could rent it.”
“I‟ll pass, thanks.”
“You don‟t want to see Naked Ninjas from Nagasaki !”When she turned around tostare at him,
Mitch held out both hands, palms up.“I made it up. I swear.”
“Hmmm.”
“Here‟s one. Can I play this one?”

Mitch continued to grin at Hester as he dug out quarters.
The time passed so that Hester almost stopped hearing the noise from bothmachines and people.
To placate Radley she played a few of the less intensegames, ones that didn‟t deal with world
domination or universal destruction. Butfor the most part she watched, pleased him to see him
enjoying what was for hima real night on the town.
They must look like a family, she thought as Radley and Mitch bent over thecontrols in a headto-head duel. She wished she still believed in such things.
But to her, families and lifetime commitments were as fanciful as the machinesthat spewed out
color and light around them.
Day-to-day, Hester thought with a little sigh. That was all she could afford tobelieve in now. In
a few hours she would tuck Radley in bed and go to her roomalone. That was the only way to
make sure they were both safe. She heard Mitchlaugh and shout encouragement to Radley, and
looked away. It was the only way,she told herself again. No matter how much she wanted or was
tempted to believeagain, she couldn‟t risk it.
“How about the pinball machines?”Mitch suggested.
“They‟re okay.”Though they rang with wild colors and lights, Radley didn‟t findthem terribly
exciting.“Mom likes them though.”
“Are you any good?”
Hester pushed aside her uneasy thoughts.“Not bad.”
“Care to go one-on-one?”He jingled the quarters in his pockets.
Though she‟d never considered herself highly competitive, she was swayed by hissmug
look.“All right.”
She‟d always had a touch for pinball, a light enough, quick enough touch to havebeaten her
brother nine times out of ten. Though these machines were electronicand more sophisticated than
the ones she‟d played in her youth, she didn‟t doubtshe could make a good showing.
“I could give you a handicap,”Mitch suggested as he pushed coins into the slot.

“Funny, I was just going to say the same thing to you.”With a smile, Hestertook the controls.
It had something to do with black magic and white knights. Hester tuned out thesounds and
concentrated on keeping the ball in play. Her timing was sharp. Mitchstood behind her with his

hands tucked in his back pockets and nodded as shesent the ball spinning.
He liked the way she leaned into the machine, her lips slightly parted, her eyesnarrowed and
alert. Now and then she would catch her tongue between her teethand push her body forward as
if to follow the ball on its quick, erratic course.

The little silver ball rammed into rubber, sending bells ringing and lightsflashing. By the time
her first ball dropped, she‟d already racked up animpressive score.
“Not bad for an amateur,”Mitch commented with a wink to Radley.
“I‟m just warming up,”With a smile, she stepped back.
Radley watched the progress of the ball as Mitch took control. But he had tostand on his toes to
get the full effect. It was pretty neat when the ball gothung up in the top of the machine where
the bumpers sent it vibrating back andforth in a blur. He glanced behind him at the rows of other
machines and wishedhe‟d thought to ask for another quarter before they‟d started to play. But if
hecouldn‟t play, he could watch. He edged away to get a closer look at a nearbygame.
“Looks like I‟m ahead by a hundred,”Mitch said as he stepped aside for Hester.
“I didn‟t want to blow you away with the first ball. It seemed rude.”She pulledback the plunger
and let the ball rip.
This time she had the feel and the rhythm down pat. She didn‟t let the ball restas she set it right,
then left, then up the middle where it streaked through atunnel and crashed into a lighted dragon.
It took her back to her childhood,when her wants had been simple and her dreams still giltedged. As the machinerocked with noise, she laughed and threw herself into the competition.
Her score flashed higher and higher with enough fanfare to draw a small crowd.
Before her second ball dropped, people were choosing up sides.
Mitch took position. Unlike Hester, he didn‟t block out the sounds and lights,but used them to
pump the adrenaline. He nearly lost the ball, causing indrawnbreaths behind him, but caught it on
the tip of his flipper to shoot it hardinto a corner. This time he finished fifty points behind her.
The third and final turn brought more people. Hester thought she heard someoneplacing bets
before she tuned them out and put all her concentration on the balland her timing. She was nearly
exhausted before she backed away again.
“You‟re going to need a miracle, Mitch.”
“Don‟t get cocky.”He flicked his wrists like a concert pianist and earned a fewhoots and cheers

from the crowd.
Hester had to admit as she watched his technique that he played brilliantly. Hetook chances that
could have cost him his last ball, but turned them intotriumph. He stood spread legged and
relaxed, but she saw in his eyes that kindof deep concentration that she‟d come to expect from
him, but had yet to becomeused to. His hair fell over his forehead, as careless as he was. There
was aslight smile on his face that struck her as both pleased and reckless.
She found herself watching him rather than the ball as she toyed with the littlediamond heart
she‟d worn over a plain black turtleneck.
This was the kind of man women dreamed about and made heroes of. This was thekind of man a
woman could come to lean upon if she wasn‟t careful. With a manlike him, a woman could have
years of laughter. The defenses around her heartweakened a bit with her sigh.
The ball was lost in the dragon‟s cave with a series of roars.
“She got you by ten points,”someone in the crowd pointed out.“Ten points,buddy.”
“Got yourself a free game,”someone else said, giving Hester a friendly slap onthe back.
Mitch shook his head as he wiped his hands on the thighs of his jeans.“Aboutthat handicap—”he
began.
“Too late.”Ridiculously pleased with herself, Hester hooked her thumbs in herbelt loops and
studied her score.“Superior reflexes. It‟s all in the wrist.”
“How about a rematch?”
“I don‟t want to humiliate you again.”She turned, intending to offer Radley thefree game.“Rad,
why don‟t you... Rad?”She nudged her way through the Fewlingering onlookers.“Radley?”A
little splinter of panic shot straight up herspine.“He‟s not here.”
“He was here a minute ago.”Mitch put a hand on her arm and scanned what hecould see of the
room.
“I wasn‟t paying any attention.”She brought a hand up to her throat, where thefear had already
lodged, and began to walk quickly.“I know better than to takemy eyes off him in a place like
this.”
“Stop.”He kept his voice calm, but her fear had already transferred itself tohim. He knew how
easy it was to whisk one small boy away in a crowd. Youcouldn‟t pour your milk in the morning
without being aware of it.“He‟s justwandering around the machines. We‟ll find him. I‟ll go
around this way, you godown here.”
She nodded and spun away without a word. They were six or seven deep at some ofthe

