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Chapter One

If his father wasn’t already dead, Malcolm would certainly kill him now. If nothing else, he should have been made to endure some painful repercussions for his selfishness. Torture had a nice ring to it. Something slow and methodical. The rack perhaps? No. Something frenzied and gruesome. Like man-eating pigs. Really, what was the appropriate punishment for screwing up someone’s life? Malcolm hadn’t thought much about marriage, but his father’s will certainly brought the issue front and center. He didn’t think his lack of interest set him apart from most men his age. He’d seen his own parents’ marriage end in disaster, and he’d volunteered his shoulder to more than a couple of his closest friends when marital bliss had eluded them. He wasn’t afraid of monogamy, and he didn’t think he was emotionally unavailable, as he’d heard women suggest of their men. No, he just didn’t understand why people couldn’t be happy, and together, without the trappings of physical and legal symbols.

And yet here he stood, in the 15th floor office of his father’s attorney, Stewart Patton. Malcolm couldn’t stay seated one moment longer. He got to his feet and paced across the room, coming to a stop in front of the glass wall that, with the heavy blinds pushed open, offered a dizzying view of Manhattan. Burberry trench coats and fur shoulder shrugs, which would enrage animal rights activists everywhere, mingled with blue jeans and leather coats on the sidewalks below. The streets were a slow moving mass of steel dotted with yellow cabs. He watched the people scurrying to and fro on the street below. He shoved his hands deeper into his suit pants and hunched his shoulders. Yes, the more he thought about it, a peaceful death had been too good for his father. For once he wished he was outside with the suffocating mass of humanity that was New York City. It was preferable to being in Patton’s plush office discussing what amounted to the end of his free will. He didn’t care that Stew was behind him, waiting for a response. How did one respond to being handed the end of one’s life? Did you act grateful that at least someone told you in advance? Or did you sob hysterically, thinking how this could happen to someone so young, with so many possibilities? He did neither. He continued to stare, ignoring the throaty sounds from the other side of the room. No, he was content to stare at those folks who seemed to have control over their own lives.

“It could be worse.”

The statement made his head pop up. This should be good, he thought. He swung around to his left and said, “Really? Do tell.”

“Well, at least you get to choose your own.”

“Well, that’s always been the case, hasn’t it? It’s not the manner of how it’s being done, or even the timing of it all, as much as it is the audacity.”

And after some thought, Malcolm said, “Okay, maybe part of it is the timing, but what does one thing have to do with the other? Why is my marital status a part of this, a part of any, discussion?”

Stew shook out the letter and cleared his throat, preparing to read. “Here, in the second paragraph….”

“I know what it says. It just doesn’t….” Malcolm’s voice trailed off. He was still standing, but he was facing the interior of the room. Stew sat behind his desk positioned against the opposite wall. Malcolm placed his hands on the back of the leather visitor’s chair and leaned forward, allowing the chair back to hold his weight. Despite the relaxed nature of the position, his muscles were tense.

He marveled at his father’s gumption. His father had been a self-made man who didn’t understand how people made it through life without plans and ambitions. Enter his mother. They’d always seemed like such an odd pair. His mother swore to her dying day that a chance pregnancy hadn’t led to the marriage, but what else explained the coupling of the free-spirited social butterfly without a thought of next month’s bills with the rigid gray suit without any creative notions?

Their resulting relationship was tumultuous, producing, his mother would say ruffling his hair, the only real light in her life. Since his father was absent frequently, he and his mother spent most of their time together. She’d been his biggest champion. Never missed a game, never missed a parent-teacher conference. Until she’d passed away, they’d talked regularly and had had dinner once a month.

Malcolm shook his head to clear the memories. He didn’t like dwelling on the past; he became too angry, regretting he hadn’t done more to protect and support his mother. He could use his own money. His interest in medicine hadn’t only led him to medical school, but to technology and engineering. He held patents on several medical devices and pharmaceutical formulas. He was lenient with their use, but in the end every time his inventions were used, he received financial compensation. But if he had his inheritance, he could do something and do it with his father’s money. He couldn’t think of more appropriate justice.

“What do I have to do?”

“Get married before Sunday.”

“It’s Monday.”

“Well, you don’t have much time, do you?” Clearly, after two hours, Stew was tired of the conversation. He’d already had to signal his secretary to move one appointment. “I’m sorry, Malcolm, your father was a dear friend, but this cannot go on. If this continues, I’ll have to work over the weekend, and my own wife will be insufferable then. You have to understand that just isn’t an option.”

“But I’m not even seeing anyone!” Malcolm threw up his hands in frustration. He wanted his inheritance. He had big plans for it. But this turn of events was unexpected. His father had despised marriage. Why was he interested in making sure his only son followed the same path? To further torture him? Malcolm had never seemed to be able to please his father, so perhaps this was his way of making sure he did something the old man wanted.

In the end, the reasons didn’t matter—he was still presented with an unreasonable requirement.

“Yes, we covered that,” Stew said, boredom overtaking his usually professional demeanor. “Either you will, or you won’t do this. Either way, you’ll come see me on Monday morning. We’ll talk again then.” Stew folded the letter and placed it in its envelope. He placed the envelope in the file folder and the file folder into the outgoing tray.

“So that’s it? What if I don’t do it?”

“There is a contingency plan in the event you choose not accept the terms. Your father’s brothers will inherit, as will a gun association. So, that is it from my perspective. If I can be of assistance, you’ll let me know.”

Malcolm gathered his suit jacket off the seat of the leather chair and shrugged into it. He walked to the door. He didn’t like the idea of his uncles inheriting, or the gun association, but he liked the idea of being forced into marriage even less. Perhaps he’d simply let it ride.

“Well, maybe I can help.” Stew leaned back in his chair. He placed his hands behind his head. The movement caused his feet to rise off the carpet, and the chair creaked with the shift of his weight. “I know this family. They have a daughter your age. She’s … what? You said more than once you weren’t seeing anyone.”

“I can find my own wife.”

A snicker from the hall reminded him the door was open. He turned on his heel and came face to face with the sea of cubicles that made up the secretaries’ offices. A quick scan of the room indicated there were seven faces. And most of them were wide-eyed and turning red. In order to get to the elevator, he had to walk by all of them. With as much dignity as he could muster, he walked swiftly to the elevator. Stabbing the down button, he raised his head high as the secretaries’ giggles caught up with him. His shoulders slumped with relief as the elevator doors slid closed behind him.

Punching the “L” button, he leaned his head against the cool metal of the door, letting it cool the inner anger and outer embarrassment that heated his body. Pushing away from the door just as it slid open, he took a deep breath and prayed for a second wind to get him through the next few hours.

Stepping out of the elevator and into the lobby, his pager began to vibrate. He wasn’t on call. But the number was indeed his receptionist. Hurrying through the spacious lobby, Malcolm pressed his shoulder into the window of the turn-style door, and walked around until he was able to step outside.

He took the phone from his jacket pocket and dialed his office. He pressed the phone tight to his ear in deference to the loud hustle and bustle of the City.

“You’re late for your 3:00.”

“I know. Can you reschedule for me? And reschedule everything this week.”

Silence.

“I know it’s a lot, but I’m just not going to be able to make it happen.”

Silence.

“Betty?”

“I’m here. I just can’t believe it’s you. It is you, isn’t it? Malcolm? Doctor?”

“Very funny. I know I haven’t taken much time off, but….” He was interrupted by laughter. Shuffling his way across the sidewalk through the crowd, Malcolm raised his arm to hail a taxi. One approached, but slowly in the City’s afternoon traffic. He waited, his arm still hanging in the air.

“Much time? I don’t get time unless you take time, and let’s just say that I haven’t seen my grandchildren in years.”

“That isn’t true!” His arm fell as his mind raced to recall the last time he’d arrived to find someone else guarding his office door. The taxi he’d hailed stopped short and moved into the lane away from him.

“Damn!”

“Okay, fine, but you still haven’t taken a week off since I’ve known you.”

“No, that wasn’t to you. Look, I’m only four blocks from the hospital. I’ll walk. If Ms. Finks wants to wait, I’ll see her. If not, reschedule her for first thing next week.”

“Will do. See you soon.”

Turning into the sun, Malcolm walked, lost in thought. He hadn’t a clue about how to find a wife; he hadn’t been very good at finding a girlfriend.

He did need assistance.




Chapter Two

“Hello?”

“Gloria? I need a woman.” Malcolm hadn’t intended for it come out that way. He’d intended to open with some mindless chatter and then ask to speak with Denzel, his childhood friend. He had no confidence that Denzel would be able to solve his problem, but he would at least feel better after the call.

“Malcolm! It’s so nice to hear from you! I’m doing well, thanks. How are you? Busy with work?” The light sarcasm noting the lack of phone etiquette was not lost on Malcolm.

Malcolm closed his eyes and wished he had time to be busy with work. He loved being a doctor. For as long as he could remember, he couldn’t recall wanting to be anything else. He’d been given a toy stethoscope for Christmas when he was six from a family friend, and he’d never looked back. He didn’t often use the tool any more, since his nursing staff took vitals before he even saw his patients, but he had the little scope on a shelf in his office to remind him of his dream. His patients often commented on it, nestled on the bookcase among the large medical reference books. And he enjoyed telling them the story; they seemed more at ease afterward,

knowing he was human and able to connect with what really mattered in life.

“I wish. You sound out of breath. Still training for the tri?” Backtracking and practicing his best bedside manners, Malcolm turned the conversation to neutral territory and held his breath to see if she took the bait. He hoped she hadn’t had time to process his first statement. Perhaps they could both ignore the outburst and pretend nothing happened.

“Uughh. Yes.”

“Don’t sound so excited! You don’t have to do it, you know. It’s completely voluntary, last time I heard.” Malcolm laughed. He could imagine Gloria standing outside the workout room she and Denzel had built into their basement to facilitate their mutual triathlon dreams.

“He’s kicking my butt! I love the man, but I want to participate. He wants to win.”

They laughed, each thinking that there was no other way for Denzel. You either did it to win it, or you didn’t do it at all.

The notion of doing it or not doing it brought back Stew’s words about getting married. The merriment of the moment died for Malcolm.

“Is Denzel around?”

“Oh, he just jumped into the shower. Want me to tell him you called?”

Malcolm hesitated. He knew once he told Denzel about his predicament that Gloria would find out anyway. They were the only couple he’d known to make it. Their connection ran deep, and he was always amazed at their ability to read each other without speaking. Denzel would surely tell Gloria out of either typical partner conversation or in order to identify a solution.

“Sure.”

“Anything you need in particular?”

Malcolm inhaled deeply and exhaled loudly, hesitating. He shrugged and said again, “I need a woman.”

Gloria laughed. “And my husband is going to be your hook-up?” She laughed harder. “You know he can’t talk to women. If I hadn’t come on to him, he’d still be a sad, lonely bachelor.”

Malcolm knew the story of their meeting by heart. He’d heard it many times, and he still marveled at Denzel’s luck. Gloria was an amazing wife and mother. Their financial position meant she didn’t work outside the home, but she was an active supporter of Denzel’s projects and still insisted on taking the kids to school and to their after-school activities. She made snacks, hosted sleepovers, and delivered casseroles to sickly neighbors. And she was beautiful. Not supermodel hot, but classically stunning. Malcolm had zero hopes of finding someone like her, but if he got remotely close he’d consider himself satisfied.

And he knew Gloria was right. It was his habit to call on Denzel to talk about anything and everything, but perhaps his subconscious knew that in this case, it was Gloria he needed to speak with.

“You’re right. I know you’re right. But this is an emergency.”

“Malcolm, you’re sounding desperate, dear. What’s going on?”

Stopping at the hospital entrance, Malcolm relayed the morning’s news. He emphasized his plans for the money. It was imperative that he use his father’s money for the center.

“And what’s amazing is that dad never discussed any of this with me. We spoke not three days before he passed, and he just wanted to talk about his charitable distributions. You’d think my impending forced marriage would have been on his radar. I know I would have liked to have talked about it.”

Disgusted, Malcolm rolled his shoulders and stretched his neck, pushing his face toward the sky. It was a beautiful day in the City. He would have liked to have enjoyed it. But between the paperwork on his desk, the patients who dropped in, and the wife he had yet to identify, he was swamped. It wasn’t likely he’d be able to enjoy the weather.

“Wow.”

Gloria’s response was the understatement of the century.

“That’s it!” Malcolm struggled to understand how he was supposed to interpret the word. “What…? How…? If I could—” He swung his arms around and nearly knocked over a woman exiting from the hospital. She ducked at the right moment, but rewarded him with a hostile look. He mouthed his apology. He ducked into the vestibule and headed for the elevator. Ensconced in his own office he’d be less likely to be heard or to take out another visitor.

“Hush, let me think!” Gloria nearly shouted from the other end of the phone. “Malcolm, you’re one of the hottest bachelors in the country. You were on People’s Most Beautiful People list last year and the year before. You’re smart, athletic, interesting, and let’s be honest, one of the wealthiest men in the world. And you’re no stick in the mud. You travel the world, sail frequently, and fly your own plane. And all of that with a great sense of humor.” Gloria paused and inhaled deeply. “I cannot believe this is going to be a problem. Now, we haven’t discussed children—though you adore ours—but for many successful women children are negotiable.” Gloria laughed easily. “How could you not find a wife? In fact, this could be fun!”

Malcolm took in her assessment of himself, and though he was inclined to agree, there was still the very real problem that he wasn’t dating anyone. If fact, he hadn’t dated anyone with real potential recently and honestly didn’t have a clue of how to begin solving his problem. And he definitely didn’t see the humor in it.

“Malcolm, this isn’t a problem. You just need the right introductions. Time will do its thing, and you’ll have the woman of your dreams.”

“Time? Time is not on my side here, Gloria.”

“Malcolm, you’re being melodramatic. Listen, babe, Denzel’s birthday is next month. I’ve started making plans. I’ll make it a double duty extravaganza, and we’ll find you a partner.”

“Next month? Gloria, were you listening?” Malcolm tried to keep the exasperation from his voice. Gloria’s use of “babe” indicated to him that she was trying to calm him, trying to understand his dilemma. But clearly they were not on the same page yet.

“Sunday, Gloria, Sunday. I have to be married by Sunday.” Malcolm fell into the chair behind his desk as he spoke the words as if just by saying them he was physically weighed down by the impossible task of identifying, meeting, romancing, and marrying a woman in less than a week.

“Sunday? This Sunday?” Gloria asked incredulously.

“Yes. This Sunday. Help me.” Malcolm whined into the silence.

“Ok. I need to think. Let me call you back, Malcolm. Don’t freak out. We’ll fix this.”

Nearly jumping out of the chair, eyes wide, Malcolm cried, “No! Wait! Don’t hang….” But his words were answered by a dial tone. Slouching further into the supple leather, Malcolm closed his eyes. With his elbows resting on the edge of his desk, he steepled his fingers and pressed them under his lower lip, letting them support the weight of his head.

Cursing his father yet again, he racked his brain for a solution. Over the last year he’d been on four dates.

Sylvia was a pediatrician. Her office was three floors above his own. He wouldn’t term the experience a disaster, but it had been damn close. He’d seen her in the cafeteria a few times and liked what he saw. She seemed light and funny. She had a lithe body and graceful movements. He hadn’t known much else, but wasn’t that what dating was for? He hadn’t asked anyone out since college, so he admitted to himself that he’d been rusty. Still, he should have known. She’d said yes to his offer of dinner, smiling and interested. They’d made arrangements over email throughout the day, and he’d been looking forward to the evening. He made reservations at Cipriani and offered to pick her up. She’d declined, indicating she liked to walk before and after dinner to aid digestion. Understandable. She’d arrived talking on her cell phone. She sat down at the table and continued to talk on the phone. The waiter had appeared, and she had given her order while on the phone. Malcolm had finished his salad and was working on his entree by the time she apologized for the call. She had explained that her ex-lover was in a crisis and needed a shoulder. He’d smiled to make a show of understanding, but inwardly he’d begun to doubt their future. He was beyond doubt and into certainty after she spent the remainder of dinner discussing her ex-lover’s problems and expressing her desire to get through the meal so that she could pay him a visit. Malcolm had been relieved when she’d begged off dessert. They said goodbye at the door, and he hadn’t seen her socially since. He’d heard via the hospital grapevine that she’d eloped with Mr. Phone a month later.