machines. Hester stopped at each one, searching for a small blond boy in ablue sweater. She
called for him over the noise and clatter of machines.
When she passed the big glass doors and looked outside to the lights and crowdedsidewalks of
Times Square , her heart turned over in her breast. He hadn‟t goneoutside, she told herself.
Radley would never do something so expresslyforbidden. Unless someone had taken him, or...
Gripping her hands together tightly, she turned away. She wouldn‟t think likethat. But the room
was so big, filled with so many people, all strangers. Andthe noise, the noise was more deafening
than she‟d remembered. How could shehave heard him if he‟d called out for her?
She started down the next row, calling. Once she heard a young boy laugh andspun around. But
it wasn‟t Radley. She‟d covered half the room, and ten minuteswas gone, when she thought she
would have to call the police. She quickened herpace and tried to look everywhere at once as she
went from row to row.
There was so much noise, and the lights were so bright. Maybe she should doubleback—she
might have missed him. Maybe he was waiting for her now by that damnpinball machine,
wondering where she‟d gone. He might be afraid. He could becalling for her. He could be...
Then she saw him, hoisted in Mitch‟s arms. Hester shoved two people aside as sheran for
them.“Radley!”She threw her arms around both of them and buried herface in his hair.
“He‟d gone over to watch someone play,”Mitch began as he stroked a hand up anddown her
back.“He ran into someone he knew from school.”
“It was Ricky Nesbit, Mom. He was with his big brother, and they lent me aquarter. We went to
play a game. I didn‟t know it was so far away.”
“Radley.”She struggled with the tears and kept her voice firm.“You know therules about staying
with me. This is a big place with a lot of people. I have tobe able to trust you not to wander
away.”
“I didn‟t mean to; it was just that Ricky said it would just take a minute. Iwas coming right
back.”
“Rules have reasons, Radley, and we‟ve been through them.”
“But, Mom—”
“Rad.”Mitch shifted the boy in his arms.“You scared your mother and me.”
“I‟m sorry.”His eyes clouded up.“I didn‟t mean to make you scared.”
“Don‟t do it again.”Her voice softened as she kissed his cheek.“Next time it‟ssolitary
confinement. You‟re all I‟ve got, Rad.”She hugged him again. Her eyeswere closed so that she

didn‟t see the change in Mitch‟s expression.“I can‟tlet anything happen to you.”
“I won‟t do it again.”
All she had, Mitch thought as he set the boy down. Was she still so stubbornthat she couldn‟t
admit, even to herself, that she had someone else now, too? Hejammed his hands into his pockets
and tried to force back both anger and hurt.
She was going to have to make room in her life soon, very soon, or he‟d damnwell make it for
her.

Chapter 11
He wasn‟t sure if he was doing more harm than good by staying out of Hester‟sway for a few
days, but Mitch needed time himself. It wasn‟t his style todissect and analyze, but to feet and act.
However, he‟d never felt quite thisstrongly before or acted quite so rashly.
When possible, he buried himself in work and in the fantasies he could control.
When it wasn‟t, he stayed alone in his rooms, with old movies flickering on thetelevision or
musk blaring through the stereo. He continued to work on thescreenplay he didn‟t know if he
could write, in the hope that the challenge ofit would stop him from marching two floors up and
demanding that Hester Wallacecome to her senses.
She wanted him, yet she didn‟t want him. She opened to him, yet kept the mostprecious part of
herself closed. She trusted him, yet didn‟t believe in himenough to share her life with him.
You„re all I‟ve got, Rad. And all she wanted? Mitch was forced to ask himselfthe question. How
could such a bright, giving woman base the rest of her life ona mistake she‟d made over ten
years before?The helplessness of it infuriated him. Even when he‟d hit bottom in New Orleans,
he hadn‟t been helpless. He‟d faced his limitations, accepted them, and hadchanneled his talents
differently. Had the time come for him to face and accepthis limitations with Hester?He spent
hours thinking about it, considering compromises and then rejectingthem. Could he do as she
asked and leave things as they were? They would belovers, with no promises between them and
no talk of a future. They could have arelationship as long as there was no hint of permanency or
bonds. No, hecouldn‟t do as she asked. Now that he had found the only woman he wanted in
hislife, he couldn‟t accept her either part-time or partway.

It was something of a shock to discover he was such an advocate of marriage. Hecouldn‟t say
that he‟d seen very many that had been made in heaven. His parentshad been well suited—the
same tastes, the same class, the same outlook—but hecouldn‟t re-, member ever witnessing any
passion between them. Affection andloyalty, yes, and a united front against their son‟s
ambitions, but they lackedthe spark and simmer that added excitement.
He asked himself if it was only passion he felt for Hester, but knew the answeralready. Even as
he sat alone he could imagine them twenty years in the future,sitting on the porch swing she‟d
described. He could see them growing oldertogether, filing away memories and traditions.
He wasn‟t going to lose that. However long it took, however many walls he had toscale, he
wasn‟t going to lose that.
Mitch dragged a hand through his hair, then gathered up the boxes he needed tolug upstairs.
***
She was afraid he wasn‟t coming. There had been some subtle change in Mitchsince the night
they‟d gone to Times Square . He‟d been strangely distant on thephone, and though she‟d invited
him up more than once, he‟d always made anexcuse.
She was losing him. Hester poured punch into paper cups and reminded herselfthat she‟d known
it was only temporary. He had the right to live his own life,to go his own way. She could hardly
expect him to tolerate the distance she feltshe had to put between them or to understand the lack
of time and attention shecould give him because of Radley and her job. All she could hope was
that hewould remain a friend.
Oh, God, she missed him. She missed having him to talk to, to laugh with, evento lean on—
though she could only allow herself to lean a little. Hester set thepitcher on the counter and took
a deep breath. It couldn‟t matter, she couldn‟tlet it matter now. There were ten excited and noisy
boys in the other room. Herresponsibility, she reminded herself. She couldn‟t stand her listing
her regretswhen she had obligations.
As she carried the tray of drinks into the living room, two boys shot“by her.
Three more were wrestling on the floor, while the others shouted to be heardover the record
player. Hester had already noted that one of Radley‟s newestfriends wore a silver earring and
spoke knowledgeably about girls. She set thetray down and glanced quickly at the ceiling.
Give me a few more years of comic books and erector sets. Please, I‟m just notready for the rest
of it yet.
“Drink break,”she said out loud.“Michael, why don‟t you let Ernie out of thatheadlock now and
have some punch? Rad, set down the kitten. They get cranky ifthey‟re handled too much.”

With reluctance, Radley set the little bundle of black-and-white fur in a paddedbasket.“He‟s
really neat. I like him the best.”He snatched a drink off thetray as several other hands reached
out.“I really like my watch, too.”He heldit out, pushing a button that sent it from time mode to
the first in a series ofminiature video games.
“Just make sure you don‟t play with it when you should be paying attention inschool.”
Several boys groaned and elbowed Radley. Hester had just about convinced them tosettle down
with one of Radley‟s board games when the knock sounded at the door.

“I‟ll get it!”Radley hopped up and raced for the door. He had one more birthdaywish. When he
opened the door, it came true.“Mitch! I knew you‟d come. Mom saidyou‟d probably gotten real
busy, but I knew you‟d come. I got a kitten. I namedhim Zark. Want to see?”
“As soon as I get rid of some of these boxes.”Even arms as well tuned as hiswere beginning to
feel the strain. Mitch set them on the sofa and turned, onlyto have Zark‟s namesake shoved into
his hands. The kitten purred and archedunder a stroking finger.“Cute. We‟ll have to take him
down and introduce him toTaz.”
“Won‟t Taz eat him?”
“You‟ve got to be kidding.”Mitch tucked the kitten under his arm and looked atHester.“Hi.”
“Hi.”He needed a shave, his sweater had a hole in the seam, and he lookedwonderful.“We were
afraid you wouldn‟t make it.”
“I said I‟d be here.”Lazily he scratched between the kitten‟s ears.“I keep mypromises.”
“I got this watch, too.”Radley held up his wrist.“It tells the time and thedate and stuff, then you
can play Dive Bomb and Scrimmage.”
“Oh, yeah, Dive Bomb?”Mitch sat on the arm of the couch and watched Radley sendthe little
dots spinning.“Never have to be bored on a long subway ride again,right?”
“Or at the dentist‟s office. You want to play?”
“Later. I‟m sorry I‟m late, I got hung up in the store.”
“That‟s okay. We didn‟t have the cake yet„cause I wanted to wait. It‟schocolate.”
“Great. Aren‟t you going to ask for your present?”
“I‟m not supposed to.”He sneaked a look at his mother, who was busy keepingsome of his
friends from wrestling again.“Did you really get me something?”•“Nah.”Laughing at Radley‟s

expression, he ruffled his hair.“Sure I did. It‟sright there on the couch.”
“Which one?”
“All of them.”
Radley‟s eyes grew big as saucers.“All of them?”
“They all sort of go together. Why don‟t you open that one first?”
Because of the lack of time and materials, Mitch hadn‟t wrapped the boxes. He‟dbarely had
enough forethought to put tape over the name brand and model, butbuying presents for young
boys was a new experience, and one he‟d enjoyedimmensely. Radley began to pry open the
heavy cardboard with assistance from hismore curious friends.
“Wow, a PC.”Josh craned his head over Radley‟s Shoulder.“Robert Sawyer‟s gotone just like it.
You can play all kinds of things on it,”
“A computer.”Radley stared in amazement at the open box, then turned to Mitch.
“Is it for me, really? To keep?”
“Sure you can keep it; it‟s a present. I was hoping you‟d let me play with itsometime.”
“You can play with it anytime, anytime you want.”He threw his arms aroundMitch‟s neck,
forgetting to be embarrassed because his friends were watching.
“Thanks. Can we hook it up right now?”
“I thought you‟d never ask.”
“Rad, you‟ll have to clear off the desk in your room. Hold it,”Hester addedwhen a flood of
young ] bodies started by.“That doesn‟t mean shoving everythingon the floor, okay? You take
care of it properly, and Mitch and I will bringthis in.”
They streaked away with war whoops that warned her she‟d be finding surprisesunder Radley‟s
bed and under the rug for some time. She‟d worry about thatlater. Now she crossed the room to
stand beside Mitch.
“That was a terribly generous thing to do.”
“He‟s bright. A kid that bright deserves one of these.”
“Yes.”She looked at the boxes yet to be opened. There‟d be a monitor, diskdrives,
software.“I‟ve wanted to get him one, but haven‟t been able to swingit.”

“I didn‟t mean that as a criticism, Hester.”
“I know you didn‟t.”She gnawed at her lip in a gesture that told him her nerveswere working at
her.“I also know this isn‟t the time to talk; and that we haveto. But before we take this in to Rad,
I want to tell you how glad I am thatyou‟re here.”
“It‟s where I want to be.”He ran a thumb along her jawline.“You‟re going tohave to start
believing that.”
She took his hand and turned her lips into his palm.“You might not feel thesame way after you
spend the next hour or so with ten fifth-graders.”She smiledas the first minor crash sounded from
Radley‟s bedroom.“Once more into thebreach?”
The crash was followed by several young voices raised in passionate argument.
“How about,„Lay on, MacDuff?”
“Whatever.”Drawing a deep breath, Hester lifted the first box.
***
It was over. The last birthday guest had been dragged away by his parents. Astrange and
wonderful silence lay over the living room. Hester sat in a chair,her eyes half-closed, while
Mitch lay sprawled on the couch with his closedcompletely. In the silence Hester could hear the
occasional click of Radley‟snew computer, and the mewing of Zark, who sat in his lap. With a
contented sigh,she surveyed the living room.
It was in shambles. Paper cups and plates were strewn everywhere. The remains ofpotato chips
and pretzels were in bowls, with a good portion of them crushedinto the carpet. Scraps of
wrapping paper were scattered among the toys the boyshad decided worthy of attention. She
didn‟t want to dwell on what the kitchenlooked like.
Mitch opened one eye and looked at her.“Did we win?”
“Absolutely.”Reluctantly Hester dragged herself up.“It was a brilliantvictory. Want a pillow?”
“No.”Taking her hand, he flipped her down on top of him.
“Mitch, Radley is—”
“Playing with his computer,”he finished, then nuzzled her bottom lip.“I‟mbetting he breaks
down and puts some of the educational software in before it‟sover.”
“It was pretty clever of you to mix those in.”
“I‟m a pretty clever kind of guy.”He shifted her until she fit into the curveof his

shoulder.“Besides, I figured I‟d win you over with the machine‟spracticality, and Rad and I
could play the games.”
“I‟m surprised you don‟t have one of your own.”
“Actually... it seemed like such a good deal when I went in for Rad‟s that Ipicked up two. To
balance my household accounts,”he said when Hester looked upat him.“And modernize my
filing system.”
“You don‟t have a filing system.”
“See?”He settled his cheek on her hair.“Hester, do you know what one of theten greatest boons
to civilization is?”
“The microwave oven?”
“The afternoon nap. This is a great sofa you‟ve got here.”
“It needs reupholstering.”
“You can‟t see that when you‟re lying on it.”He tucked his arm around herwaist.“Sleep with me
awhile.”
“I really have to clean up.”But she found it easy to close her eyes.
“Why? Expecting company?”
“No. But don‟t you have to go down and take Taz out?”
“I slipped Ernie a couple of bucks to walk him.”
Hester snuggled into his shoulder.“You are clever.”
“That‟s what I‟ve been trying to tell you.”
“I haven‟t even thought about dinner,”she murmured as her mind began to drift.
“Let‟em eat cake.”
With a quiet laugh, she slipped into sleep beside Mm.
Radley wandered in a few moments later, the kitten Curled in his arms. He‟dwanted to tell them
about his latest score. Standing at the foot of the sofa, hescratched the kitten‟s ears and studied
his mom and Mitch thoughtfully.
Sometimes when he had a bad dream or wasn‟t feeling very good, his mom wouldsleep with

him. It always made him feel better. Maybe sleeping with Mitch madehis mom feel better.
He wondered if Mitch loved his mom. It made his stomach feel funny to thinkabout it. He
wanted Mitch to stay and be his friend. If they got married, didthat mean Mitch would go away?
He would have to ask, Radley decided. His momalways told him the truth. Shifting the kitten to
one arm, he lifted the bowl ofchips and carried it into his room.
***
It was nearly dark when she awoke. Hester opened her eyes and looked directlyinto Mitch‟s. She
blinked, trying to orient herself. Then he kissed her, and sheremembered everything.
“We must have slept for an hour,”she murmured.
“Closer to two. How do you feel?”
“Groggy. I always feel groggy if I sleep during the day.”She stretched hershoulders and heard
Radley giggling in his room.“He must still be at thatcomputer. I don‟t think I‟ve ever seen him
happier.”
“And you?”
“Yes.”She traced his lips with her fingertip.“I‟m happy.”
“If you‟re groggy and happy, this might be the perfect time for me to ask you tomarry me
again.”
“Mitch.”
“No? Okay, I‟ll wait until I can get you drunk. Any more of that cake left?“
“A little. You‟re not angry?”
Mitch combed his fingers through his hair as he sat up.“About what?”
Hester put her hands on his shoulders, then rested her cheek on his.“I‟m sorryI can‟t give you
what you want.”
He tightened his arms around her; then with an effort, he relaxed.“Good. Thatmeans you‟re
close to changing your mind. I‟d like a double-ring ceremony.”
“Mitch!”
“What?”
She drew back and, because she didn‟t trust his smile, shook her head.“Nothing.