He shuddered at the memory of two other less than stellar dates and instead focused on his latest experience, Sarah.

Once a year the hospital opened its doors for a community holiday celebration. It coincided with Christmas, but in the spirit of openness and inclusion, the Board had determined to focus on snow as a theme rather than take on the daunting task of including every religiously significant symbol and potentially alienating or offending guests.

Sarah, typically in the role of a nurse practitioner, had transformed into a snowflake princess for the benefit of the visiting children. Though he learned she’d been volunteered for the role by her supervising attendant, she played the role as though it had been her own idea. She introduced herself to the children, led them in songs and games, and took pictures with them for keepsakes. He remembered approaching her with a joke, lame to his own ears, but she’d laughed good-naturedly and introduced herself.

They’d made eye contact across the room throughout the evening. Encouraged, Malcolm had waited for her in the lobby as the last guests were leaving. At the late hour he didn’t have many options, but he offered a late dinner at the diner two blocks over. Rubbing her stomach through her costume, she said she hadn’t had time to eat during the celebration and that she was starving. If he was willing to wait for her to change, she’d love to go. He would have waited for just about any length of time. Her eagerness had suckered him in, and he was excited.

He found they both liked breakfast for dinner. The coffee had been mediocre, but they’d shared lively conversation. They agreed on books, cities they’d visited, and movies. As they left the diner, she said she wasn’t tired and didn’t feel like going home. She shared an apartment with two girls and, from time to time, their out of work boyfriends. Malcolm had suggested a late movie, and she’d placed her hand in his. They’d walked to Times Square. He couldn’t remember the name of the film, but he remembered the kiss that followed.

She’d snuggled up to him during the movie, and he’d welcomed the contact. Not used to dating, he’d forgotten how warm it could be to simply sit close to someone. After the movie he had offered to walk her to the subway station. They’d analyzed the film on the walk. They’d held hands, and he’d marveled at his great choice of women. Perhaps there was hope for him yet. She insisted that he didn’t have to walk her below, and in saying goodbye, had taken both his hands in hers and leaned into him. Surprised, but eager, he’d held her weight in his hands and leaned down to her, eyes closed. Her lips had been soft and warm with just a hint of maple syrup left over from the diner pancakes she’d had earlier. It didn’t last long, but it had stirred in him a desire for more. She had pulled back and smiled sweetly, almost unwilling to meet his gaze. She had laughed lightly and said she’d see him the next day at work. He had said he looked forward to it.

But he hadn’t seen her. Not the next day or the one after that. He didn’t have her number and felt desperate contacting her through hospital channels.

He wondered now how he could have let that slip through his fingers. But of his most recent prospects, she was the most likely to be wife material.

He straightened up and looked at the mess on his desk. When he didn’t have a full consultation or surgery schedule, Betty was always ready to unload some of the contents of her desk onto his. She had a stamp of his name, but even after six years together she was reluctant to use it. She wanted his eyes to see everything that could have legal consequences for either him or the hospital later. He knew she was right, but it increased his work load exponentially.

Stacking the papers into various piles, he cleared a space in the center. It at least it looked like he’d made some headway.

He looked up and around the room, wondering if he should straighten the whole place. The door was directly across the room. To the left was a leather couch with an area rug in front of it. In decorating his office Betty had recommended muted colors to set patients’ nerves at ease. Bright colors, she said, made people tense. He didn’t know if he agreed, but why argue the issue? She was a mother, and perhaps she knew of such things from experience. Throw pillows on the couch coordinated with the rug. In front of his desk were two leather chairs. The entire lower part of the right wall held cabinets storing research, drafts of articles he’d written, formulas he intended to investigate, and the like. The top of the cabinets served as a snack station. Ostensibly it was, again, to ease patients’ nerves, but hidden away in one of the containers was Malcolm’s favorite treat, pecan clusters. He didn’t know from where they came; they just appeared from time to time. But he was very aware of when they were present. He could smell their nutty caramel goodness from across the room. Above the refreshments, extending wall to wall, were built-in shelves laden with reference books. Behind his desk, framing his chair, were two floor-to-ceiling windows. Each offered a view of the street below. He enjoyed looking out of them as he thought about a particular case. The movement from the street seemed to help organize his thoughts.

Aside from the stethoscope, there were few personal items. He used to have a picture of his mother, but after her passing, it was too painful to see it, so the only image of her was housed in his wallet.

“Betty, could you find a number for Sarah Suzan? She’s down in the ER.” He released the call button on his phone and clicked on his computer screen. With the prospect of his immediate problem being taken care of he hoped to be able to focus on other pressing medical issues. He was momentarily sidetracked by the notion of someone having two first names as their first and last name. He had a patient named Reagan Parker. And two other patients named Parker Stevens and Reagan Aaronson.

“Sorry, Doctor, there’s no Sarah Suzan in the ER.”

Puzzled, Malcolm sat back. Surely he had her name correct—he wasn’t likely to ever forget it. “Are you sure? She’s a nurse….”

“I called both duty stations. No Sarah Suzan, nurse, doctor, or patient.”

Curious.

“There was a Sarah Klein, though. Could you have gotten the name wrong?”

Sarah Klein. “Is she related to Doctor Klein in Audiology?”

“His wife, I think. I’d heard he married someone on staff, but with all the gossip, who knows what’s fact and what’s fiction? Anything else?”

“No. Thanks.”

Malcolm couldn’t be sure that Sarah Klein was his Sarah Suzan, but it would be an amazing coincidence if she wasn’t.

Deflated to have his plan pulled out from underneath of him so quickly, he forgot about accomplishing anything on the computer and once again sat slouched in his chair, staring at his desk.

He hadn’t doubted that the task of finding a wife in seven days would be difficult, but he was now feeling it was impossible. He’d have to forgo his inheritance and, more importantly, the opportunity to honor his mother by creating a center to support single mothers using his father’s money.




Chapter Three

“So what’s the plan?”

Denzel had listened to his wife intently as she’d relayed Malcolm’s story. Still not quite believing it herself, she’d been hopeful he’d have an idea. He and Malcolm had been best friends since middle school. They’d grown up across the street from each other in a small town outside Chicago. They’d gone to the same high school and college. They’d split ways afterward, Malcolm to medical school and Denzel to business school, but they’d remained strong in their friendship. They celebrated each other’s birthdays, in person, regardless of what the other had going on. They celebrated each holiday together since Malcolm’s mother passed and talked about every day. Gloria teased Denzel that Malcolm was his man-wife. Neither man found the description amusing.

She had a plan. She always had a plan. But she liked to give Denzel time to think and express himself first. Over the years she’d noticed that often Denzel just ran with what she’d come up with rather than valuing his own thoughts. If she allowed him time and space to talk first, she could confirm his idea and then add her own to it, so they were both valued. She knew he was on to her strategy. They’d been married for years after all. He’d often said he didn’t mind, that he thought she was creative and often developed ideas that he didn’t think anyone else could think of on their own. Still, she hesitated, giving him an opportunity to generate some suggestions.

Denzel smiled at her and raised his hands up, palms out, deferring to her judgment. “I’m all ears, dear. You’ve got this banged out already. Tell me how it works.”

Gloria smiled back, grateful their marriage had developed into such an understanding partnership.

“Well, we have several issues to address.” She paced their bedroom as she spoke. Denzel stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom attached to the master bedroom. He’d showered after their workout and was dressing for the evening. “Do you mind if we push our reservations?” She was intent on solving this problem, and she had yet to take a shower. Admiring his naked back, she was disappointed she’d missed an opportunity to shower with him; she’d been too preoccupied with Malcolm’s situation to consider the possibility. She’d have to rectify that soon.

“Not at all. We can do something here instead.”

“You’re a doll.” Gloria winked at him and turned back to the bed. “Now, we don’t know of any prospects, and we don’t have much time. Even once we have prospects, we still need to make introductions, get to the heart of things, and then make wedding arrangements.” Gloria sat on the edge of the bed, nibbling her lip. She was talking more to herself than to him.

“All right, first things first. We need candidates.” Inspired, Gloria rolled across the width of the bed to her bed side table and pulled out her telephone book. She had an iPhone that could carry all her personal information, but she was old school and preferred to keep her contacts on paper. Flipping through the pages, she lay on her stomach, her brow knitting together as she considered her options.

“Shall I cancel our reservations altogether?” Denzel leaned out of the bathroom door. “I don’t want to get dressed if I can enjoy pizza at home.”

Gloria glanced at the clock on the side table and then back at her address book. She rolled onto her back, put her hands behind her head and pulled her knees up, regarding her husband to the side.

“Would you mind?” She smiled wide. “How about we open a bottle of wine, order a pizza, and play matchmaker? Who knows? Maybe all the talk of Malcolm getting lucky will lead you to getting lucky, too.” She fluttered her eye lashes at him and let her knees fall open, welcoming him between her legs.

Denzel whistled wolfishly and threw the hand towel to the floor. Crossing the room in three strides, he climbed onto the foot of the bed and crawled between his wife’s legs. He kissed her calf. He kissed the inside of her knee. He kissed her inner thigh. He gently bit her crotch. Denzel nuzzled her left breast and gently nibbled her bottom lip. Slipping his tongue between her lips, he felt her warmth.

“Shower with me,” she said against his mouth.

“I thought you’d never ask.” Denzel lifted her from the bed and carried her to the bathroom, stepping out of his pants and underwear as he went.

In the bathroom, he slid Gloria down his body till her feet touched the floor. The air was still moist and warm from his own shower. Pressing her against the wall opposite the double sinks, he raised her shirt above her head. She’d already shed her sports bra, leaving her breasts free and ready for his touch. Holding her gaze, he cupped her left breast in his hand and let the tips of his fingers rub gently across her hardened nipple. Gloria closed her eyes and gasped at the pure pleasure of her husband’s touch. He was good with his hands. Very good. She sank her fingers into his shoulders to steady her weakening knees.

Wedging his knee between hers, Denzel slid his left hand between her legs even while his right hand continued its exploration of her breast. He pulled gently on her nipple at the same time he pushed down her pants. She stepped out of the pants, careful not to discourage either hand from its mission.

Her stomach began quivering with a need that was as intense as anything she’d ever felt.

Denzel lowered his head to her breast while slipping his hand insider her panties. Leisurely stroking the beaded nipple with his tongue, Denzel eased his fingers into her sensitive flesh. Blood pounded in her ears as he began to stroke her intimately. She wasn’t sure what was sending her over the edge faster, his mouth or his hand. She released a soft sigh as he raised his mouth to hers and intensified the tempo of his stroke.

She tightened her grip on his shoulders and called out his name when a shudder ran through her, shaking her to the core. She could barely stand, and her mind was void of any conscious thought except the intense pleasure rippling through her.

Malcolm? Malcolm who?

Her breath ragged, she protested his abandonment as he stepped away from her.

“All good things come to those who wait.” Turning the knob on the shower faucet, he pulled her into the shower to stand in front of him. He brought her close and lifted her off her feet.

“Wrap your legs around me, love,” he said in deep, husky voice. “I love holding you, touching you. I can’t get enough of you.” Denzel nuzzled her ear and pressed wet kisses to the side of her neck. Gloria smiled, enjoying his attention. He cupped her bottom and pulled her more firmly to him. A soft moan escaped her lips as she enjoyed his touch.

She did what he asked, and before she could register what he was about to do, he swiftly entered her. Water poured over them, blurring their vision and soaking their hair, but nothing could have stopped him from backing her up against the tile wall and pumping in and out of her like a man pushed over the edge.

He grabbed hold of her hips as they cradled his pelvis and drove deeper into her as his body exploded, forcing himself to hold still while feeling her muscles clench around him. She dug her fingers hard into his shoulders and arched into him.

Though he was totally drained, he clearly wanted his body to remain connected to hers. He braced his legs apart to keep her pinned to the wall.

As the water cascaded down over them, Gloria wrapped her arms around his back and held him to her. Holding him this way, and sharing these moments always made her feel warm, loved. There was no place she’d rather be and no one else she’d rather be with.

She felt his body getting hard inside her again. He reached over and turned off the water. With her body still joined to his, he stepped out of the shower.

Grabbing a thick towel off the rack, he wrapped it around them as they left the bathroom. He reached the bed, and they tumbled onto the covers. Holding his gaze, Gloria waited for him to settle between her legs. She raised her hips to encourage him, and he began moving inside her, thrusting in and out of her with long, leisurely strokes. He leaned closer and mated his tongue to hers. A hot flare raged through her, uncoiling in her stomach as he increased his rhythm. Gloria heard herself cry out his name as he tilted his head back and bucked harder, bringing them to their climax simultaneously. She kissed his shoulder and nibbled his neck as he slowly lowered himself onto her.

“You’re wonderful,” Gloria said, tracing the curve of his spine with her fingertips, enjoying the little shudders that rippled through his body. She let Denzel roll her onto her side. He molded her backside to the front of his body. Spooned together, she snuggled into his body and let her thoughts wander.

Shivers passed through her body. Her husband had always been an attentive lover. He thought of her need first and followed with his own. Snuggling closer, pressing her bottom against his hips, she appreciated this to no end. She smiled at the thought and fell asleep to the soft, snoring rhythm of Denzel’s breathing.




Chapter Four

“What were we talking about before we got distracted?” Denzel looked genuinely puzzled as he perused the pizza menu.

They’d risen only a half hour after making love and were famished.

“I feel like it was important, but I’m drawing a blank. Cheese and mushrooms, please.” Having placed his order with Gloria, he waited for her to finish entering the information into the order form on the computer.

“Really?” she asked, smiling as she hit the order button. “Malcolm has to be married by Sunday.”

“Wow. That totally escaped me. So what do we do? I know you have this solved.”

“I wouldn’t say solved, but I have a few ideas.”

“Spill it. Wait!” he said before she could start. “I can’t pawn my brother from another mother out on some woman I probably don’t know without some liquid courage.” They sat at the island in the kitchen. He reached above their heads to the wine rack and selected a Shiraz. Gloria gathered two glasses from the other side of the hanging display and placed them in front of him.

Denzel tugged on the cork and poured a taste into the glass. He swished the liquid and smelled its aroma. Tipping his head back slightly he allowed it to run around his mouth. Satisfied with its body, he poured two glasses.

“All right, ready. Shoot.”

Gloria smiled at him over her glass.

“I have identified some women I think are great. We set these women up on a quick run of getting to know you dates, and he chooses the best one.”

Denzel studied his wife’s face. She seemed pretty sure of herself.

“But let’s say he chooses the one he likes best, but she doesn’t want to get married. She wants to take it slowly, blah, blah, blah. Then what? We haven’t solved the problem.”

“Well, there’s the kicker. When I invite the women to meet Malcolm, I will have to tell them what’s really going on. As far as his having to get married. Now whether he tells them the whole story or not is up to him. But at least we’ve expanded his pool of potential wives exponentially.”

The door bell rang, and Gloria excused herself after commanding him to think it over.

She returned with pizza in hand.

“Well?”

“I guess, sweetheart.” Denzel reached for the box, opening the lid to expose the steaming pie. “Let’s do it.”




Chapter Five

“I don’t know. It sounds … desperate.” Malcolm paced his office, his head cocked to the side holding the phone to his head as his hands flipped through a chart.

“You are desperate!” Gloria exclaimed on the other end. She’d explained her idea to him, with Denzel offering peanut gallery comments from a second handset, but Malcolm was hesitant. “What’s the problem?”

“What happens if I don’t like any of them? Then I’ve put all my eggs into this one basket and still have nothing to show for it come Monday morning.”

“Well, at least you would’ve had some eggs and a basket to put them in! At the rate you’re going, you won’t even have made it to the market. What do you have to lose?” Gloria let out a low exasperated hum.

“Besides, man, it’s not like she’s going to set you up with just anyone. It’s a risk, but you couldn’t ask for a woman with better judgment or with cuter friends.” Malcolm rolled his eyes and thanked the universe Gloria was involved in this charade so he didn’t end up with a woman simply because she was tall, blonde, and buxom.

Malcolm had spent the better part of the afternoon ignoring his dilemma and organizing files. He was now faced with an option. No, the option because there were no others. He sank onto the couch and stretched out his legs. Why not?

“All right. What do I need to do?”

His question was met with a shriek of excitement.

“Leave it to me! Join us for a late dinner tonight, and I’ll outline the details.”




Chapter Six

Malcolm wasn’t sure if the sinking feeling in his gut was from the cold leftover pizza he’d consumed or from the prospect of having to meet and marry a woman he didn’t yet know in seven days.

Gloria had presented him with a small stack of manila envelopes as he’d come through the door. The prospects, she’d called them. He was instructed to preview them and provide feedback.

He’d knocked out two based on age. He didn’t think he wanted to be confused for his wife’s father. He eliminated another because he couldn’t identify any areas of commonality. They say opposites attract, but there were complementary differences and then there were awkward silences. The awkwardness of the situation already concerned him. He’d struck out number four due to what Gloria called physical incompatibility. Denzel had expressed disbelief. Didn’t every man enjoy a D cup? No.

Down to the last two, he wasn’t sure he should limit himself further.

“Perfect,” shouted Gloria. “It’s Monday. You’ll have time to see each one at least twice before you propose. That won’t leave much time for a rehearsal, but it will probably have to be small, and lots of people skim right over it anyway, so Saturday will be the big day. Perfect,” she said again.

Perfect? How about disastrous? Overwhelming? Definitely frightening. But Malcolm smiled and nodded his affirmation of the plan. Perfect.

They’d been sitting around the kitchen island, sipping wine as they’d discussed the matter. Malcolm stood and stretched his long, lean legs. The drive from the City to Connecticut hadn’t been busy. He’d left after rush hour. Nevertheless, he felt cramped and tired. He walked to the sink and leaned against it, looking out the window letting in the setting evening sun. He didn’t see the lush green grass or the oaks shading the patio. He looked passed the gazebo and the sparkling pool water to the hedge on the backside of the property. He felt cornered. He wanted, no, needed, the inheritance. He had a dream to fulfill. It weighed on him as an obligation. No one put pressure on him—he did that well enough on his own. But the issue was of the utmost importance. More important perhaps than much of his day-to-day work at the hospital. He needed to follow through.

But if he didn’t take this seriously, would he be creating a home life reminiscent of the one he experienced growing up? Would he be placing a woman in the same situation his own mother had been unable to escape? Wouldn’t that defeat the purpose of his mission?

Shaking his head, he made a decision. He turned to Gloria. “I appreciate what you’ve done for me. You know that. I knew when we first spoke that you’d be the one to help me see through this. But I can’t do it this way.”

“But you haven’t—” Gloria slumped in her chair, and her face fell.

Malcolm held up his hand to stop her words. “I think it’s important that whomever I marry have an opportunity to express herself and make decisions as well.”

Gloria sat a little straighter. “OK. That doesn’t sound like a complete rejection of the plan. Where are you going with this?”

“I will plan one of the two dates, and she can plan the other. That way we both get an opportunity to share an interest and exercise some ownership over the process. I think it’s only fair.”

Gloria clasped her hands over her mouth to hide her smile, but nothing could mute the screech that accompanied it. She leaped from her chair and threw her arms around Malcolm.

“I know this is all very sudden, and there is no way we could possibly understand the pressure you’re under, but we’re behind you every step of the way.” She stood on her tippy toes and kissed his cheek. “Where’s my phone?”

Malcolm met Denzel’s eyes as Gloria skipped from the room. He hoped that in a few days from now he felt her excitement instead of the dread that lingered in his chest.

“You’ve made her very happy. And as a recent recipient of her good mood, I have to say that you’d made me very happy as well.” Denzel gave Malcolm an exaggerated wink as he reached to refill their glasses.

“I hope I end up as happy as she is come Sunday.” Malcolm walked back to the island and slumped into the high-backed chair Gloria had vacated.

“It’s definitely a unique situation, but think about how often it happens these days. With internet dating, does anyone really spend the time and the effort they used to?”

“You two did.”

“That was years ago, man. Times have changed. Society has evolved. Expectations are different. Even if you don’t fall madly in love, you may just find a good match, a companion. People put too much emphasis on love anyway. You need a friend. You need a pal. Someone who isn’t going to care about your morning breath and your gray hair. Someone you can talk with, someone who will talk with you.”

Malcolm, glass half raised, stared at his best friend. “Do you need a tissue? You sound like a Hallmark card.”

“Man, take my word for it, endless passion is unrealistic and overrated.”

“Oh, really? You weren’t saying that three hours ago!” Gloria stood in the doorway, hands on her hips, her face showing the hurt her husband’s words had obviously created.

“Baby, please!” Denzel held out his hand to her. “You know I’m not talking about us! We’re different. We’re special! Nobody can have what we have.”

“Uh, huh.” Gloria’s tone indicated doubt, but she stepped into the kitchen and into his arms just the same. “You better not be talking about us.” She bent down to accept her husband’s kiss.

“Sorry to break up the love fest, but if we could return to the business at hand, so I don’t have to join you two in this affair, I’d appreciate it.”

Her lips still touching Denzel’s, Gloria held out a square of paper. Malcolm regarded it, but didn’t take it. His love life fit on a sticky note. Convenient, but sad.




Chapter Seven

“May I speak with Tatum, please?” Malcolm paced the balcony of his penthouse as he waited through the brief silence. Though he’d returned from Connecticut last night, he had decided to wait until the late morning to call. He knew he was stalling, but he couldn’t force himself to pick up the phone.

“This is she. May I ask who’s calling?”

“Tatum. This is Malcolm Fowlkes. I’m a friend of Gloria’s.” The introduction sounded weak. He’d been on pins and needs all day practicing what he’d say to his wife-to-be, but everything had sounded silly. “Hi, I’m Malcolm. We don’t really know each other, but you come highly recommended. Will you marry me?” No. “Hi. You’re hot. Let’s get hitched.” He’d actually read that one somewhere. “I understand you come from good stock. We were made for each other.” Perhaps if he were buying a thoroughbred. In the end, he’d opted for straightforward.

“Hello! I can’t believe you’re actually calling! I thought Gloria was kidding. Can I tell you how excited I am about this? Are you busy tonight?”

Relieved, Malcolm stopped pacing and smiled. Perhaps this wouldn’t be as awkward as he’d feared. “Uh, well, I was calling to see if you’re available later today. I know this is a unique situation I’m in, and the timing isn’t ideal, but I thought if you were free we could spend the day together and maybe have dinner?”

“Are you kidding? I’d love to! I have several appointments this morning, but my afternoon is wide open. Where should we meet?”

Appointments were good. He wanted his wife to have interests, even employment, if she wanted. He thought it would be healthy for her to have a life separate from what they shared together.

“How about lunch at Serendipity? Noon?”

“Cute. But a little far uptown, don’t you think? No, fine, it’s fine. What should I wear?”

Caught off guard, Malcolm hesitated. He hadn’t considered his wardrobe, much less hers. Did it matter? He couldn’t think why, but if it meant getting off on the right foot he could come up with something.

“A skirt and shirt in case we do something afterward and don’t have time to change?” His brow furrowed, and his face twisted into a look of thoughtfulness as he tried to imagine what a woman might say.

“A top. Women wear tops or blouses, not shirts, dear. But your overall plan sounds good. Don’t be late. It’s a pet peeve of mine.” Without a goodbye, the line went dead.

Odd. Determined to stick with first impressions, Malcolm entered the French doors off his bedroom, hesitated only briefly in front of his closet as the conversation replayed in his mind. Puzzled, but not completely turned off, he entered the bathroom off the master suite and turned on the shower.

He studied his reflection in the mirror as the steam fogged the outer edges. He didn’t consider himself a vain man, but he knew he was attractive. He didn’t work out but enjoyed swimming and running when he had the time, though time wasn’t something he had in excess. He didn’t have a clue what Tatum looked like, but her voice led him to believe she was playful and lighthearted. His mind created a body to go with the voice, and he soon found he needed a cold shower. Turning the knobs, he stepped into the shower and allowed the water to return him to reality. He needed to have his wits about him if he was going to make the right decision.




Chapter Eight

“You smell good. Do you have a date or something?” Betty’s question was obviously meant to be teasing, but the morning consultations hadn’t done anything to ease Malcolm’s nervousness over the approaching afternoon luncheon; and he couldn’t return her easy smile.

“Sorry, Doc, didn’t meant to pry. But we’ve been together going on six years, and you’ve never worn cologne.”

Hadn’t he? His brow creased as he tried to remember the last time he’d made an effort to attract a woman. Her comment would explain why the cologne bottle had been full.

“It’s no problem, Betty. Is it warm in here? I think I need some air.” Malcolm had intended to enter some reports on the morning’s patients, but the idea of being closed up in his office wasn’t appealing. He walked back around Betty’s desk and headed for the elevator.

“Will you be back before lunch?” She was forced to ask her question to his back. His head down, determination in his stride, and a rushing sound in his ears, Malcolm didn’t respond or look back.

On the street, he breathed deeply. Blocking the automatic doors into the hospital vestibule, he was jolted to reality when a couple, a very pregnant women being manhandled by her husband, swept passed him, huffing and puffing.

It was 11:00 a.m. The restaurant was roughly fifteen blocks away. He could walk to the restaurant and with time to spare. He could remind himself on the walk of what was at stake. He could practice explaining his list of non-negotiables. Cursing his father once again, he turned south and began walking.

Malcolm chose a table by the window. He enjoyed people watching and thought something to distract his brain might be in order should things go downhill. The restaurant had been a local favorite for more than 50 years, and Malcolm had been there a number of times with Denzel, Gloria, and their kids. Known for its foot-long hot dogs and frozen hot chocolate, the restaurant’s fare was tasty if a little overpriced. Marilyn Monroe and Jackie O had called the place a favorite. Malcolm hoped he enjoyed the company as much as he did the food.

A commotion at the door drew the patrons’ attention. With his back to the door, Malcolm watched their mouths gape as the drama unfolded. Almost subconsciously, a few women placed their hands on that of their neighbor as if to say, “Are you seeing this?” The voices became louder, one determined and the other plaintive, nearly reaching hysterics.

“It’s just a bag. I can’t leave it in the street. Are you crazy?”

“Miss, we have a policy against strollers, carriages, and bicycles. This information is posted on the placard outside and on our website. We simply don’t have the space.”

“It’s a bag!”

“I’m sorry, it’s on wheels. You’ll have to leave it outside.”

“Don’t make me call the cops! You can’t do this. What if it gets stolen? You know how people around here are.”

“Lady, call the cops. It’s a reasonable request. You don’t think we haven’t been round and round about this with others? You’ll lose.” The maitre d’ stood his ground, arms folded across his chest. He was blocking the entrance into the seating area, but the woman and her bag were still in full view of those already occupying the dining room. The entire restaurant had come to a stand-still. Waitresses stood with trays balanced precariously above their heads. Diners held forks in mid-air, clearly mesmerized by the sight. The woman’s hair, once tightly pulled back, had become frayed around the edges. Frizzy blonde wisps flounced around wildly as the woman gesticulated her outrage. The manager rushed to the scene and exchanged quiet conversation with the maitre d’.

“I’m sorry, but he’s right. It’s too large. It would never fit down the aisle. You can see that. You must live nearby. Come back once you’ve returned it. We’d be happy to seat you then.”

Dressed in a pencil skirt, high collared button down, and stilettos, the woman towered over the manager. “I don’t live nearby, hence the large bag carrying all the things I’ll need for this evening and tonight. I have a date.” She tossed her head, emphasizing the importance of her message. “You’re making a scene. I hope he’s not here to see this. He’s really important, and you’ll regret you made me upset. And this wait has been unforgivable.” She raised her hands to soothe her unruly hair. “Don’t you know who I am? Who my friends are? You can’t treat me this way!” The woman ran her hands down her skirt and plucked at the thin cotton of her sweat-soaked shirt apparently trying to cool her heated skin. “Uuggh! And now I’m a mess!”

“Lady, I get the feeling you were born that way.” The maitre d’ excused himself, and the manager tried to interpret his parting words in a positive light.

“You mentioned you had a date. Is the young man already seated? Perhaps we can get you settled while we remove the bag?”

Red with outrage, the woman scanned the room. “I see him. And the bag stays.”

“Malcolm, darling, please come see me. These people are being ridiculous.” She held out her hand, bracelets jangling along her arm, motioning him to her. Her lips held a pout, and she cast her eyes downward in an expression of sadness. “I wouldn’t have been late, except for these men and their ridiculous rule.”

Malcolm had exercised enough self control not to turn to around until he’d heard stomping. He’d turned just in time to see the maitre d’ march to the kitchen. In doing so, he’d made himself known to the woman.

Against all his silent prayers, Malcolm had come to the conclusion that this woman was his date. He didn’t know her. And he didn’t recognize her as a previous patient. But she knew him. This was his…. He couldn’t finish the thought.

He stood slowly. With all eyes on him, he silently approached the woman and the manager. Placing himself between the two of them, he addressed the woman.

“Tatum, I presume.”

“Darling, you look wonderful. So did I, until this man insisted on upsetting me. If you could straighten this misunderstanding out, we can have lunch and get on with things.”

What did she expect him to do? And why was she pulling around a shopping cart?

Malcolm took her by the hand. Tucking it into the crook of his arm, he turned her toward the door. With his other hand he took hold of the cart’s handle and pulled the offending cart out behind him. Once on the street, Tatum turned to face him, a puzzled look on her face.

“You’re not hungry? I told you this place was an odd choice. And the service was positively rude. I don’t blame you for wanting to go somewhere else. How about Elaine’s? I know lots of people there.”

Malcolm couldn’t look at her. Was she kidding? He looked up and down the street to keep from having to look at her. He wasn’t sure how to respond. He didn’t want to be rude, and his mother used to say that if he didn’t have anything good to say he shouldn’t say anything.

“Hail us a cab, won’t you? You’ll love Elaine’s.” She took the handle from him. Pulling her bag behind her, Tatum walked to the curb, cutting off several pedestrians en route up the sidewalk. “Will you please watch where you’re going?” she cried out to no one in particular.

Standing beside her waiting for the taxi to come to a stop, Malcolm tried to rein in his growing anger. When the taxi stopped she stepped aside so that he could open the door for her. He did so without a word. She climbed in, leaving her bag on the sidewalk. Malcolm picked up the bag and set it on the seat beside her and climbed in beside it.

To be fair to Gloria and to himself, he had to make a go of it. He’d offered lunch, and so he thought Serendipity counted as his first attempt. Strike one.

“I’m glad you were able to make it. Do you work far from here?”

“I work wherever the work takes me. I’m in commercials.”

“Anything I’d have seen?”

Tatum explained her latest work. Malcolm shook his head, and she seemed disappointed.

“I don’t watch much television.”

Tatum looked surprised. “Then what do you do?”

“I guess my passion, aside from my work, is reading. Or hiking, biking, traveling. It’s hard to choose a favorite. Do you like to travel?”

“Are you kidding?” The pitch of her tone increased, and Malcolm thought that he might be on to something. “Taking off my shoes at security, a warm seat, watered down drinks, cramped space, luggage limits … what’s to love? Besides, with satellite you can go anywhere without leaving the house and getting all sweaty.”

And then again, maybe not.

“But what about the sights and the sounds? The smells, the new people, the adventures? You don’t find it exciting?”

Tatum regarded him straight faced and silent. Then she smiled. “You’re such a Boy Scout. How cute! I can’t wait to show you off.” She patted his hand dismissively.

Finding a common interest: strike two.

“What about reading? Gloria said you were an English major in college. What are you currently reading?”

“I read the script my agent sent over last week. It was awful. He just doesn’t get me. I don’t want to be someone’s mother. I want to be the hot, sexy mistress.”

Malcolm laughed. She turned to face him, not sharing in the amusement. Apparently she wasn’t kidding.