I think it‟s best to say nothing. Go ahead and help yourself to the cake. I‟mgoing to get started in
here.”
Mitch glanced around the room, which looked to be in pretty good shape by hisstandards.“You
really want to clean this up tonight?”
“You don‟t expect me to leave this mess until the morning,”she began, thenstopped
herself.“Forget I said that, I forgot who I was talking to.”
Mitch narrowed his eyes suspiciously.“Are you accusing me of being sloppy?”
“Not at all. I‟m sure there‟s a lot to be said for living in a„junkyard‟decorwith a touch of„paper
drive‟thrown in. It‟s uniquely you.”She began to gatherup paper plates.“It probably comes from
having maids as a child.”
“Actually, it comes from never being able to mess up a room. My mother couldn‟tstand
disorder.”He‟d always been fond of it, Mitch mused, but there wassomething to be said for
watching Hester tidy up.“For my tenth birthday, shehired a magician. We sat in little folding
chairs—the boys in suits, the girlsin organdy dresses—and watched the performance. Then we
were served a lightlunch on the terrace. There were enough servants around so that when it was
overthere wasn‟t a crumb to be picked up. I guess I‟m overcompensating.”
“Maybe a little.”She kissed both of his cheeks. What an odd man he was, shethought, so calm
and easygoing on one hand, so driven by demons on the other.
She strongly believed that childhood affected adulthood, even to old age. It wasthe strength of
that belief that made her so fiercely determined to do the bestshe could by Radley.“You‟re
entitled to your dust and clutter, Mitch. Don‟t letanyone take it away from you.”
He kissed her cheek in turn.“I guess you‟re entitled to your neat and tidy.
Where‟s your vacuum?”
She drew back, brow lifted.“Do you know what one is?”
“Cute. Very cute.”He pinched her, hard, just under the ribs. Hester jumped backwith a
squeal.“Ah, ticklish, huh?”
“Cut it out,”she warned, holding out the stack of paper plates like a shield.
“I wouldn‟t want to hurt you.”
“Come on.”He crouched like a wrestler.“Two falls out of three.”
“I‟m warning you.”Wary of the gleam in his eye, she backed up as he advanced.

“I‟ll get violent.”
“Promise?”He lunged, gripping her around the waist. In reflex, Hester liftedher arms. The
plates, dripping with cake and ice cream, caught him full in theface.“Oh, God.”Her own scream
of laughter had her falling backward into achair. She opened her mouth to speak, but only
doubled up again.
Very slowly Mitch wiped a hand over his cheek, then studied the smear ofchocolate. Watching,
Hester let out another peal of laughter and held her sideshelplessly.
“What‟s going on?”Radley came into the living room staring at his mother, whocould do
nothing but point. Shifting his gaze, Radley stared in turn at Mitch.
“Jeez.”Radley rolled his eyes and began to giggle.“Mike‟s little sister getsfood all over her face
like that. She‟s almost two.”
The control Hester had been scratching for slipped out of her grip. Choking withlaughter, she
pulled Radley against her.“It was—it was an accident,”shemanaged, then collapsed again.
“It was a deliberate sneak attack,”Mitch corrected.“And it calls for immediateretribution.”
“Oh, please.”Hester held out a hand, knowing she was too weak to defendherself.“I‟m sorry. I
swear. It was a reflex, that‟s all.”
“So‟s this.”He came closer, and though she ducked behind Radley, Mitch merelysandwiched the
giggling boy between them. And he kissed her, her mouth, hernose, her cheeks, while she
squirmed and laughed and struggled. When he wasfinished, he‟d transferred a satisfactory
amount of chocolate to her face.
Radley took one look at his mother and slipped, cackling, to the floor.
“Maniac,”she accused as she wiped chocolate from her chin with the back of herhand.
“You look beautiful in chocolate, Hester.”
***
It took more than an hour to put everything to rights again. By popular vote,they ended up
sharing a pizza as they once had before, then spending the rest ofthe evening trying out Radley‟s
birthday treasures. When he began to nod overthe keyboard, Hester nudged him into bed.
“Quite a day.”Hester set the kitten in his basket at the foot of Radley‟s bed,then stepped out into
the hall.
“I‟d say it‟s a birthday he‟ll remember.”

“So will I.”She reached up to rub at a slight stiffness at the base of herneck.“Would you like
some wine?”
“I‟ll get it.”He turned her toward the living room.“Go sit down.”
“Thanks.”Hester sat on the couch, stretched out her legs and slipped off hershoes. It was
definitely a day she would remember. Sometime during it, she‟dcome to the realization that she
could also have a night to remember.
“Here you go.”Mitch handed her a glass of wine, then slipped onto the sofabeside her. Holding
his own glass up, he shifted her so that she rested againsthim.
“This is nice.”With a sigh, she brought the wine to her lips.
“Very nice.”He bent to brush his lips over her neck.“I told you this was agreat sofa.”
“Sometimes I forget what it‟s like to relax like this. Everything‟s done,Radley‟s happy and
tucked into bed, tomorrow‟s Sunday and there‟s nothing urgentto think about.”
“No restless urge to go out dancing or carousing?”
“No.”She stretched her shoulders.“You?”
“I‟m happy right her.”
“Then stay.”She pressed her lips together a moment.“Stay tonight.”
He was silent. His hand stopped its easy massage of her neck, then began again,slowly.“Are you
sure that‟s what you want?”
“Yes.”She drew a deep breath before she turned to look at him.“I‟ve missedyou. I wish I knew
what was right and what was wrong, what was best for all ofus, but I know I‟ve missed you. Will
you stay?”
“I‟m not going anywhere.”
She settled back against him, content. For a long time they sat just as theywere, half dreaming,
in silence, with lamplight glowing behind them.
“Are you still working on the script?”she asked at length.
“Mmm-hmm.”He could get used to this, he thought, very used to having Hestersnuggled beside
him in the late evening with the lamplight dim and the scent ofher hair teasing his senses.“You
were right. I‟d have hated myself if I hadn‟ttried to write it. I guess I had to get passed the
nerves.”

“Nerves?”She smiled over her shoulder.“You?”
“I‟ve been known to have them, when something‟s either unfamiliar or important.
They were stretched pretty thin the first time I made love with you.”
Hearing it not only surprised her but made the memory of it all the sweeter.
“They didn‟t show.”
“Take my word for it.”He stroked the outside of her thigh, lightly and with acasualness that was
its own kind of seduction.“I was afraid I‟d make the wrongmove and screw up something that
was more important than anything else in mylife.”
“You didn‟t make any wrong moves, and you make me feel very special.”
When she rose, it felt natural to hold out a hand to him, to have his close overhers. She switched
off lights as they walked to the bedroom.
Mitch dosed the door. Hester turned down the bed. He knew it could be like thisevery night, for
all the years they had left. She was on the edge of believingit. He knew it, he could see It in her
eyes when he crossed to her. Her eyesremained on his while she unbuttoned her blouse.
They undressed in silence, but the air had already started to hum. Though nerveshad relaxed,
anticipation was edgier than ever. Now they knew what they couldbring to each other. They
slipped into bed together and turned to each other.
It felt so right, just the way his arms slipped around her to bring her close.
Just the way their bodies met, merging warmth to warmth. She knew the feel ofhim now, the
firmness, the strength. She knew how easily hers fit against it.
She tipped her head back and, with her eyes still on his, offered her mouth.
Kissing him was like sliding down a cool river toward churning white water.
The sound of pleasure came deep in his throat as she pressed against him. Theshyness was still
there, but without the reserve and hesitation. Now there wasonly sweetness and an offering.
It was like this each time they came together. Exhilarating, stunning and right.
He cupped the back of her head in his hand as she leaned over him. The lightzing of the wine
hadn‟t completely faded from her tongue. He tasted it, and her,as she explored his mouth. He
sensed a boldness growing in her that hadn‟t beenthere before, a new confidence that caused her
to come to him with her owndemands and needs.