“Seriously, I didn’t mean to make light of your career goals.” Malcolm reached across the bag to touch her hand. Despite the warmth of the sun streaming in through the windows, it was cold and clammy. Was she nervous? He didn’t think so. She’d been nothing but aggressive since entering the restaurant. She withdrew her hand. He’d hoped to make amends but also to bring a physical aspect to their meeting, however brief the contact was. He didn’t expect to feel a sizzle of desire, but a warm response would have been encouraging. Perhaps she was still upset over his laughter. Actors could be so temperamental.

“If you don’t like reading generally, what about books that focus on issues closer to home? Like books about the City. There’s a great new book out about a murder that took place during the late 1890s. The author uses a lot of firsthand information gathered from the newspapers of the day. It’s pretty fascinating to see how the City was changed in some ways over time and then not at all in others.” Malcolm offered to let her borrow his copy.

Tatum wrinkled her nose. “Murder? Don’t you get enough of that on television? Oh, that’s right you’re too good for television. Well, it’s not my thing. I’d rather spend time at the spa. My agent says I should spend more time rehearsing, but who has time? It’s just one casting call after another.”

Was she upset he didn’t watch more television? He thought of telling her that he saw murder and death all too frequently at the hospital, but he wasn’t convinced she was interested in knowing about what he did.

No chemistry: strike three.

They didn’t speak for the remainder of the ride. The traffic uptown had been light, but the taxi was forced to double-park at the curb. To Malcolm it was a sign. “Your door is blocked. You are not meant to get out of this cab, man.”

Tatum slid from the backseat, once again leaving her bag behind. Hesitating only a moment, Malcolm spoke to the driver quickly. He lifted the bag and walked it around to the curb. Tatum was nowhere in sight. Hefting the bag again, he entered the restaurant. Elaine’s was a NYC institution. And while the food was only passable, most patrons were more interested in the people watching and rubbing elbows with the famous and the want-to-be-famous anyway. The restaurant was packed.

Malcolm spotted Tatum across the room, laughing boisterously with a small group. In her element, she seemed to have lost her edge. He was torn between leaving the bag with the maitre d’ and lugging it across the room to join the conversation. Perhaps they’d find more common ground if she were more comfortable. Or perhaps this was divine intervention, and he’d be a fool not to accept it and run.

She was beautiful. He imagined that in her own element she could be charming, successful, and, for the right man, the perfect wife. He didn’t think he was the right man. And with so little time to explore the possibility, he grabbed a napkin, scribbled a note and left it and the bag with the maitre d’. He stepped back out into the fresh air and was relieved to see the taxi still at the curb. Stepping around waiting customers, he slid into the backseat.

He wasn’t missed.




Chapter Nine

“I can’t do this again. It was miserable. No, it wasn’t miserable. I’m sure she’s a great woman, just not the woman for me. And I can’t conceive of what would need to happen with the alignment of the universe for this to actually work out in such a short time. I think we need Plan B.”

“Malcolm, you can’t judge every woman by the actions of one. Not all women can be painted with the same brush. It’s not fair.” Gloria threw her hands into the air. She was pacing the living room in circles as she listened to Malcolm’s version of the previous night’s events. She’d already been through the routine with Tatum.

Tatum’s call, interestingly enough, had been very similar. It was terrible. No, not terrible, just not for me. He’s hot. But he’s too intellectual. No, really, he is hot. I just didn’t know what to say to him. I can’t do this. After reassuring Tatum that intensely hot men with above average IQs weren’t for everyone, she’d waited for Malcolm’s call.

Certain Tatum would recover, Gloria’s immediate concern was Malcolm. Everyone had bad dates, but not everyone threatened to join a school of monks as a result. And the fact that Malcolm had the means to move to Tibet and do it was disturbing.

“Have you been listening to what I’ve been telling you? How can you not be in complete agreement here? I may never be able to show my face in that restaurant again. I should probably just leave the City for a while,” Malcolm moaned plaintively.

“Yes, I hear you. But Tatum isn’t Caroline, and Caroline isn’t Tatum. And you don’t have any more time today than you did yesterday, so stick to the plan.”

“Maybe the plan is a bad idea. I don’t need this inheritance.”

“Maybe not from a financial perspective, but something led you to start this in the first place. I don’t see how that has changed.” Gloria paused and sought the right words. She knew this plan could work. She just needed to keep Malcolm motivated. “You said yourself, your father, for all his mistakes and selfishness, should be the one to fund this project. You said that because it wasn’t his idea, and because it wasn’t what he would do if he was still around it would be the perfect justice.” Gloria let that sink in. “Malcolm, you can honor your mother by doing what his father should have done. Doing it with your father’s money will be icing on the cake.”

“You’re right. But maybe we’re going about it the wrong way. I want a friend, a partner, a mother perhaps to some children. I just think what we’re asking is too much in such a short time.”

“I agree. I really do. But time is one commodity you can’t buy right now. So you do what you have to do.” Realizing she was perhaps being a little harsh, Gloria softened her voice for the next part. “Look, you’re good looking, hot even, you’re wealthy, smart, adventurous, and kind. Give one more woman a chance. That’s it. One date, maybe two. And then we’ll see where we are. You have four college degrees, Malcolm. That means you’ve sat through more lectures than most people care to think about. You can sit through one more dinner.”

“Bad analogy. I was guaranteed a reward for my time and effort. The same cannot be said here. But I understand your point. Let’s get it over with.” Malcolm sighed.

“I can do this. I will do this.” Gloria heard him exhale loudly and then pull in a long breath.

“Tell me about her.”

Gloria hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath, but as it released with a loud “phweeeew” she wondered if she was too attached to this process. Or at least more than Malcolm was. Trying not to think about how much time she’d already invested in the process and how many meals had been late to the table as a result, she consoled herself with the notion that she was trying to be a good friend—both to Malcolm and to Caroline, who was on the verge of being stood up by a man she’d convinced her to go out with.

“You didn’t take the folder?”

“I did, but tell me about her. As her friend, not her pimp. Tell me about your friend.”

Gloria wasn’t sure she liked the implication of his words, but she bit her lip and paused to organize her thoughts. She’d known Caroline since their freshman year in college. Their personal backgrounds were completely different, and they hadn’t been fast friends. But the fact that they had so little in common before knowing each other and the fact that they were best friends now … didn’t that mean there was something amazing about each of them that they could have created such a strong bond?

“She’s my best friend. I’d do anything for her. She’d do anything for me.” Gloria realized that didn’t really say anything. She was still struggling to define the specific elements that made Caroline to her what Malcolm was to Denzel. “She’s funny. No, she’s not funny. She’s clever. And thoughtful. Brainy thoughtful, but personally thoughtful, too. She never forgets my mother’s birthday. She’s a daredevil. She takes risks. In a business sense, but also personally. She went sky diving before it was a fad. She has a law degree, but only does pro bono work. She opened up her own bakery with no formal training. And it’s the hottest little spot in midtown. She’s loyal. Fanatically so and perhaps to a fault. She’ll have to be the one to give you the details, but it’s amazing when you’re on the receiving end.” Gloria paused. “Honestly, I can’t remember a bad time she wasn’t there for me or a happy time that she didn’t share with me.” And, as though she felt she hadn’t made her point, “If I could marry a woman, she’d be the one for me.”

“Would you choose her over Denzel?”

Gloria was glad her husband wasn’t around to hear her hesitate. “That’s not a fair question.” Surely avoidance was the best policy here.

Malcolm chuckled into the receiver. “She sounds too good to be true. I’ll let you know how it goes.”




Chapter Ten

Carter turned in his chair to access his computer and pull up the business records. If he had to hear his father nag one more time about replacing him, he’d fucking scream. Replace him? He swore under his breath, and ran a hand through his hair, impatience getting the best of him as he waited for the system to boot and load. If he hadn’t stepped in a few years back, his father’s precious lackeys would have run Dollar Tree into the ground a long time ago. The only reason it was still operating in the black, albeit just barely, was because of his business savvy. His night school classes had paid off, but good. He’d volunteer to give Girl Scouts etiquette lessons before he allowed his father to take the fruits of his labor.

Carter was aware that returns were down. He was a paper and numbers person; he didn’t like dealing with the sad waifs who flocked to the retail stores. But the economy had driven more clients in than in recent history, and all they had to do was wait it out. Still, not wanting to hear any more grief from his father, he picked up the phone.

As it rang, Carter drummed his fingers impatiently on his desk, waiting for an answer.

He’d hired Ronnie because he could admit to himself, and no one else, that he was indeed the squeamish sort. Ronnie would have none of it. Or if he did, he didn’t let on. Carter knew he hired people who hired people, but Carter took that as insulation. The less he knew about the incentives his clients were offered to settle their debt, the better.

“Yeah, Ronnie here.”

“Ronnie, Carter.”

Silence.

“Carter, how are you? Nice of you to call. What can I do for you?”

“I’ve been going over the accounts and see no improvement since the last time we talked. That concerns me. It concerns the old man.”

“Well, that’s not exactly true, Carter.”

Carter raised his brows. Was his numbers knowledge being questioned? “I beg to differ. Word on the street is that Dollar Tree is an easy mark.”

Ronnie didn’t answer immediately, no doubt feeling the noose closing around his neck. “I don’t know anything about that. I’ve gathered a handful of new accounts recently….”

“Like real clients, or people who use Dollar Tree because they’ve heard we’re a bunch of pushovers?”

“No, man, real ones. The kind that keep on giving.”

“Paltry sums, Ronnie. These individuals borrowed substantial amounts from the company and have reaped the benefits of our generosity. Repayment—swift repayment—is needed if the company is to make a profit.” Carter kept his voice slow and his tone calm, knowing that it had more of an effect on Ronnie than did yelling. His old man had never learned that trick.

“Right, well, some of these people don’t have much lying around, you know. That’s why they come to us in the first place. They pay when they can.”

“Understood, Ronnie, but we’re not running a charity. People always claim to be hard up. But with sufficient motivation, they find the resources they need, don’t they?”

“Motivation? Why didn’t you say so?” Ronnie’s voice reached a crescendo. “Let me check the files. I got paper on everybody, just in case. You want someone’s head on a platter, no problem.”

“Right, that’s what I want. Perhaps you’ve been putting on some pressure, and perhaps your concept of pressure is different from mine, because when I envisioned you handling this after our previous conversation, I didn’t think a follow-up would be necessary. I would have thought the pressure would have yielded much greater results than those I see on the page in front of me.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it. I didn’t quite see the full picture, but I’m getting it. I’ll show them we mean business.”

“Right. Choose someone, and make sure everyone knows what happens when a person falls behind in their payments. Hell, if it even looks like they’re going to fall behind on their payments.” Carter let his demand sink in. “I want you to make a lasting impression, Ronnie. Get me those numbers. Now.” Again, a pause for effect. “We go way back. You know what this company means to me, to the old man. If this company falls apart….”

“I understand what you’re saying, man, and I’ll take care of it.” Ronnie’s voice was pleading. “I’m sitting up straight, taking notes. I’m not saying I agree with your conclusion, but I’m on it. I’ll fix it, Carter.”

“See that you are. I’ll be in touch.” Carter’s voice was cold when he hung up. He didn’t like playing the heavy, and Ronnie had been a friend in the old neighborhood. But he hated kow-towing to his father even more. With his father’s new business interests, perhaps he’d consider turning Dollar Tree over to him officially, if he could get things turned around.

He didn’t like having to rely on others to make that happen, but there were limits to his own abilities. He’d have to wait this out a little longer.

****

Hanging up the phone, Ronnie rubbed his hands over the back of his neck. He didn’t mind his job. He got to keep an eye on the sports networks, read his papers, and surf the internet. People really came to him. He didn’t get out much and didn’t really bother too much with the ins and outs.

His office, unlike those in B-rated movies, was sleek and modern, done up in black leather and steel. He was a minimalist at heart, and his office reflected this part of his personality. His clients weren’t your typical riffraff off the street, struggling between paychecks. Their clients were special people. They were otherwise well-to-do professionals who either didn’t have liquid capital for an emergency or simply weren’t interested in linking their personal finances to a risky deal. It wasn’t his practice to ask what the money was for. He merely took scraps of information anyone was willing to share or let slip. He knew enough about them to know they wanted their privacy, and he was willing to provide them with it, so long as they understood the terms of their agreement. And most did. That was really the truth of it. He didn’t think most of their clients didn’t pay because they weren’t able. He thought they were merely forgetful. Many of them were famous, after all. When do famous people sit around and think about money?

But he liked Carter. Even if Ronnie wasn’t afraid of losing his head, he didn’t want to lose the personal connection either. He’d hate to have something so trivial come between them.

Glaring at the top of his desk, Ronnie could have sworn that he’d cleared it yesterday. His secretary seemed to work overtime at making sure he had copies, in quadruplicate, of every piece of paper the business produced. For his files, she’d insist. Then why didn’t she do some damn filing, he cursed. Pulling a thick file forward from the heap threatening to fall off the corner of his desk, Ronnie flipped through the pages, scanning the lists of names. He had to make an example of someone, but whom? Reggie would take care of the how. The unsavory details needn’t concern Ronnie. But Reggie didn’t do his own thinking very often, so it would be left to Ronnie to make the determination of whom.

Focusing on the list in front of him, he muttered under his breath. He had no idea whom to choose. Jogging a wealthy person’s memory to pay their debt should be relatively easy. But whom should he choose? On one hand, a relatively known client would probably pay quickly to avoid a scandal. But if they didn’t, the company would probably also receive some media attention, and Ronnie was fairly certain that wouldn’t go over well with Carter.

He could choose a nobody, but who’s to say he or she really didn’t have the money, and he’d be back to square one unless he was really willing to let Reggie off the leash.

Fuck it. He closed his eyes and stabbed the page randomly with his finger. Okay, this woman. Ronnie stared at the name and screwed up his face, trying to picture her, but nothing came to mind. A nobody it would be.

Shrugging philosophically, he picked up the phone.

“Get in here. We got business.”

Reggie looked like a linebacker having a bad day. His main form of communication was grunting, and over the years he’d expressed a wide range in tone and intonation to note his interest and displeasure. Generally, Reggie liked doing the leg work, checking up on clients, his mere presence a reminder of their responsibilities. Ronnie preferred the air conditioned comfort of his plush office.

“Boss called. Wants to see some of the accounts cleared. He thinks we’ve been too easy on them.”

Reggie’s grunt was enthusiastic.

“So I want you to track down this lady and bring her to me. We’re going to have a chat and see if we can’t get her to clear the bill. If not, then people will know that when you don’t pay, Dollar Tree means business.”

He answered Reggie’s questions as the man attempted to establish his boundaries. He was surprised at this line of questioning, but he was also guessing that this job would be new for Reggie. They didn’t have many female clients. Checking this one out would require a little more ingenuity on his part.

“What? Sure. Talk to her. Do what you got to do. Just get her here. I want that money. She’s not well known, but that payday would be good for us both.” Ronnie didn’t know much about Reggie’s personal life, but he’d come to understand that unemployment was unemployment. “Yeah, keep your shirt on. Her name is….” Ronnie scanned the page again. He should have highlighted it. Ah, there. “Ms. Mathers. Caroline Mathers.”




Chapter Eleven

Caroline’s heart began beating rapidly as it always did when she took risks. Some people took risks and were fine with both the process and the results, whether it’s what they intended or not. She wasn’t that type of risk-taker. She had taught herself to take risks. As counterintuitive as that sounded, even to herself, she knew she’d come a long way in learning to be brave, learning to be flexible, learning to accept unintended consequences.

Since her father had died when she was young, she’d been forced to look at life differently. The oldest of three children, most people thought she was spoiled by her mother. That thought couldn’t have been further from the truth. Her father’s favorite child, he’d left everything to her, not her siblings, not her mother. In exchange for the blessing of his wealth, as he’d phrased it, he was counting on her to help her mother and brother and sister to understand that gifts weren’t automatic, and gratitude, kindness, and respect went a long way.