Her heart Was open, he thought as her lips raced over his throat. And Hester wasfree. He‟d
wanted this for her—for them. With something like a laugh, he rolledover her and began to drive
her toward madness.
She couldn‟t get enough of him. She took her hands, her mouth, over him quickly,almost
fiercely, but found it impossible to assuage the greed. How could shehave known a man could
feel so good; so exciting? How could she have known thatthe scent of his skin would make her
head reel and her desires sharpen? Just hername murmured in his voice aroused her.
Locked together, they tumbled over the sheets, tangling in the blanket, shovingit aside because
the need for its warmth was long past. He moved as quickly asshe, discovering new secrets to
delight and torment her. She heard him gasp outher name as she ranged kisses over his chest. She
felt his body tense and archas she moved her hands lower.
Perhaps the power had always been there inside her, but Hester was certain ithad been born in
her that night. The power to arouse a man past the civilized,and perhaps past the wise. Wise or
not, she gloried in it when he trapped herbeneath him and let desire rule.
His mouth was hot and hungry as it raced over her. Demands, promises, pleasswirled through
her head, but she couldn‟t speak. Even her breath was trapped ashe drove her up and up. She
caught him dose, as though he were a lifeline in asea that raged.
Then they both went under.

Chapter 12
The sky was cloudy and threatening snow. Half dozing, Hester turned away fromthe window to
reach for Mitch. The bed beside her was rumpled but empty.
Had he left her during the night? she wondered as she ran her hand over thesheets where he‟d
slept. Her first reaction was disappointment. It would havebeen so sweet to have had him there to
turn to in the morning. Then she drew herhand back and cupped it under her cheek.
Perhaps it was best that he‟d gone. She couldn‟t be sure how Radley would feel.
If Mitch was there to reach out to, she knew it would only become more difficultto keep herself
from doing so again and again. No one knew how hard andpainfully she‟d worked to stop herself
from needing anyone. Now, after all theyears of struggling, she‟d just begun to see real progress.

She‟d made a goodhome for Radley in a good neighborhood and had a strong, well-paying job.
Security, stability.
She couldn‟t risk those things again for the emotional morass that came withdepending on
someone else. But she was already beginning to depend on him,Hester thought as she pushed
back the blankets. No matter how much her head toldher it was best that he wasn‟t here, -she was
sorry he wasn‟t. She was sorry,sorrier than he could ever know, that she was strong enough to
stand apart fromhim.
Hester slipped op her robe and went to see if Radley wanted breakfast.
She found them together, hunched over the keyboard of Radley‟s computer whilegraphics
exploded on the screen.“This thing‟s defective,”Mitch insisted.“Thatwas a dead-on shot.”
“You missed by a mile.”
“I‟m going to tell your mother you need glasses. Look, this is definiteinterference. How am I
supposed to concentrate when this stupid cat‟s chewing onmy toes?”
“Poor sportsmanship,”Radley said soberly as Mitch‟s last man was obliterated.
“Poor sportsmanship! I‟ll show you poor sportsmanship.”With that he snatchedRadley up and
held him upside down.“Now is this machine defective, or what?”
“No.”Giggling, Radley braced his hands on the floor.“Maybe you need glasses.”
“I‟m going to have to drop you on your head. You really leave me no choice. Oh,hi,
Hester.”With his arm hooked around Radley‟s legs, he smiled at her.
“Hi, Mom!”Though his cheeks were turning pink, Radley was delighted with hisupside-down
position.“I beat Mitch three times. But he‟s not really mad.”
“Says who?”Mitch flipped the boy upright, then dropped him lightly on the bed.
“I‟ve been humiliated.”
“I destroyed him,”Radley said with satisfaction.
“I can‟t believe I slept through it.”She offered them both a cautious smile. Itdidn‟t seem as
though Radley was anything but delighted to find Mitch here. Asfor herself, she wasn‟t having
an easy time keeping the pleasure down, either.
“I suppose after three major battles you‟d both like some breakfast.”
“We already ate.”Radley leaned over the bed to reach for the kitten.“I showedMitch how to

make French toast. He said it was real good.”
“That was before you cheated.”
“I did not.”Radley rolled on his back and let the kitten creep up his stomach.
“Mitch washed the pan, and I dried it. We were going to fix you some, but you.
just kept on sleeping.”
The idea of the two men in her life fiddling in the kitchen while she slept lefther flustered.“I
guess I didn‟t expect anyone to be up so early.”
“Hester.”Mitch stepped closer to swing an arm over her shoulders.“I hate tobreak this to you,
but it‟s after eleven.”
“Eleven?”
“Yeah. How about lunch?”
“Well, I...”
“You think about it. I guess I should go down and take care of Taz.”
“I‟ll do it.”Radley was up and bouncing.“I can give him his food and take himfor a walk and
everything. I know how, you showed me.”
“It‟s okay with me. Hester?”
She was having trouble just keeping up.“All right. But you‟ll have to bundleup.”
“I will.”He was already reaching for his coat.“Can I bring Taz back with me?He hasn‟t met Zark
yet.”
Hester glanced at the tiny ball of fur, thinking of Taz‟s big white teeth.“Idon‟t know if Taz
would care for Zark.”
“He loves cats,”Mitch assured her as he picked up Radley‟s ski cap off thefloor.“In a purely
noncannibalistic way.”He reached in his pocket for hiskeys.
“Be careful,”she called as Radley rushed by, jingling Mitch‟s keys. The frontdoor slammed with
a vengeance.
“Good morning,”Mitch said, and turned her into his arms.
“Good morning. You could have woken me up.”

“It was tempting.”He ran his hands up the back of her robe.“Actually, I wasgoing to make some
coffee and bring you in a cup. Then Radley came in. Before Iknew it, I was up to my wrists in
egg batter.”
“He, ah, didn‟t wonder what you were doing here?”
“No.”Knowing exactly how her mind was working, he kissed the tip of her nose.
Then, shifting her to his side, he began to walk with her to the kitchen.“Hecame in while I was
boiling water and asked if I was fixing breakfast. After abrief consultation, we decided he was
the better qualified of the two. There‟ssome coffee left, but I think you‟d be better off pouring it
out and startingagain.”
“I‟m sure it‟s fine.”
“I love an optimist.”
She almost managed a smile as she reached in the refrigerator for the milk.“Ithought you‟d
gone.”
“Would you rather I had?”
She shook her head but didn‟t look at him.“Mitch, it‟s so hard. It just keepsgetting harder.”
“What does?”
“Trying not to want you here like this all the time.”
“Say the word and I‟ll move in, bag and dog.”
“I wish I could. I really wish I could. Mitch, when I walked into Rad‟s bedroomthis morning
and saw the two of you together, something just clicked. I stoodthere thinking this is the way it
could be for us.”
“That‟s the way it will be for us, Hester.”
“You‟re so sure.”With a small laugh, she turned to lean her palms on thecounter.“You‟re so
absolutely sure, and have been almost from the beginning.
Maybe that‟s one of the things that frightens me.”
“A light went on for me when I saw you, Hester.”He came closer to put his handson her
shoulders.“I haven‟t gone through my life knowing exactly what I wanted,and I can‟t claim that
everything always goes the way I‟d planned, but with youI‟m sure.”He pressed his lips to her
hair.“Do you love me, Hester?”

“Yes.”With a long sigh, she shut her eyes.“Yes, I love you.”
“Then marry me.”Gently he turned her around to face him.“I won‟t ask you tochange anything
but your name.”
She wanted to believe him, to believe it was possible to start a new life justonce more. Her heart
was thudding hard against her ribs as she wrapped her armsaround him. Take the chance, it
seemed to be telling her. Don‟t throw love away-Her fingers tensed against him.“Mitch, I—
”When the phone rang, Hester let outa pent-up breath.“I‟m sorry.”
“So am I,”he muttered, but released her.
Her legs were still unsteady as she picked up the receiver to the wall phone.
“Hello.”The giddiness fled, and with it all the blossoming pleasure.“Allan.”
Mitch looked around quickly. Her eyes were as flat as her voice. She‟d alreadytwisted the phone
cord around her hand as if she wanted to anchor herself.
“Fine,”she said.“We‟re both fine. Florida ? I thought you were in San Diego .”

So he‟d moved again, Hester thought as she listened to the familiar voice,restless as ever. She
listened with the cold patience of experience as he toldher how wonderful, how terrific, how
incredibly he was doing.
“Rad isn‟t here at the moment,”she told him, though Allan hadn‟t asked.“If youwant to wish
him a happy birthday, I can have him call you back.”There was apause, and Mitch saw her eyes
change and the anger come.“Yesterday.”She sether teeth, then took a long breath through
them.“He‟s ten, Allan. Radley wasten yesterday. Yes, I‟m sure it‟s difficult for you to imagine.”
She fell silent again, listening. The dull anger lodged itself in her throat,and when she spoke
again, her voice was hollow.“Congratulations. Hardfeelings?”She didn‟t care for the sound of
her own laugh.
“No, Allan, there are no feelings whatsoever. All right, then, good luck. I‟msorry, that‟s as
enthusiastic as it gets. I‟ll tell Radley you called.”
She hung up, careful to bolt down the need to slam down the receiver. Slowly sheunwound the
cord which was biting into her hand.
“You okay?”
She nodded and walked to the stove to pour coffee she didn‟t want.“He called totell me he‟s

getting married again. He thought I‟d be interested.”
“Does it matter?”
“No.”She sipped it black and welcomed the bitterness.“What he does stoppedmattering years
ago. He didn‟t know it was Radley‟s birthday.”The anger camebubbling to the surface no matter
how hard she tried to keep it submerged.“Hedidn‟t even know how old he was.”She slammed the
cup down so that coffeesloshed over the sides.“Radley stopped being real for him the minute he
walkedout the door. All he had to do was shut it behind him.”
“What difference does it make now?”
“He‟s Radley‟s father.”
“No.”His own anger sprang out.“That‟s something you‟ve got to work out of yoursystem,
something you‟ve got to start accepting. The only part he played inRad‟s life was biological.
There‟s no trick to that, and no automatic bond ofloyalty comes with it.”
“He has a responsibility.”
“He doesn‟t want it, Hester.”Struggling for patience, he took her hands.“He‟scut himself off
from Rad completely. No one‟s going to call that admirable, andit‟s obvious it wasn‟t done for
the boy‟s sake. But would you rather have himstrolling in and out of Radley‟s life at his own
whim, leaving the kid confusedand hurting?”
“No, but I—”
“You want him to care, and he doesn‟t care.”Though her hands remained in his,he felt the
change.“You‟re pulling back from me.”
It was true. She could regret it, but she couldn‟t stop it.“I don‟t want to.”
“But you are.”This time, it was he who pulled away.“It only took a phonecall.”
“Mitch, please try to understand.”
“I‟ve been trying to understand.”There was an edge to his voice now that shehadn‟t heard
before. _”The man left you, and it hurt, but it‟s been over a longtime.”
“It‟s not the hurt,”she began, then dragged a hand through her hair.“Or maybeit is, partly. I don‟t
want to go through that ever again, the fear, theemptiness. I loved him. You have to understand
that maybe I was young, maybe Iwas stupid, but I loved him.”
“I‟ve always understood that,”he said, though he didn‟t like to hear it.“Awoman like you doesn‟t
make promises lightly.”

“No, when I make them I mean to keep them. I wanted to keep this one.”Shepicked up the
coffee again, wrapping both hands around the cup to keep themwarm.“I can‟t tell you how badly
I wanted to keep my marriage together, howhard I tried. I gave up part of myself when I married
Allan. He told me we weregoing to move to New York , we were going to do things in a big
way, and I went.
Leaving my home, my family and friends was the most terrifying thing I‟d everdone, but I went
because he wanted it. Almost everything I did during ourmarriage I did because he Wanted it.
And because it Was easier to go along thanto refuse. I built my life around his. Then, at the age
of twenty, I discoveredI didn‟t have a life at all.”
“So you made one, for yourself and for Radley. That‟s something to be proud of.”

“I am. It‟s taken me eight years, eight years to feel I‟m really on solid groundagain. Now there‟s
you.”
“Now there‟s me,”he said slowly, watching her.“And you just can‟t get past theidea that I‟ll pull
the rug out from under you again.”
“I don‟t want to be that woman again.”She said the words desperately, searchingfor the answers
even as she struggled to give them to him.“A woman who focusesall of her needs and goals
around someone else. If I found myself alone thistime, I‟m not sure I could stand up again.”
“Listen to yourself. You‟d rather be atone now than risk the fact that thingsmight not work out
for the next fifty years? Take a good look at me, Hester, I‟mnot Allan Wallace. I‟m not asking
you to bury yourself to make me happy. It‟sthe woman you are today who I love, the woman you
are today who I want to spendmy life with.”
“People change, Mitch.”
“And they can change together.”He drew a deep breath.“Or they can changeseparately. Why
don‟t you let me know when you make up your mind what you wantto do?”
She opened her mouth, then closed it again when he walked away. She didn‟t havethe right to
call him back.
***
He shouldn‟t complain, Mitch thought as he sat at his new keyboard and toyedwith the next
scene in his script. The work was going better than he‟dexpected—and faster. It was becoming
easy for him to bury himself in Zark‟sproblems and let his own stew.
At this point, Zark was waiting by Leilah‟s bedside, praying that she wouldsurvive the freak
accident that had left her beauty intact but her braindamaged. Of course, when she awoke she