She’d spent her life trying to observe her father’s wishes while avoiding becoming a target of her mother and brother’s anger. She hadn’t succeeded at either the former or the latter. Constantly in survival mode, she’d realized a few years ago that she had to start living her own life. Thus began the delicate balance.

A mixture of relief and anticipation soared through her as she thought about what the day would bring—either the beginnings of the realization of a dream or the crashing thud of many years of preparation.

Motherhood.

She leaned back in the chair behind her small desk and stared blankly at the opposite wall while softly biting her lower lip.

In the past few years she’d accomplished so much. She’d left the law firm and started her own bakery. Everyone had thought she was crazy. Everyone except Gloria, of course. She smiled at the thought of her friend. The words she’d suggested Caroline use to express her logic for making the change still made her ears ring. And for a while she’d had her own doubts. She didn’t train with anyone to do what she did. Didn’t take any classes, didn’t consult any experts. She had a dream, a passion for baking and decorating. And thank God she could learn by watching. But she’d done it. Her office space was small, but, thanks to a small loan, the kitchen and retail space were first rate, and she’d been able to hire more staff.

When she’d opened her doors, she’d been a one woman show. Now she employed three full time bakers, five full time decorators, a website designer, a delivery boy, and all sorts of seasonal help. She was sought out for presentations, demonstrations, and international competitions. She booked a year in advance and didn’t need tickets to the season’s hottest events because she provided the cake. She desperately needed more time and third party investments to expand further, but she was ready to take on the last stage of her plan.

Seeing her own parent’s marriage fizzle and burn out, she wasn’t very focused on the marriage aspect. But part of achieving her goals had required flexibility, and she wasn’t going to allow that detail to stand in her way. She’d always wanted a family, well, children anyway. And the older she got, the more the feeling weighed on her. The dream had been a distant one though, because she hadn’t been seeking a permanent relationship or even a long-term lover. She’d considered a short-term situation, but over the years that hadn’t produced many options and definitely no successes. And she was selective.

She knew not just any man would do—certain qualities superseded others. He had to be handsome, intelligent, caring, healthy, and wealthy. The last quality was one she could waver on. She did have access to money. But she thought for the sake of her child, or children, that she ought to at least consider it. After all, according to experts, the number one cause of family discord was financial stress.

So when Gloria asked her to consider Malcolm Fowlkes as a suitor, she’d seen her plan leap from the back burner to the front. Could he be more perfect?

They’d met once, years ago. They’d been children, actually. His father had attended a meeting with her father at their home. He’d brought Malcolm, he’d explained, because he thought children should understand where their support came from. He didn’t want Malcolm taking his position for granted.

Malcolm had been a couple of years older, but he’d made quite an impression on a young girl. Tall for his age in a shirt and tie, he’d avoided the childish shoot ‘em up games her brother had tried to engage him in. Instead, he’d accepted when she’d asked him to read her a story. He’d refused her invitation to tea with Mr. Bear and Ms. Kitty, but she determined it probably wasn’t fair to hold that against him.

Malcolm had become the epitome of every woman’s fantasy. Sexiness was in his looks when he walked and when he talked. He was definitely a gorgeous man. As the artiste behind most of the City’s awards functions, she knew he’d received numerous awards for his charity work, so she knew he was caring. He’d made his money developing medical techniques and tools, and she knew his name was attached to many medical breakthroughs in the past ten years. And although she wasn’t privy to his medical records, she had no reason to think that he wasn’t in the best health and could father her child. The man was as virile as they came.

Caroline picked up the sticky note she’d written the date and time on. She checked her watch. It was just past 1:00. She shut down her computer and jotted some quick notes for the night staff. The bakers took over the kitchen once the day’s decorating was complete. The kitchen was kept cool, but the oven heat and the summer heat combined to make it nearly impossible to allow the bakers and decorators to work at the same time. Fondant was a necessity in the business, but it didn’t handle heat or humidity well.

As she walked to the door, her office phone rang. She leaned over the length of her desk, nearly knocking over the stacks of invoices waiting to be filed. She’d question the logic of leaning versus walking a few extra steps only if they did actually slide to the floor, creating yet another task that would have to be completed before she could leave.

“Caroline’s. This is Caroline. May I help you?” Stretching her arms to catch the files as they kissed the floor, she smothered a curse.

“Hello?” Pulling the phone from her ear, she stared at the handset and then at the numbers running across the small display screen on the base. It wasn’t a local number, and the area code didn’t look familiar.

“Hello?” She could have sworn she heard breathing. A prank call? In the middle of the day?

“I’m going to hang up know. If this is a legitimate call, please feel free to call the sales line, and one of the counter girls will be happy to assist you.” No need to be rude even though this was taking up precious spa time.

Replacing the handset, she eyed the invoices littering the floor crossly and vowed to leave them there until she returned. Pulling her office door shut behind her, she ran through her to-do list and nearly jumped when her cell phone rang. She tapped “answer” and heard her sister ask, “Have you really thought this through, Caroline?”

Leave it to her sister to call multiple phones and try to make her crazy as she neared one of the most important days of her life, she thought, rolling her eyes. Ignoring the urge to insist her younger sister lose her phone numbers altogether, she took a calming breath and determined that if she left now, she could make her spa appointment, get her toes done, and still have time to contemplate any last minute details before Malcolm arrived at 6:00.

She tucked the phone deeper into her shoulder, waved to the decorating staff and stepped out into the sale space. She smiled at the customers waiting in line, waved to the counter girls and breathed deeply as the sun shone brightly on her face.

She’d come to terms with her sister over the past few months. Her sister had married, created a life separate from that of their mother, and become a new person. Sarah, the middle child, after getting a degree at NYU, had joined her mother in the family marketing business. This decision had initially increased the gulf between the sisters. At their mother’s side constantly, Sarah was guided away from her sister and harassed when she failed to comply.

On a business trip to France, Sarah had met Cody Miles. He’d pursued Sarah persistently and finally succeeded in capturing her heart. He’d brought a balance to her life that she hadn’t experienced before. He’d also brought a sense of family and belonging. He’d been adamant that Sarah could and should repair the relationship she had with her family, at least with as many as she could, so that their children could benefit from the tight network of love that he’d experienced in his early years.

“Caroline?”

Sarah didn’t have to repeat her question for Caroline. She knew what Sarah wanted to hear. “Honestly, I think so. I just can’t believe this is all a coincidence. I have thought about this since I was a child. We’ll see. If it doesn’t go well, then at least I can say I tried. And then move on to Plan C.”

“All right, good luck. And be safe.”

“Thanks, Sarah.” Changing the subject, she asked, “How are the birthday plans going? I can’t believe Jack’s going to be two!”

Several hours later, her skin shiny and supple after a few hours at Elizabeth Arden, Caroline stepped out of the bathroom to get dressed for her dinner with Malcolm. She felt relaxed by the seaweed wrap. Her face glowed from the pumpkin facial peel. And she was rejuvenated by the eucalyptus steam shower. She was ready for any challenge. Perhaps, especially for this one. Every woman felt more like a woman after a day at the spa. Malcolm’s secretary had called to get her address and to let her know that Malcolm would be by at exactly 6:00. Bring him on, she thought, her confidence boosted by how good her body felt. Confidence in how she looked would help in those areas where she felt a little unsteady.

Caroline studied the outfit and accessories she’d placed on the bed earlier. She would be wearing a black lace overlay dress with a scalloped neckline. A halter dress, the design would accentuate her slim shoulders. The dress wasn’t flashy, but it was eye catching. Deliberately so. She’d decided on a dress that Malcolm would notice and conclude that she had the style and presence to match his own. If he couldn’t imagine her as a match to his own thoughts of himself, there would little chance that he could see her as his wife.

With less than twenty minutes before Malcolm was to arrive, Caroline was standing in front of the mirror in her walk-in closet studying her finished look. She tilted her head back, liking the way the earrings dangled from her lobes. She often chose her favorite pair by Badgley Mischka when she was going for a confident, sexy look. Sparkling with diamonds, their large flat tear drop shape allowed them to spin and twist, catching moonlight as well as they did sunlight. She’d gone back and forth between a matching necklace and no necklace at all. She’d decided one wasn’t needed to draw attention to her subtle cleavage. She wasn’t well endowed, but she was proportional and perky. The push-up demi did the rest.

Sighing deeply, Caroline glanced at the clock on the mantel. Malcolm would be arriving any moment. She felt ready. When she left Malcolm that night she wanted to be sure she left him with a few things to think about. She could match him success for success and money to money. But she had to convince him she was also wife material. Her dreams depended on it.




Chapter Twelve

Caroline saw the Rolls Royce pull to the curb. Hers was a quiet neighborhood with few cars on the street. Even if it hadn’t been a gorgeous classic car, it would have been hard to miss. She watched Malcolm step from the rear of the car. She had prepared herself to see him again. Or so she thought. She knew he was sexy, but the man climbing her front steps was so ridiculously sensual that her entire body began humming. She had planned to meet him at the door, but she was rooted to the spot, helpless to do doing anything but stare.

She felt her heart nosedive to her stomach. Maybe this wasn’t her best idea. There was risk, and then there was fear. And this fear, the kind that wrenched her stomach muscles, had her thinking that perhaps she should have skipped that second glass of wine. He was wearing a tailored light gray suit and French blue shirt that fit him with precision.

She bit her lip and stared, drinking in each feature. God, he was gorgeous. She imagined the hard lithe body under that tailored suit and went weak in the knees. She closed her eyes, lost in the possibilities. What would it be like to hear a rumble of desire rise from his chest and feel his hard body pressed intimately against her core? Her breathing quickened, and for a moment she was sure she could actually hear his breathing, labored from exertion. She could feel the touch of his fingers as he ran his hands through her curls. She swore she could hear him murmuring in her ear, telling her how soft she felt beneath him, how much he wanted to stroke her skin, explore her body, cup her curves, and make her his.

His gaze caught hers through the front window. His stare was penetrating as though the wall that separated them was made of cellophane. Heat rushed through her. How was she going to keep her wits about her and sit through a meal when she already felt this vulnerable to his presence? Caroline licked her dry lips and then swallowed hard, pushing the erotic thoughts from her mind.

Giving herself a quick mental pep talk, Caroline reminded herself of the goal. I can do this. She sucked in a deep breath and expelled it through a smile. She forced back her doubts and thought about how wonderful it would be to hold her child in her arms. If all went well, her plan would be on the fast track, and she’d have little time to think about regrets. Her hand on the doorknob, she straightened her dress, and swung the heavy door open as Malcolm reached the other side.

****

His nose noticed her sweet scent even as his eyes registered her dress. Her perfume was soft and sensuous but with a fruity punch that made his thoughts temporarily scatter. The dress highlighted her slim shoulders, and as she turned to close and lock the door behind her, he noted her bare back. Lightly tanned and smooth, the expanse of exposed skin begged to be touched. She turned back to him, her smile 1000 watts bright, showing off small gleaming teeth.

He was overwhelmed and fighting for control.

“Malcolm.”

His name on her lips seemed to warm him from inside.

“Caroline, I hope I didn’t keep you waiting.” He offered her his hand.

She looked at his hand. Taking it, she turned it slightly to the side and used it to leverage herself closer to him. Her lips touched his cheek softly, and he felt his warmed insides begin to melt.

“Not at all,” she said. “You know us ladies. We try to keep our preparations to a minimum, but as they say: the best laid plans….” She smiled as her voice trailed off.

Malcolm smiled in return. “You look lovely. So rest assured, your plans paid off in the end.”

Caroline giggled lightly. “Well, thank you so much. I’d hate to disappoint.”

Malcolm couldn’t imagine she’d disappointed many people. “Shall we?” He gestured to the car. Geoffrey was standing at the rear, holding the car door open.

Malcolm offered his arm to Caroline, and they walked side by side to the waiting driver.

Caroline sank into the butter soft, cream-colored leather, and Malcolm settled beside her.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I do need to make a stop along the way. I’d hope to be able to take care of this before, but…”

“Please, don’t worry about it. The City is beautiful this time of the evening. Let’s enjoy the drive. Where are we headed?”

Nice, thought Malcolm, she’s flexible. Post one point under winner.

“The Empire State Building, actually.”

“No kidding? I’ve never been there.” Caroline laughed. “People say when you live at the beach, you never go to the beach. I guess as a native to the City, you never do the tourist attractions.”

“You’re kidding. It’s an amazing building. Did you know it was built at the beginning of the Great Depression and wasn’t profitable for more than twenty years?” Malcolm’s eyes lit up as he asked the question.

His excitement about the old building was catching.

“That’s interesting. Why’d they even build it then? I guess they must have conceived of the project prior to the crash.”

Malcolm was encouraged by Caroline’s question, even if she had answered it herself.

“You got it. For years it was called the ‘Empty State Building’.”

Caroline laughed and waved her hand as if to suggest he must be kidding.

****

The car pulled to a stop. Caroline was surprised at how quickly they’d covered the distance between her place and the famous building.

“Come up with me.” Malcolm opened the door and leaned back inside to offer her his hand.

“Really? Will they let me?”

“I just need to drop this off on the 57th floor. I’ll meet you on the Upper Observation Deck.”

“Where are you going?

“I’m dropping off a donation to support the renovations to the lower deck. I won’t be a minute. Go on up. You’ll love it.”

Curious and encouraged by his enthusiasm, Caroline took his hand and allowed herself to be guided out onto the street. Though it was late, a doorman held the door open. Did he lock it behind them? She looked to Malcolm to ask, but was sidetracked with the arrival of the elevator and his caution to watch her step over the threshold.

It was the longest elevator ride of her life, Caroline thought, as she tried to look at everything other than Malcolm. He was standing beside her, and she felt tension grip her stomach. Although she knew they had much in common, she didn’t feel like engaging in pleasant conversation just to pass the time. She was a woman with a plan, a mission. But being this close to him, she could smell his cologne, his soap. It was intoxicating.

“I can wait for you here,” Caroline said as the car slowed to their first stop.

“No, please, go on. Depending on who’s in the building, I may get a little sidetracked. But I’ll be up in no time. I promise.” Malcolm kissed her hand as he stepped out. Before she could protest, he was gone, walking swiftly down the hall. Caroline breathed a sigh of relief. She had managed not to jump on him this time, but she wasn’t sure she could be in that close proximity again and not let her hormones get the best of her.

The doors closed silently, and Caroline felt her stomach fall slightly as the car continued its upward journey. A bell tinkled as the doors slid open once more. She stepped out of the car and was surprised to see uniformed waiters silently hustling back and forth along the deck. Two of the waiters stopped and took up positions on either side of the door leading to the deck. She smiled uncertainly and wished them good evening. They smiled, bowing slightly and held the exterior door open. Leaving the comfort of the elevator interior, Caroline walked out onto the deck and stopped.

The sun had fallen, casting a shadow over part of the deck. Nevertheless, the view was unbelievable. Caroline walked to the edge and looked out over the City. Amazing.

Following the walkway, she walked around the building, gazing not at the architecture of the walls holding her up, but out to the expanse of City the view provided. She loved New York City, and this view only enhanced her love. She’d spent time all over the City as a girl with her nanny running errands, as a teenager looking for something to do, as a college student always on the lookout for a quiet coffee shop, and as an adult loving the park, the people, and the culture. She brought her gaze back to the buildings immediately surrounding the Empire State Building and mentally visualized her location. If Times Square was over there, and that way was south … and yes! Her favorite building in the City was the Flatiron. Often called the Wedge, the 5th Avenue building was once considered a groundbreaking skyscraper. Gloria had refused to share Malcolm’s most intimate secrets, saying that she should look forward to finding them out. That didn’t go both ways, apparently.

Continuing around the side to get a better view, Caroline stopped and raised her hand to her mouth to cover her involuntary gasp of surprise. Set up in front of her was a dining table complete with candles and flowers. She stepped lightly to the right, hugging the wall, not wanting to intrude. Though she was disappointed not to see the Flatiron from this vantage point, she was hesitant to disturb the couple whose romantic evening was probably just getting started.

“What are you doing?” Malcolm whispered into her ear. The hair on the back of her neck stood up straight, and she clapped her hand over her mouth to smother a scream.