would be a stranger. His wife of twoyears would become his greatest enemy, her mind as
brilliant as ever but warpedand evil. All his plans and dreams would be shattered forever. Whole
galaxieswould be in peril.
“You think you‟ve got problems?”Mitch muttered.“Things aren‟t exactly bouncingalong for me,
either.”
Eyes narrowed, he studied the screen. The atmosphere was good, he thought as hetipped back.
Mitch didn‟t have any problem imagining a twenty-third-centuryhospital room. He didn‟t have
any trouble imagining Zark‟s distress or themadness brewing in Leilah‟s unconscious brain.
What he did have troubleimagining was his life without Hester.
“Stupid.”The dog at his feet yawned in agreement.“What I should do is go downto that damn
bank and drag her out. She‟d love that, wouldn‟t she?”he said witha laugh as he pushed away
from the machine and stretched.“I could beg.”Mitchrolled that around in his mind and found it
uncomfortable.“I could, but we‟dprobably both be sorry. There‟s not much left after reasoning,
and I‟ve triedthat. What would Zark do?”
Mitch rocked back on his heels and closed his eyes. Would Zark, hero and saint,back off?
Would Zark, defender of right and justice, bow out gracefully? Nope,Mitch decided. When it
came to love, Zark was a patsy. Leilah kept kickingastrodust in his face, but he was still
determined to win her back.
At least Hester hadn‟t tried to poison him with nerve gas. Leilah had pulledthat and more, but
Zark was still nuts about her.
Mitch studied the poster of Zark he‟d tacked to the wall for inspiration. We‟rein the same boat,
buddy, but I‟m not going to pull out the oars and startrowing, either. And Hester‟s going to find
herself in some turbulent waters.
He glanced at the clock on his desk, but remembered it had stopped two daysbefore. He was
pretty sure he‟d sent his watch to the laundry along with hissocks. Because he wanted to see how
much time he had before Hester was due home,he walked into the living room. There, on the
table, was an old mantel clockthat Mitch was fond enough of to remember to wind. Just as he
glanced at it, heheard Radley at the door.
“Right on time,”Mitch said when he swung the door open.“How cold is it?”Hegrazed his
knuckles down Radley‟s cheek in a routine they‟d developed.
“Forty-three degrees.”
“It‟s sunny,”Radley said, dragging off his backpack.
“Shooting for the park, are you?”Mitch waited until Radley had folded his coatneatly over the
arm of the sofa.“Maybe I can handle it after I fortify myself.

Mrs. Jablanski next door made cookies. She feels sorry for me because no one‟sFixing me hot
meals, so I copped a dozen.”
“What kind?”
“Peanut butter.”
“All right!”Radley was already streaking into the kitchen. He liked the ebonywood and .smoked
glass table Mitch had set by the wall. Mostly because Mitchdidn‟t mind if the glass got smeared
with fingerprints. He settled down, contentwith milk and cookies and Mitch‟s company.“We
have to do a dumb state project,”
he said with his mouth full.“I got Rhode Island . It‟s the smallest state. Iwanted Texas .”
“Rhode Island !”Mitch smiled and munched on a cookie.“Is that so bad?”
“Nobody cares about Rhode Island . I mean, they‟ve got the Alamo and stuff inTexas .”
“Well, maybe I can give you a hand with it. I was born there.”
“In Rhode Island ? Honest?”The tiny state took on a new interest.
“Yeah. How long do you have?”
“Six weeks,”Radley said with a shrug as he reached for another cookie.“We‟vegot to do
illustrations, which is okay, but we‟ve got to do junk likemanufacturing and natural resources,
too. How come you moved away?”
He started to make some easy remark, then decided to honor Hester‟s code ofhonesty.“I didn‟t
get along with my parents very well. We‟re better friendsnow.”
“Sometimes people go away and don‟t come back.”
The boy spoke so matter-of-factly that Mitch found himself responding the sameway.“I know.”
“I used to worry that Mom would go away. She didn‟t.”
“She loves you.”Mitch ran a hand along the boy‟s hair.
“Are you going to marry her?”
Mitch paused in midstroke.“Well, I...”Just how did he handle this one?“Iguess I‟ve been
thinking about it.”Feeling ridiculously nervous, he rose toheat up his coffee.“Actually, I‟ve been
thinking about it a lot. How would youfeel if I did?”
“Would you live with us all the time?”

“That‟s the idea.”He poured the coffee, then sat down beside Radley again.
“Would that bother you?”
Radley looked at him with dark and suddenly inscrutable eyes.“One of myfriends‟moms got
married again. Kevin says since they did his stepfather isn‟this friend anymore.”
“Do you think if I married your mom I‟d stop being your friend?”He caughtRadley‟s chin in his
hand.“I‟m not your friend because of your mom, but becauseof you. I can promise that won‟t
change when I‟m your stepfather.”
“You wouldn‟t be my stepfather. I don‟t want one of those.”Radley‟s chintrembled in Mitch‟s
hand.“I want a real one. Real ones don‟t go away.”
Mitch slipped his hands under Radley‟s arms and lifted him onto his lap.“You‟reright. Real ones
don‟t.”Out of the mouths of babes, he thought, and nuzzledRadley against him.“You know, I
haven‟t had much practice being a father. Areyou going to get mad at me if I mess up once in a
while?”
Radley shook his head and burrowed closer.“Can we tell Mom?”
Mitch managed a laugh.“Yeah, good idea. Get your coat, Sergeant, we‟re going ona very
important mission.”
***
Hester was up to her elbows in numbers. For some reason, she was having a greatdeal of trouble
adding two and two. It didn‟t seem terribly important anymore.
That, she knew, was a sure sign of trouble. She went through files, calculatedand assessed, then
closed them again with no feeling at all.
His fault, she told herself. It was Mitch‟s fault that she was only goingthrough the motions, and
thinking about going through the same motions day afterday for the next twenty years. He‟d
made her question herself. He‟d made herdeal with the pain and anger she‟d tried to bury. He‟d
made her want what she‟donce sworn never to want again.
And now what? She propped her elbows on the stack of files and stared intospace. She was in
love, more deeply and more richly in love than she‟d ever beenbefore. The man she was in love
with was exciting, kind and committed, and hewas offering her a new beginning.
That was what she was afraid of, Hester admitted. That was what she kept hedgingaway from.
She hadn‟t fully understood before that she had blamed herself, notAllan, all these years. She had
looked on the breakup of her marriage as apersonal mistake, a private failure. Rather than risk
another failure, she wasturning away her first true hope.

She said it was because of Radley, but that was only partly true. Just as thedivorce had been a
private failure, making a full commitment to Mitch had been aprivate fear.
He‟d been right, she told herself. He‟d been right about so many things allalong. She wasn‟t the
same woman who had loved and married Allan Wallace. Shewasn‟t even the same woman who
had struggled for a handhold when she‟d foundherself alone with a small child.
When was she going to stop punishing herself? Now, Hester decided, picking upthe phone.
Right now. Her hand was steady as she dialed Mitch‟s number, but herheart wasn‟t. She caught
her bottom lip between her teeth and listened to thephone ring—and ring.
“Oh, Mitch, won‟t we ever get the timing right?”She hung up the receiver andpromised herself
she wouldn‟t lose her courage. In an hour she would go home andtell him she was ready for that
new beginning.
At Kay‟s buzz, Hester picked up the receiver again.“Yes, Kay.”
“Mrs. Wallace, there‟s someone here to see you about a loan.”
With a frown, Hester checked her calendar,“I don‟t have anything scheduled.”
“I thought you could fit him in.”
“All right, but buzz me in twenty minutes. I‟ve got to clear some things upbefore I leave.”
“Yes, ma‟am.”
Hester tidied her desk and was preparing to rise when Mitch walked in.“Mitch? Iwas just...
What are you doing here? Rad?”
“He‟s waiting with Taz in the lobby.”
“Kay said I had someone waiting to see me.”
“That‟s me.”He stepped up to the desk and set down a briefcase.
She started to reach for his hand, but his face seemed so set.“Mitch, youdidn‟t have to say you‟d
come to apply for a loan.”
“That‟s just what I‟m doing.”
She smiled and settled back.“Don‟t be silly.”
“Mrs. Wallace, you are the loan officer at this bank?”