Flattening her back against the building, she closed her eyes and caught her breath.

“You scared the heck out of me!” she whispered loudly, her eyes still closed.

Malcolm chuckled and leaned in closer to her. This close to him she could smell his cologne. It was a warm spicy scent that reminded her of exotic getaways and seductive dances.

“Sshh!” Caroline drew her pointer finger up in front of her mouth and pursed her lips, eyes wide. “Something’s going on over there. Let’s turn around.” She slid under his arm and began tiptoeing away.

“Wait, what is it? Let’s go see.”

“What? No! It’s so sweet that we shouldn’t interrupt.”

“We don’t have to interrupt. Just show me what you saw.”

Taking his hand, Caroline led him back to the wall, and together they crept around the side ‘til the table came back into view.

“Isn’t it sweet? A candle-light dinner, under the stars, looking out onto the City. It’s very romantic.” Caroline’s voice was wistful.

“I’m glad you like it. Shall we eat?”

“You planned this?” In shock, Caroline whispered the question. She hoped he didn’t find her response insulting.

“It hadn’t occurred to me when I thought of having dinner here that you wouldn’t have been here before. That was just an added bonus, it seems.”

Caroline took the arm he offered and let him lead her to the table. She was a little overwhelmed. Dinner on the high deck, flowers, candles? If he meant to impress, he’d succeeded. She’d expected dinner, obviously, but this required thoughtfulness, resourcefulness, and a certain dedication. Not that he didn’t have a lot riding on it. But a lot of men she knew would have simply let their money do the talking and assumed she’d be bowled over. This was different. This was deeper. This was commitment. Wow. That c-word. If she wasn’t careful, she’d lose sight of her plan and get dragged into this. Play it interested, but watch your heart, she warned herself.

Malcolm pulled her chair out and waited for her to sit before going to the other side of the table. The table had been raised so that they had a full view of none other than the Flatiron.




Chapter Thirteen

Caroline eyed him over the table, while smoothing a cloth napkin over her lap. “And I suppose you didn’t know that was my favorite building?” Her eyebrow rose, and she looked skeptical.

“The Flatiron? Fantastic, isn’t it? Actually, I chose this spot because it’s one of my favorites, and I wanted to share that with you.”

“So Gloria didn’t tell you that it was my favorite?”

“No, I swear.” Laughing, Malcolm held up two fingers. Scout’s honor.

“Really? So you know that when it was completed in 1910 it was the tallest building north of 14th Street?”

Malcolm smiled at her across the table.

“Nice try. You and I both know that it was completed in 1902, and yes, it was the tallest building in what was considered the divide between downtown and uptown.” Take that.

“Hhhmm. Okay, maybe she didn’t betray me.” A smile played on her lips, and Malcolm thought, Another point under winner. I am on a roll!

She smiled wider as her stomach rumbled and asked “So what are we eating tonight, Doc.?”

Malcolm liked her playfulness. He was happy he’d put so much effort into planning the evening. She was responding well, and he felt a warmth for her already.

When he’d left his place earlier that evening, he’d asked Geoffrey, his driver and butler, to make his way slowly over to 72nd street. Malcolm had enjoyed the ride, and the streets that far north were tree lined. Central Park was only a few blocks away. He’d been excited about the evening, but given his last date, he’d been on edge.

To relax, he’d opened a bottle of red wine as he’d made last minute adjustments to the evening’s plans. Upon reflection of his first experience, he’d determined that he’d left too much to chance. He wanted to get to know the woman as authentically as possible, but he’d realized that an organic process would simply take too long. He had to force the experiences and circumstances and see what response resulted. He wouldn’t do anything out of the ordinary, something the woman couldn’t expect of him later, but he’d have to provide an opportunity for them to see each other in as many ways as possible. Tonight he had been going for surprise, romance, and gratitude.

When the car had stopped in front of a Queen Anne townhouse Malcolm had taken the front stairs slowly, thinking that if this was his last first date, he wanted to relish the nervous feeling and feed on the flurry of anticipation in his stomach.

So far he was anything but disappointed. He smiled across the table at her and waved to the waiter.

To answer her question, one of the uniformed waiters appeared with serving tray in hand. A lid was lifted revealing a steaming dish.

“Tonight we offer Penne a la Vodka Sauce. The sweet and salty pancetta was lightly sautéed in butter, then cooked in vodka, tomato sauce, and cream to make a rich and flavorful sauce for the al dente penne. Enjoy.”

The waiter disappeared as quietly as he’d appeared.

“I should have asked before making the menu for tonight if you’re allergic to anything.”

“No, I’m not aware of anything. And I eat for a living, so to speak, so I think we’re safe.”

“Great. Are you comfortable talking over dinner?”

****

Caroline looked across the table and suddenly felt a heated rush. She reminded herself this was like a business meeting over dinner, yet she had to get Malcolm to see her as an asset, how together they could be something special to each other. She knew she had one shot at it, and she was determined not to waste the opportunity.

“Of course. I’ve had a lovely time already. You’re full of surprises. I love it.”

“I’ll admit that I’m relieved. I was hoping you’d be open to a little adventure and like surprises.” Malcolm took a sip of wine. “So, Caroline, tell me why you accepted this invitation, understanding the situation I’m in and what it potentially means for us.”

This is what he wanted to talk about? No small talk? No more getting-to-know-you? He had caught her off guard. She hadn’t expected the question, or at least not at the beginning of the evening. She’d thought it might be something that he’d want to talk about as they parted, leave them something to ponder as they considered the possibility of a second date.

Caroline put her fork down beside her plate and swallowed a sip of wine. Here goes.

“Well, to be honest, I’m not completely convinced. I know probably what every other person knows about you. I’m not against marriage, and I want a family one day.”

“But surely you’ve had other options? Other dates, other men, men you’ve known longer, deeper and with whom you would probably, at least according to conventional theory, have a better chance of building a lasting relationship with?”

“I’ve had several,” she said, leaning back into her chair. The night stars were twinkling above, and the noise from the street was almost nonexistent. With the wine, the warm food, and a handsome dinner partner she wondered if it could always be like this. “But I don’t have the most successful track record when it comes to choosing a partner, so I didn’t see how this would be any more challenging than what I’ve already experienced.”

“But it’s something you’d consider?”

“You’re someone I’d consider,” she said in a warm tone. “You have all the characteristics I look for in a man and those I’d be interested in passing on eventually. I don’t see what I have to lose in coming to dinner.”

****

He didn’t say anything for a moment. Her response to his last question had sent a little zing of excitement through him. She might have had bad experiences in the past, but she was willing to try again. With him. Only him? He didn’t see the need to push his luck here, but he thought her follow-up had alluded to the answer. He did have a lot to offer.

“But I do understand that you may have plenty of options yourself, and so I am prepared to be put to the test, if you will.”

He took a sip of wine, thinking that he didn’t have many options. Like her, he’d been around the block a few times and always ended up where he started: intelligent, wealthy, caring, but alone. In recent months he’d all but stopped thinking about it completely. He’d figured he’d continue with his professional goals, and his personal ones would either fall in to place or not. He wasn’t big on religious or spiritual philosophy, but in the case of his love life, he was prepared to accept that certain things just weren’t meant to be.

“I can appreciate that with more time and the right circumstances, we’d both experience some level of success at this relationship thing. But given certain … personal matters, I don’t have that time.” Malcolm took another sip of wine. Caroline waited.

“Without putting too fine a point on it … we know what I’ll be bringing to the relationship, Caroline. What will you bring?”

He didn’t intend to pressure her, but to his thinking they both should be prepared for the question. She was allowing him to lead this interview process, perhaps because it had been his idea, his situation that led them to this dinner. But he thought that since they’d both be living with whatever decision was made, they had equal stakes in the process. If he beat to her to punch in asking, it wasn’t because he wasn’t prepared to answer it himself or wouldn’t review his assets with her if she asked for details.

Sitting across from her, he had little doubt as to what she’d bring in certain areas of their new life. He could smell her perfume from across the table, and it was playing havoc with his concentration. She was fully dressed, but he could see her naked as he made love to her. He couldn’t recall the last time he felt the sort of sexual tension that had been building over the last hour. He intended to find out where it would lead.

“Well certainly I’d bring respect, loyalty, and partnership. I’d bring professional success to match your own and personal financial security. I’d like to think that eventually I’d bring love for you and our family.”

Malcolm absorbed her words and let his eyes lose focus as he gazed on the City below. He liked that she didn’t throw herself at him and allowed that real love would take time to develop. “And what if we’re not … compatible?”

Caroline chuckled. “Seriously?” His gaze met hers, and he could see the incredulity in her eyes. Given the feelings he’d been experiencing since picking her up, he thought the notion absurd himself, but he wasn’t taking chances. He wanted to hear and see her response.

“You’re a beautiful woman. I’ve found it difficult not to touch you all night. You’re intelligent; we have shared interests; you’re playful and charming. I have little doubt that you are what you say you are and everything Gloria described. But first impressions aside, how do we know we’re attracted enough to take the next step?”

Caroline blushed at his compliments.

“Trust me. This won’t be an issue for us.”

“Prove it.”

Malcolm eased back into his seat, uncrossed his legs, pushing his chair out slightly as he did so, and rested his arms on the armrests. The gauntlet thrown, he’d have to wait to see the results. He’d been thinking the words, but he hadn’t realized he intended to say them out loud until they were out. And the look on her face told him that it was too late to retract them. Surprised, yes. Interested? Definitely.

Caroline must have heard the challenge in his words. Malcolm watched her deliberate movements. She set her glass down gently and pushed away from the table and stood. She walked around the table and seemed to contemplate his position. She quirked a brow and flashed a small smile, but said nothing.

Malcolm pressed his lips closed as she braced her arms on the chair. Then she placed her knee to the outside of his thigh, and raised herself up to straddle his lap. She eased herself onto him and wiggled herself comfortably into place. The move brought them face to face, only inches apart.

Malcolm nearly lost his breath. This was not what he’d expected. His heart thudded heavily against his chest. His nerves were shot.

“I would never consider myself an expert on chemistry,” Caroline said huskily, “but I think the way I’m feeling right now eliminates any doubt that we wouldn’t be compatible.” Before Malcolm could speak, she cupped her hands under either side of his cheeks and brought his mouth to hers.

Despite being taken off guard, the surprise gave way quickly to pleasure. Malcolm teased her lips apart and slipped his tongue inside the warm cavern, stroking, exploring, the tang of wine mixing with her sweetness.

Her tongue stroked his, and he became aware only of the intensity of the heat they were creating. Malcolm felt his body react to her manipulations, and he fought to maintain control. His body began to ache. He moved his hands to grip her bottom as he relished the sensations zipping through his blood.

Plunging his tongue into her mouth, he stroked her sensitive upper palate, the inner surfaces of her lip, absorbing the essence of her. He withdrew, and she followed, exploring his mouth more tentatively. He touched his tongue to hers, encouragingly. Growing bolder, Caroline teased his tongue and caught his bottom lip gently between her own and sucked gently.

She slowly pulled back, releasing his lip as she did so, and he was immediately aware of the loss of warmth their kissing had created. Her mouth still close to his, she whispered, “Are we compatible?”

Malcolm struggled to clear his head. He released her bottom, but didn’t remove his hands from her completely. He smoothed his hands up her back and up over her shoulders. They came to rest on either side of her neck. He could feel her pulse pounding rapidly, and he was relieved to know that she was just as affected by their kiss as he was. Her lips, slightly parted, were swollen. He’d kissed a number of women, but none had affected him like this. His response to her was as genuine and thorough as he could have ever thought possible.

Malcolm drew in a deep breath and shifted his eyes from her lips to her eyes. “Yes,” he said huskily. “I can see your point.”




Chapter Fourteen

Caroline stared out the window of the Rolls Royce, not seeing as she became lost in her own thoughts of the kiss she and Malcolm had shared. Malcolm was standing just outside the car, talking quietly on the phone. With his cell phone snuggled between his ear and shoulder, he was scribbling notes on a piece of paper held against the side of the building. His pager had sounded as they’d untangled themselves. He was on call, he’d explained, and needed to check in with the hospital.

Flushing at the memory once more, Caroline refused to believe she’d taken on more than she could handle. He was a man, yes, a full-blooded-knock-your-socks-off man, but still just a man. She’d known this would be a challenge. Perhaps she just hadn’t considered all the consequences of what his masculinity could produce. Enjoy the moment, but don’t lose sight of the goal, she admonished herself, shaking her head and looking away.

She traced her lips with her tongue, tasting him there. She hadn’t counted on not being in control, but the kiss had lasted longer than it should have. This was not her first time around the block, but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember a single other kiss.

Ridiculous, she thought. One kiss was the same as another. Mouths touched; lips tasted; tongues engaged. The difference, she surmised, must have something to do with those people involved in the kiss. If there was something deeper, more meaningful between them, realized or not, did the kiss change? Did it then go beyond mere physical activity to a mental and an emotional connection that created such an intense reaction that the physical connection was thereby also increased?

She definitely hadn’t counted on a connection, physical, mental, or emotional. The desire that had radiated through her had caused a slow meltdown of any doubt or plan or defense she may have created. She wished she could claim that it was just because of restless energy or a build-up of sexual tension. But she knew that was not the case. Even now she could imagine his hands on her, stroking her naked skin, his lips tasting every inch of her body, and their bodies connecting intimately.

“Sorry for the interruption.” Malcolm closed the car door softly and turned in his seat to look at her.

“Nothing too serious, I hope.” If she’d asked herself before the date if she’d hoped for an early night, she probably would have thought about her work schedule and said yes, but now….

“No.” Malcolm smiled, obviously pleased she’d shown some interest in his work. “It was just an update I’d asked for before leaving this afternoon. The patient is in full recovery after surgery.”

As he spoke, Caroline allowed her eyes to roam over him. She liked the way his muscles filled out the suit. She could see them ripple as he turned toward her and then away again to reach for his seat belt.

“That’s great. I’m sure that’s a relief for the family and for you.”

“Yes, definitely.” Malcolm turned to her once again and reached out, running the back of his hand along her cheek. He let his hand fall to the space between them and took her hand in his own, holding it firmly. “I didn’t plan much more than dinner knowing it was a work night and not knowing what your schedule would be like tomorrow.” He hesitated, but continued when she didn’t comment. “But I’m open to a drink and a movie or conversation at your place or mine.”

Squeezing his hand in response, her pulse raced faster than the calm tone of her response would have indicated. “Actually, when Gloria called she indicated that we might see each other tonight and tomorrow. So I took tomorrow off, thinking I might need the morning to plan something as spectacular as you did this evening.” She smiled. “So … I would love a drink. And a movie depends on the depth of your collection.”

“That sounds like a challenge,” Malcolm said, smiling.

“Tit for tat, dear,” Caroline said, returning his smile.

“Indeed. Well, I hope I can succeed as well as you did.” Caroline blushed at the memory of her success.

“Let’s do it then.” Malcolm leaned across the small divide and placed a gentle kiss on her lips. It didn’t have the depth of their earlier kiss, but it still managed to make the blood sizzle through her veins. He pulled away slightly and then planted yet another, firmer kiss on her lips. It was as if he were pressing in the memory or finalizing an agreement. Either way, she was a willing recipient.

“Geoffrey, to the house, please.”




Chapter Fifteen

Before stepping out of the bathroom, Caroline appraised herself in the mirror. And though the ensemble wasn’t the height of sexiness, she thought it would do the trick. They don’t sell girl versions of boys’ clothes for nothing. There was a certain sex appeal to someone of the opposite sex wearing your underwear. The t-shirt, a basic v-neck, was thin, and her bra showed through. She was glad she’d worn a matching set. She smiled, remembering her Bridget Jones sexy panty versus granny panty dilemma earlier that evening.

“Hi.” Caroline spoke the word in a soft tone as she lounged against the bathroom door frame. They’d agreed that watching the movie in their dinner clothes seemed too formal. Without a change of clothes for Caroline they’d discussed the idea of swinging by her place. She’d ultimately decided, if Malcolm didn’t mind, to simply borrow something of his.

Walking back into the adjoining bedroom, Caroline found Malcolm changed into lounging pants and t-shirt.

Eying her inappropriately for a first date, Malcolm took in her red toes nails, long lean tan legs, shapely hips, small waist, and small high breasts. She crossed her arms loosely under her breasts, pushing them up further.

“Are we not on speaking terms?” She teased softly, knowing where his mind was.

“I’m sorry. I was just thinking those look better on you than they do on me.”

Caroline giggled. “Yeah, right. I seriously doubt that.”

“I’ve decided,” he said huskily, walking toward her, “that you are what fantasies are made of. Even in cotton there is a sensuality about you that can’t be created, can’t be faked.” When he stood in front of her, he reached out and cupped the back of her neck to guide her mouth to his own. He pushed his tongue gently past her full, soft lips, and she responded by rubbing her hands up his back. They came to rest on his shoulders, gently pulling him into her.

The reason they met might have been staged, but the chemistry between them was genuine.

Breathless from his kiss, Caroline broke her lips away and buried her face in his neck. Blushing as much from his words as from his actions, she said, “You know, people don’t usually say things like that out loud.”

Malcolm chuckled. “They should. Especially if in saying so they get to do this afterward.” He dipped his head and captured her lips once more.

Caroline moaned and twisted her head away slightly, exposing her smooth neck to his lips. As Malcolm explored her neck and ear, Caroline raised her leg up to his hip and hooked it around the back of his calf. As he outlined her ear with his tongue, her toes curled, and she gasped. With his body pressed intimately against her own, she could feel how aroused he was. And she knew that if she let him, they would make love right then and there. The thought made her feel lightheaded.

Overwhelmed by his touch, it was all Caroline could do to keep on her feet. She hadn’t been intimate in a long time, too long perhaps, but she didn’t think that was the most compelling source of the excitement. The kiss was hungry, greedy even. And as his mouth and hands continued to roam her body, she felt lost. She didn’t fear him so much as she feared herself. Like him, she had a plan that led her to this exact moment. And she intended to enjoy herself and take from it what any hot-blooded woman would, but she hadn’t considered how easily he could sweep aside all her defenses and leave her exposed. It felt so right to be here in his arms, with his mouth on hers, his body pressed against hers.

She gasped for breath when they finally parted. After pulling air into his lungs, Malcolm leaned into her and said in husky tone, “I don’t think words could ever be as effective as that.”

And Caroline agreed. Speechless, her mind operated solely on keeping her legs working. Slowly returning to reality, she processed his words and smiled. She couldn’t believe 48 hours ago she hadn’t even known this man, much less contemplated a relationship with him, and now she was completely being thrown for a loop. Her heart was racing, and she was rooted in place.

“Let’s relax in the movie theater.” Malcolm seemed completely recovered and unmoved by the experience. How could that be? He picked up the wine glasses as he passed and walked across the living room. He opened a door on the far side the room, opposite the balcony doors, and Caroline could see stairs leading down to a lower level. Fine. If he was fine, so was she.

But she wasn’t. Glancing across the room, her gaze met his, and she felt a throbbing begin deep inside her body. Simply put, he was gorgeous. He was tall and lean, broad shouldered with narrow hips. Malcolm was the epitome of sensuality and masculinity. Caroline wasn’t sure she was going to be able to maintain her sanity.

“You coming?” he asked with a smile. Before she could answer, he disappeared down the stairs.

She followed him across the room, taking in the décor as she went. Well put together, she had no doubt he’d had a professional complete the work. She was in and out of clients’ homes all the time. She’d seen some real disasters. But whoever had had the pleasure of working with him on this project had managed to create a warm, masculine style without focusing on heavy wooden pieces. In shades of gray, eggshell, and brown, the room definitely belonged to a man. But the throw pillows, accent vases, and artwork lightened the space.

Walking down the stairs, Caroline stopped at the bottom. This was definitely a bachelor pad. The room was small compared to the upstairs room, but the far wall was covered side-to-side and top-to-bottom with a movie screen. Floor pillows filled the space between the screen and black leather reclining chairs. Each chair had a cup-holder and pull-out table. In the back corner was a wet bar and mini kitchen complete with a popcorn cart.

“I took the liberty of filling us a bowl. I hope you like butter.” Having already completed the prep work, Malcolm was lounging in a chair.

“Of course. Nice seats. And we didn’t even have to wait in line. What are we watching?”

“It’s your night. Your choice.” Malcolm clicked through a few screens and showed her how to access the streaming movie options. Caroline took the remote and scrolled through a few titles. Choosing one, she took the seat next to him and dipped her hand into the bowl that sat between them. “This is great. Thank you for suggesting it. I don’t get to just sit and relax very often. It’s been a wonderful evening.” She felt like a school girl saying it, but if pushed, she could easily say it was the honest truth. She felt comfortable, relaxed. She’d spent so much of her life trying to please this person or that one, doing this or getting that done, meeting this goal and setting a new one. But tonight, she’d simply had a great meal with a very engaging companion, and was looking forward to letting her mind wander as they sat together watching the film. She’d seen the movie a million times; she could recite the more memorable lines. But she didn’t care. She felt great.

“Thanks, Caroline, I’m glad. I wanted to share with you some things I enjoy. I know the time we have to get to know each other is limited, but I’m hoping that by being open and straightforward we can get a sense of each other and feel somewhat comfortable with the decision we each need to make in a very short time.”

“How about I plan something for tomorrow then?”

“I think that would be very appropriate. What are you thinking?”

Caroline laughed. “I have no idea. Let me think on it.” After a moment, she said, “The weather is supposed to cool down, so maybe something outside. Fall is my favorite season. I can’t wait ‘til the leaves change.”

“The park is beautiful in the fall. Have you been to the lake in the fall?”

“Near the Tavern? When we were kids our nanny would take us out on the little boats. I used to love that. You could watch all the people, but feel totally at peace in the middle of the lake.”

“I run through that area in between cases sometimes. There is a crispness in the air that makes going to the gym unthinkable.”

“I love it. Speaking of crispness, is there a throw handy? As stylish as this outfit is, it leaves a little to be desired in its coverage.” Caroline drew her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. She hoped he didn’t see her goose-bumps. Nothing more attractive than chicken skin.

“Of course, and I can turn the thermostat up, if you’d like. I didn’t think about the effect of the temperature change down here.” He leaned over the side of the chair and pulled out a drawer built into the base of the chair.

“Huh. There’s only one. Want to share?” He eyed her wolfishly and waggled his eyebrows.

Caroline laughed. “I think that’s the best offer I’ve had all night.” She wasn’t sure if he was joking, but she stood up and moved to his chair. He slid to his right and shook the blanket out. Caroline climbed into the chair, pressed her chest to his shoulder and threw her legs over his. He pulled the blanket over them and turned into her.

“Ready?”

The movie started, cutting off any further talk.

****

It wasn’t long, and Malcolm heard the soft, even breath of sleep. Caroline’s cheek rested lightly against his shoulder with her face turned slightly to the ceiling. He gazed into her face and was struck by her delicate structure. How had someone so petite completely bowled him over? She was beautiful, intelligent, playful, and motivated. Could he be so lucky?

He gently shifted her over into his arms and lifted her slight frame up from the chair. Carrying her up the stairs, he briefly considered the guest bedroom. He supposed it was what a gentleman might do, but he was in a unique position and didn’t have time for niceties. He wanted to know what it would be like to share a bed with this woman. Did she snore? Hog the blanket? Talk in her sleep? Walking through the living room, he passed the balcony. The sky was clear and the stars bright. It would have been a great way to end the evening. Perhaps tomorrow.

Balancing her in one arm, Malcolm pulled the duvet and sheet back. As he laid Caroline gently against the pillow, she moaned softly. He was reminded of an earlier moan and was forced to step back. She did amazing things to his body. She snuggled deeper into the blankets. Malcolm joined her on the other side.




Chapter Sixteen

Malcolm woke to her touch. He hadn’t been aware of his erection until then. Her hands, soft and feminine, smoothed their way down his shaft. His cock jerked in response, hardening further. The last wisp of drowsiness gone from his senses, Malcolm could only feel what was happening between his legs. He lifted the duvet and watched as she continued her ministrations. She leaned forward, and he could feel her breath on him, warm and exciting. He rose up on his elbows to get a better view, but his head fell back to the headboard as she guided the head of his cock into her mouth, sealing her lips delicately over the glans. A tortured groan escaped him, and in response she took more of him into her mouth. His hips rocked into her mouth as his back arched into the bed. For a moment his vision blurred, and his world shrank, encompassing nothing more than his cock and the hot, wet suction of her mouth.

He felt her fingernails run down his backside, and he thrust upward. His shaft slid in and out of her mouth. Her mouth left him long enough to trail kisses across his inner thigh. Though he’d nearly protested the loss of warmth to his penis, the intensity of the passion building in him only increased when she returned.

“Ah, Caroline, that’s so good.”

Her fingers played lightly in places her mouth had visited, and he was soon reaching the edge of his self control. She held him firmly in her hand and stroked him toward the tip and back down. On her next stroke she caressed the tip with her thumb, and he jerked in her hand.

“Caroline, baby, if you don’t stop….” The heat and wetness seemed to intensify. Oh, God. “Baby, you have to stop. I’ll….” Too late. His hips thrust forward on their own accord. His heels dug into the bed; his back arched, and his head dropped back onto the pillow. Holding her head to his crotch, Malcolm released into her mouth. His breath was harsh, and he heard nothing except the sound of his heartbeat in his ears. His body collapsed onto the mattress. He cradled Caroline’s head against his groin.

Malcolm lay back, breathing deeply, trying to steady his heart rate. Caroline kissed his hip and nuzzled upward to his stomach and finally drew her tongue across his nipple. Malcolm shivered and brought his arms up around her shoulders. He pressed a kiss onto the top of her head.

“I can’t remember the last time I orgasmed from oral sex. That’s quite a talent.” He said it with a smile, thinking he was a very lucky man, but his subconscious was mulling over the question of where she’d learned such a skill.

“I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Caroline said, raising her head and kissing him lightly on the lips.

Straddling Malcolm’s supine body, Caroline leaned over him and rested her head on his shoulder. “You’re amazing,” he whispered.




Chapter Seventeen

“Are you awake?” Caroline whispered into the semi-darkness. Her watch read 8:30a.m., but the heavy drapes kept much of the sunlight at bay. She’d awoken only a little earlier and had lain awake, watching Malcolm sleep. She wouldn’t have thought herself capable of doing what she did last night, and she blushed at her own audacity. She didn’t remember falling asleep or being carried up the stairs. She didn’t remember his laying her in bed or him crawling in beside her. But she did remember waking up well past midnight wanting to touch him, to see and feel his reaction to her.

When she’d woken up in the middle of the night last night, it had taken her a moment to orient her brain to where she was. Once she realized what must have happened, her mind had flown into overdrive thinking about the possibilities. He hadn’t undressed her or even taken off her socks. As far as she’d been concerned, he’d been a perfect gentleman. She wasn’t sure she was going to be able to reciprocate by being the perfect lady. When she realized he’d stripped down to just his boxer briefs, she hadn’t even tried.

“How about breakfast to start round two?” Caroline sat up, leaning on an elbow to look up at Malcolm’s face. He looked peaceful. His handsome features were relaxed, his eyes closed.

“Sounds good. Where do you have in mind?”

“Good Enough to Eat?”

****

Yes, you are, Malcolm thought to himself. Out loud he said, “Where is it?” He opened his eyes and furrowed his brow. She’d laid her free hand on his stomach, and his skin was beginning to tingle. She played mindlessly with his chest hair and then lower as they spoke. “Don’t start something you’re not prepared to finish.” Malcolm growled, rolling her over onto her back and slipping between her thighs.

She giggled and crossed her legs behind his back. “What makes you think I won’t?” She asked, smiling. “I think I have a pretty good track record for completions so far.” She crossed her arms under her head, bringing her breasts forward and up. Malcolm slipped a nipple into his mouth, sucking it deeply.

“Actually, I think I owe you a little payback for last night.”

She moaned and brought her hands to his head, holding it gently in place lest he stop. Malcolm pressed his erection against her panties, and she raised her hips to meet him.

“Oh, God, if we don’t stop we won’t eat,” he said softly into her ear.

****

“Oh, please don’t stop,” she whispered against his cheek. He took her lips, applying fierce pressure. He released her mouth, but didn’t move away. They lay, Malcolm bracing himself on top of her, with their lips mere centimeters apart. He dropped his head to her breast. He sucked the hardened tip and then teased her with his tongue. She responded with a soft moan and reached out to sink her nails lightly into his scalp. She held his head into place relishing the warmth building inside her.

He rolled so that his body only half covered hers, a leg still insinuated between hers. He caught her lips as he slid a hand between them into her panties. Sliding over her mound, his fingers brushed against her lightly and then more firmly as she moaned her delight. She could feel his erection pressing against her thigh, hard and heavy. She wasn’t sure which was sending her over the edge faster, his mouth or his fingers. Thrusting her hips into his hands, his fingers continued to stroke her. He raised his mouth to hers, deepening the kiss as he increased the tempo of his strokes. An intimate ache grew within her. A thrill ran through her as he rocked his swollen member against her.

She moved her hands to his shoulders and tightened her grip, calling out his name as her body shuddered. He nipped at her chin and nuzzled her neck, the feel of his hot breath trailing across her collar bone sending shivers up and down her spine. Working his way down her body, he buried his face in her cleavage while rhythmically kneading her breast. Caroline moaned in pleasure at the feel of his warm palm on her soft skin. Her nipple stiffened as he drew his thumb back and forth across the taut peak before giving it a little pinch and twist.

It had been so long since she’d been with someone, since she’d felt that sweet release. Tension quickly built within her as she thought of what it would be like for Malcolm’s strong muscular body to possess hers, of wrapping her legs around his waist, her fingers digging into his back while his long, thick shaft moved within her.

Her hips bucked seemingly without any direction from her when he pushed a finger deep into her sensitive flesh. Blood pounded in her ears. She gasped, jerking at the onslaught of sensations. He moved his finger in and out. The feeling was incredible and yet left her squirming and pleading for more.

“Patience, Caroline,” Malcolm murmured against her breast before enveloping her aching nipple in his hot mouth.

She arched her back as the sucking and stroking sensations caused need to coil inside her. He switched to her other nipple, and she began to whimper. His stroking changed pace, and he added another finger inside her, then a third. Her breathe came in ragged gasps; her heartbeat thundered in her ears, and the tension building within her was almost more than she could stand. With the extra thickness stretching her, she was conscious only of the pleasure rippling through her body. And when she thought she couldn’t survive any more of his attention, her body curled upward, and she cried out Malcolm’s name. Caroline went over the edge, convulsing as release swept through her from head to toe, leaving her panting and limp. He kissed the skin at the base of her throat. Slowly he removed his hand, and she collapsed onto the bed, eyes closed, unable to move. She lay motionless as she floated back to consciousness.

“I think that makes us just about even.” Malcolm rolled to the side and pulled her with him, and she followed like a rag doll. She curled up on her side and snuggled next his side. Not prone to climax so easily, Caroline felt like a puddle of wax, as if she had no control over her body.

“You look exhausted,” Malcolm said. Caroline smiled, but didn’t open her eyes. “Relax. I’ll shower, and then you can. And we’ll go.” Malcolm was about to stand up, but returned to her and said innocently, “Unless you’d like to shower together.”

Caroline opened one eye. “I don’t think we’d get much cleaning done.”

“You don’t think we can share a shower without making love?” He asked the question as if wounded. She opened both eyes, looking at him as if to say Were you just here a few minutes ago?

“What do you think?” she asked, rising up onto an elbow and lifting an eye brow at the same time.

Malcolm looked her over, naked above the waist, only panties below. His gaze made her hot. Finally, he said, “I guess you’re right.”

“Oh, I’m right, all right. You go ahead and shower, and I’ll take one after you. In the meantime, I’ll make reservations for tonight.” She rolled to the edge of the bed and put her feet onto the floor. Though the living room was hardwood, the bedroom was carpeted. Her toes sank deep into the soft fiber, and she curled them into it.