“Mitch, really, this isn‟t necessary.”
“I‟d hate to tell Rosen you sent me to a competitor.”He flipped open thebriefcase.“I‟ve brought
the financial information usual in these cases. Iassume you have the necessary forms for a
mortgage application.”
“Of course, but—”
“Then why don‟t you get one out?”
“All right, then.”If he wanted to play games, she‟d oblige him.“So you‟reinterested in securing a
mortgage. Are you purchasing the property forinvestment purposes, for rental or for a business?”
“No, it‟s purely personal.”
“I see. Do you have a contract of sale?”
“Right here.”It pleased him to see her mouth drop open.
Taking the papers from him, Hester studied them.“This is real.”
“Of course it‟s real. I put a bid in on the place a couple of weeks ago.”Hescratched at his chin as
if thinking back.“Let‟s see, that would have been theday I had to forgo pot roast. You haven‟t
offered it again.”
“You bought a house?”She scanned the papers again.“In Connecticut ?”
“They accepted my offer. The papers just came through. I believe the bank willwant to get its
own appraisal. There is a fee for that, isn‟t there?”
“What? Oh, yes, I‟ll fill out the papers.”
“Fine. In the meantime, I do have some snapshots and a blueprint.”He suppedthem out of the
briefcase and placed them on her desk.“You might want to lookthem over.”
“I don‟t understand.”
“You might begin to if you look at the pictures.”
She lifted them and stared at her fantasy house. It was big and sprawling, withporches all around
and tall, wide windows. Snow mantled the evergreens besidethe steps and lay stark and white on
the roof.
“There are a couple of outbuildings you can‟t see. A barn, a henhouse—bothunoccupied at the
moment. The lot is about five acres, with woods and a stream.

The real estate agent claims the fishing‟s good. The roof needs some work andthe gutters have
to be replaced, and inside it could use some paint or paper anda little help with the plumbing. But
it‟s sound.”He watched her as he spoke.
She didn‟t look up at him, but continued to stare, mesmerized by the snapshots.
“The house has been standing for a hundred and fifty years. I figure it‟ll holdup a while longer.”
“It‟s lovely.”Tears pricked the back of her eyes, but she blinked them away.
“Really lovely.”
“Is that from the bank‟s point of view?”
She shook her head. He wasn‟t going to make it easy. And he shouldn‟t, sheadmitted to herself.
She‟d already made it difficult enough for both of them.“Ididn‟t know you were thinking of
relocating. What about your work?”
“I can set up my drawing board in Connecticut just as easily as I can here. It‟sa reasonable
commute, and I don‟t exactly spend a lot of time in the office.”
“That‟s true.”She picked up a pen, but rather than writing down the necessaryinformation only
ran it through her fingers.
“I‟m told there‟s a bank in town. Nothing along the lines of National Trust, buta small
independent bank. Seems to me someone with experience could get a goodposition there.”
“I‟ve always preferred small banks.”There was a lump in her throat that had tobe
swallowed.“Small towns.”
“They‟ve got a couple of good schools. The elementary school is next to a farm.
I‟m told sometimes the cows get over the fence and into the playground.”
“Looks like you‟ve covered everything.”
“I think so.”
She stared down at the pictures, wondering how he could have found what she‟dalways wanted
and how she could have been lucky enough that he would have cared.
“Are you doing this for me?”
“No.”He waited until she looked at him.“I‟m doing it for us.”
Her eyes filled again.“I don‟t deserve you.”

“I know.”Then he took both her hands and lifted her to her feet.“So you‟d bepretty stupid to turn
down such a good deal.”
“I‟d hate to think I was stupid.”She drew her hands away to come around thedesk to him.“I need
to tell you something, but I‟d like you to kiss me first.”
“Is that the way you get loans around here?”Taking her by the lapels, hedragged her against
him.“I‟m going to have to report you, Mrs. Wallace. Later.”

He closed his mouth over hers and felt the give, the strength and theacceptance. With a quiet
sound of pleasure, he slipped his hands up to her faceand felt the slow, lovely curve of her lips as
she smiled.
“Does this mean I get the loan?”
“We‟ll talk business in a minute.”She held on just a little longer, then drewaway.“Before you
came in, I‟d been sitting here. Actually, I‟d been sittinghere for the last couple of days, not
getting anything done because I wasthinking of you.”
“Go on, I think I‟m going to like this story.”
“When I wasn‟t thinking about you, I was thinking about myself and the lastdozen years of my
life I‟ve put a lot of energy into not thinking about it, soit wasn‟t easy.”
She kept his hand in hers, but took another step away.“I realize that whathappened to me and
Allan was destined to happen. If I‟d been smarter, orstronger, I would have been able to admit a
long time ago that what we had couldonly be temporary. Maybe if he hadn‟t left the way he
did...”She trailed off,shaking her head.“It doesn‟t matter now. That‟s the point I had to come
to,that it just doesn‟t matter. Mitch, I don‟t want to live the rest of my lifewondering if you and I
could have made it work. I‟d rather spend the rest of mylife trying to make it work. Before you
came in here today with all of this, I‟ddecided to ask you if you still wanted to marry me.”
“The answer to that is yes, with a couple of stipulations.”
She‟d already started to move into his arms, but drew back.“Stipulations?”
“Yeah, you‟re a banker, you know about stipulations, right?”
“Yes, but I don‟t look at this as a transaction.”
“You better hear me out, because it‟s a big one.”He ran his hands up her arms,then dropped
them to his side.“I want to be Rad‟s father.”

“If we were married, you would be.”
“I believe stepfather‟s the term used in that case. Rad and I agreed we didn‟tgo for it.”
“Agreed?”She spoke carefully, on guard again.“You discussed this with Rad?”
“Yeah, I discussed it with Rad. He brought it up, but I‟d have wanted to talk tohim, anyway. He
asked me this afternoon if I was going to marry you. Did youwant me to lie to him?”
“No.”She paused a moment, then shook her head.“No, of course not. What did hesay?”
“Basically he wanted to know if I‟d still be his friend, because he‟d heardsometimes stepfathers
change a bit once their foot‟s in the door. Once we‟dgotten past that hurdle, he told me he didn‟t
want me as a stepfather.”
“Oh, Mitch.”She sank down on the edge of the desk.
“He wants a real father, Hester, because real fathers don‟t go away.”Her eyesdarkened very
slowly before she closed them.
“I see.”
“The way I look at it, you‟ve got another decision to make. Are you going to letme adopt
him?”Her eyes shot open again with quick surprise.“You‟ve decided toshare yourself. I want to
know if you‟re going to share Rad, all the way. Idon‟t see a problem with me being his father
emotionally. I just want you toknow that I want it legally. I don‟t think there‟d be a problem with
yourex-husband.”
“No, I‟m sure there wouldn‟t be.”
“And I don‟t think there‟d be a problem with Rad. So is there a problem withyou?”
Hester rose from the desk to pace a few steps away.“I don‟t know what to say toyou. I can‟t
come up with the right words.”
“Pick some.”
She turned back with a deep breath.“I guess the best I can come up with is thatRadley‟s going to
have a terrific father, in every way. And I love you very,very much.”
“Those‟ll do.”He caught her to him with relief.“Those‟ll do just fine.”Thenhe was kissing her
again, fast and desperate. With her arms around him, shelaughed.“Does this mean you‟re going
to approve the loan?”
“I‟m sorry, I have to turn you down.”

“What?”
“I would, however, approve a joint application from you and your wife.”Shecaught his face in
her hands.“Our house, our commitment.”
“Those are terms I can live with—”he touched her lips with his“—for the nexthundred years or
so.”He swung her around in one quick circle.“Let‟s go tellRad.”With their hands linked, they
started out.“Say,„Hester, how do you feel about honeymooning in Disneyland?”
She laughed and walked through the door with him.“I‟d love it. I‟d absolutelylove it.”