She looked over her shoulder as he walked naked to the shower. God, he was beautiful. Not a butt woman, she could easily be converted when it came to his posterior.

“Stop looking at my butt, woman. Or we may have to revisit our previous conversation.” Malcolm didn’t turn around as he growled the words. Caroline turned her head away with a giggle. Was she in love?

The thought had slipped into her consciousness without warning. Love? What did love feel like? Since her father passed away, she wasn’t sure if she’d experienced it. If she thought about how her relationship with her family had developed over time, she’d have to say that love was an exhausting one-way street. She didn’t feel that way now. With her father she’d felt safe, supported, and happy. If she had to describe her feelings at the moment, post dinner, movie, and sexual activity, she’d definitely describe it more like the latter than the former.

Damn! This was not what she planned. But had anything really changed? They hadn’t discussed the terms of the marriage or even agreed that there would be a wedding yet. She was jumping the gun.

She shook her hand and vowed to concentrate on the moment. She’d said she was making reservations. But she didn’t want to do anything traditional—she wasn’t a very traditional woman. Good Enough to Eat wasn’t her favorite breakfast haunt, but she decided that they would spend the day as she’d love to spend each Saturday. Not that she’d make all her dreams come true in this one day, but given their location, timing, etc., what she would do any Saturday on her own. She wanted to give Malcolm a sense of who she was, what she liked, how she thought. And then pray he liked it.

Well, a Saturday in the fall would have to include a stroll through the flea market and then cupcakes for a pick-me-up. Then what? She’d probably take a nap. Probably not the best choice of activities. Not that getting back into bed with Malcolm would be a bad thing. It just didn’t get to the bigger picture of what they were supposed to be accomplishing in their time together. When Caroline thought about her down time, it usually included either her sister Sarah, Gloria, or her kitchen. Had she always been this boring?

Caroline walked to the French doors and stepped out onto the balcony. Her nipples hardened in the cool breeze, and she turned her face to the sun. Leaning against the stone she closed her eyes and remembered her younger days. She’d loved dancing and eating. Opening her eyes, she rounded out the evening. Stepping back inside, Caroline clicked her phone on and jumped on the internet to check addresses. She had just finished jotting some notes into her day book when the bathroom door opened.

Steam rose out along the ceiling as the door swung open. Malcolm stood in the door way, a towel wrapped around his narrow hips. Water still clung to his chest. Caroline watched the water make trails down his stomach and disappear under the edge of the towel. She involuntarily licked her lips.

“The shower is all yours. And I was thinking, for the sake of realism in this experiment of ours,” Malcolm raised a smaller towel to his head and wiped the water from his neck, “I don’t think I should shower alone next time.”

Caroline cocked her head to the side and studied him as he dried. A smile played on the corners of her mouth. “Maybe,” she said. Malcolm smiled.

“Are you going to shower now? Or would you prefer to do something else?” He loosened his towel and let his eye roam up and down her body. Still only in her panties, she felt hot under his gaze.

Caroline smiled and crossed her arms over her chest. If she didn’t get to see all the goods, neither did he. “Hhhmm, well, you are standing in front of the door.”

“I am, aren’t I? You don’t think I’d let you go by?”

She laughed, tossing her head back slightly, pushing her hair back as she did so. The movement highlighted her graceful neck and pushed her breasts forward.

“Do that again and I can’t promise you’ll be able to pass unmolested.”

“I don’t think you could stop yourself.” Not that she’d want him to. But she reminded herself that they did have things to do, and this whole affair was his idea, not hers. “You’ll recall we have a date today.” Her face hurt from smiling so much. She enjoyed their banter. She felt like a school girl on her first date. “And I would prefer not to be stinky, but if it means actually leaving the bedroom today, I will skip the shower.”

Malcolm laughed. “No, please, by all means, take a shower! I promise not to touch you … much.”

Caroline walked slowly toward him. When she was next to him, she placed her hand on his chest. She felt his heart jump. “I’m attracted to you on levels I wasn’t even aware of. I want every moment we have to get to know each other to be memorable and perfect.”

Malcolm placed his right hand over hers and used his left hand to tilt her chin up further. He kissed her gently and said, “It’s been more than I could have hoped for, and I have no doubt today will simply reinforce what we already know.” He kissed her again gently and reached around to squeeze her butt. “Now scoot. I’m starving.”

Caroline leaned against the inside of the door. How was she supposed to get through an entire day when the man was such a temptation? And he knew what he did to her because she was very certain, after last night, that she did the same to him. In terms of answering any concerns she may have had, she didn’t have to be convinced that he knew how to please her. Just thinking about where the day would lead made her weak in the knees.

She pushed off the door and went to the sink to brush her teeth. Malcolm had laid out a packaged brush, a travel sized tube of tooth paste and a bar of soap. A towel and washcloth set lay on the tiled shelf inside the shower stall. The man thought of everything. Had he planned this? She stopped brushing her teeth long enough to look into the mirror and think about the previous night’s activities. Even if he had planned on bringing her back to his place, having her fall asleep, carrying her up a flight of stairs, and then not undressing her for bed, she thought with not a touch of sarcasm, she was the one who initiated last night’s activities. He could hardly be blamed for responding to what she started. Satisfied she had not been a foregone conclusion, Caroline finished with her teeth and stepped into the shower.




Chapter Eighteen

Malcolm couldn’t recall ever meeting a woman like Caroline. He’d been introduced to women by his friends, colleagues, and family, but none of them came close to what she offered him. Of course there had been women in his medical program, and there were quite a few on the hospital staff. They’d been intelligent, but they’d also been so one-dimensional. He enjoyed not only the conversation they had the night before, but also the banter and the witticisms they’d traded. And she’d even chosen The Running Man as the film they’d watched. That had to say something.

But he liked her confidence as well. He hadn’t thought much about it the night before, but even before the middle of their first date, she’d mentioned a second. So not only had she been enjoying herself to the degree that she wanted to see him again, but she hadn’t been afraid to communicate that to him. She wasn’t coy either about what she wanted or what she thought. He didn’t like loud, ostentatious women, but he wasn’t a mind reader either. And she had made plans for the day. He didn’t care what they did, beyond perhaps glimpsing another side of her interests and personality. He simply wanted to spend time with her.

Then there was the physical aspect of their developing relationship. He felt restless, horny. He’d been surprised by her advances last night, but he’d gotten over it quickly. He’d enjoyed her hands on his body, her mouth on his, her skill at manipulating his cock. He was anxious to explore her talents further. The intensity of his desire to touch her again made him want to rethink his suggestion that she plan their day. And if not completely destroy her plans, then at least modify them to be sure they returned to the house mid-morning, mid-afternoon, and, of course, that evening.

Malcolm took one more turn in the mirror set into the wall of his walk-in closet, and then passed the bathroom door on his way to the living room. The shower stopped, but the shower door didn’t slide open immediately. She must like to dry off inside the shower where it was still warm. He’d had the old shower removed and a wall to wall installed. There were six shower heads built into the wall of the shower stall, three on each side, and he’d practically had to have the building’s plumbing gutted and redone. He knew the results were worth it.

He imagined Caroline, skin damp and steaming, wrapping herself in one his towels. Next time, he thought, he would do the drying. He would go slow, taking time to pamper every inch of her body. He’d start with her sweet perky breasts, move to her flat stomach and narrow waist, and then to her long lean legs. He hadn’t known red-heads could tan, but he was very appreciative of whatever genetic twist had allowed it to happen. Moving on to the living room, he walked through the sunlit room to the kitchen.

****

Caroline dressed with care. Once she’d determined the day, Geoffrey had generously offered to swing by her place and pick up fresh clothes. She’d planned the day with a variety of activities, and she didn’t want to be that woman who carries her wardrobe with her or complains because she’s unprepared. In deference to the season, she chose a calf length brown suede skirt, knee high brown leather boots, and a thin long-sleeved sweater of gray, beige, and off white. The boots were her favorite. Though they sported a nicely pointed toe, the heel was not obnoxious. She could easily walk all day and not feel the need for a soothing foot bath at the end of the day. She often wore them when she was catering; she liked to be on the floor mixing with clients and potential clients. She had to fit the part. Not a fan of makeup she chose only a light gloss. She pursed her lips, sprayed a little Angel onto the base of her throat, behind her ears, wrists, and knees and opened the bathroom door.

Malcolm was nowhere in sight. She walked through the living room and to the left toward the balcony. The balcony stretched the length of the apartment with several entrances and exits into different rooms. She knew the one behind her was off the bedroom, and the one she came out of was off the living room. She hadn’t explored the other yet. The balcony was wide and had been decorated with several sitting areas, some in the shade and others in the sun. Potted plants and trellises served to divide the areas. Caroline smiled at the image of Malcolm on his hands and knees caring for the plants. She walked to the balcony ledge and leaned forward taking in the view and basking in the sun.

“Does this explain how a red-head gets a tan?”

Malcolm came out of the third balcony entrance carrying two cups of coffee in to-go cups. “Given your career choice, I figured you liked it light and sweet. If not, I can get you another.”

Caroline smiled. “I get my hair color from my father’s side and my skin from my mother’s side. When I was young I hated my hair. It took me a long time to feel comfortable with it. It did help, when I got to my teen years, that I did tan. I didn’t feel so awkward.”

“I can’t imagine you awkward. You’re beautiful.” Malcolm handed her a coffee and tucked a stray hair behind her ear.

“Well, thank you, but I was very different from everyone else in my family. I wasn’t the daughter my mother had hoped for. It’s taken some time for me to understand that and realize there’s not much I can do about it.”

“I can’t believe that. You’re so accomplished. How can she not be proud?”

“Perfect,” Caroline said as she sipped the hot liquid. Of course he had to-go cups on hand. She was beginning to see parts of him she hadn’t seen the night before. He was very detail oriented. She smiled as she turned to look over the City again. A celebrated cake designer and decorator, what set her work apart from others’ was the detail, the careful, thought-out creativity. She planned, thought, and re-planned. And she was flexible enough to change plans mid-execution if she had a new idea or if something wasn’t coming together as she’d hoped.

“What’s funny?” Malcolm stood next to her as she looked out at the slowly increasing number of people on the street. The City was waking up.

Caroline laughed, and she turned to face him. “I was just thinking of the cups that I have and how it’s great to see in you a lot of the things I see in myself. You’re very unique—don’t get me wrong—but it’s comforting to see familiar traits. I like it.”

“Gosh, I hate to think I bore you, that I’m too predictable.” Malcolm smiled as he said it.

Caroline threw her head back and laughed loudly. “You couldn’t be if you tried! You’re too honest. You’re just you, and it’s so very refreshing.”

“Well, I’m glad. Otherwise I’d have to rethink my whole plan.” Malcolm smiled and held out his elbow. “Shall we go?”

Caroline slipped her arm through his and pressed her cheek to his shoulder briefly. “Let’s do it.”




Chapter Nineteen

They spent an hour over breakfast. They discovered a mutual love of cinnamon French toast with apple marmalade.

Holding hands, they walked south to the Hell’s Kitchen Flea Market.

“So what area constitutes ‘Hell’s Kitchen’?” Malcolm asked as they walked. He loved the City and had spent many of his formative years exploring his Upper East Side neighborhood and the historic tourist attractions as well. He loved walking the Brooklyn Bridge as much as he loved riding the ferry out to Ellis Island. He’d walked the financial district, the fish market, and even the fashion district. It seemed that every corner opened up to a new layer of interesting sights, sounds, and smells. But he couldn’t recall venturing into Hell’s Kitchen. He figured the name alone would have made it memorable.

Caroline explained its history. Hell’s Kitchen ran from 34th Street to 59th Street, and stretched from 8th Avenue to the Hudson River. The early home to many Irish immigrants, the neighborhood today provided transportation, hospital, and warehouse infrastructure support to the Midtown Manhattan business district. Its gritty reputation resulted from its rough and tumble days during the Great Depression. Its history of ethnic conflicts formed the basis of the musical and film West Side Story.

The neighborhood was probably most immediately known to him from movies like Sleepers.

“A lot of actors actually live out this way,” said Caroline. “It’s close to Broadway and the Actors’ Studio.”

“No kidding. We should get a map,” Malcolm said thoughtfully as though he intended to launch a long-term expedition of the area.

Caroline giggled. “You want to play tourist?”

Malcolm looked over at her and laughed. “Sure, why not? How often do you get a chance to wander the City?”

“Not often,” Caroline said, sounding a little disappointed. “Hey,” she asked, renewed excitement in her voice, “if we’re tourists, does that mean we’re on vacation?”

“Feels like it to me,” Malcolm said. They were stopped at a corner, waiting for the walk signal to indicate the road would be moderately safe to cross. He stretched his arms out away from his sides and arched his back. “I feel no stress today.” He stepped behind Caroline as the crowd closed in and wrapped his arms around her. She folded her hands over his and leaned into him. Malcolm’s mouth found her ear. “If we’re on vacation, shouldn’t we be having lots of sex?”

Caroline laughed and turned in his arms, as though oblivious to the crowd around them. “I think you’re right,” she whispered against his mouth.

“If we catch a cab back up town,” Malcolm whispered back, “we could still have the whole afternoon.”

Pulling her face back, Caroline looked at him sternly. “Are you trying to sabotage my date plans? I’d hate for you to be telling our story to our friends years from now and have me look like the slacker.”

Malcolm looked at her in surprise. “Honestly,” he said, “I was just trying to get you into bed again.”

Slipping her hand between them, Caroline ran her hand lightly over his zipper and kissed him. “At least you’re honest.” They smiled through the kiss. Pulling her closer, Malcolm growled, “You either need to put your mouth where your hand is, or step back, woman.”

Smiling brightly, Caroline stepped back. “I hate to be a tease, but we do have places to be today. Patience, grasshopper.” She turned back toward the street in time to see the walk sign change and felt the surge of the crowd press forward. Falling in line with her fellow pedestrians, Caroline took Malcolm’s hand. He hesitated long enough that she looked back over her shoulder to see him, and he knew he was pouting, a disappointed look on his face. Laughing, she tugged him firmly to her side and, wrapping her arms around his, led him down the sidewalk toward the Flea Market.




Chapter Twenty

“Ready for a break?” They’d spent the better part of an hour and a half perusing the stalls of the Hell’s Kitchen Flea Market. Malcolm had lingered over some modern art while Caroline had admired some of the vintage clothing. Neither had made a purchase, but they’d enjoyed the fall weather and each other’s company.

“That sounds wonderful. How about some coffee?”

“I know just the place. It can be a little crowded in the early afternoon, but it’s worth the wait. Are you ready for a treat?”

“There’s more sweetness to come? It’s been such a treat to share this morning with you. I can’t remember a more relaxing morning.” Malcolm took her hand in his as he spoke, pulling her to his side. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder, their hips gently bumping as they walked.

Caroline raiser her hand to slip into his as it hung from her shoulder. “I can’t tell you how happy that makes me feel. I didn’t know if this would be too slow for you. But it’s a little part of me that I wanted to share.”

“I love it,” he said, smiling down at her. They stopped at the corner, kissing briefly.

“You’re distracting me again,” Caroline said in a mocking tone.

“Me? I was just waiting for directions. Lead on.”

“Well then, head east, my good man.”

They crossed the street, headed for the Cupcake Cafe.




Chapter Twenty-One

An hour later, filled with hot coffee and maple walnut cupcakes and chocolate buttercream, they headed back into the street. The weather had warmed, and they stood close together on the sidewalk, their faces turned up to the sun.

“This is good reading weather,” Caroline said as she opened her eyes. Malcolm’s face was still upturned, and she leaned her face into his shoulder, feeling the sun warm her back. “Stretch out on a lounge chair on a roof terrace in the sun and lose yourself in a story.”

“Sounds great,” Malcolm said. “Is that our next event?”

“Oh no, you’re mine to command, remember? And I command you to dance!” Caroline whipped away from him, lifting her leg and touching it down in an exaggerated tango step.

“Dancing, huh? You’re living dangerously, lady.” Malcolm eyed her pose skeptically. “Are you prepared to spend the evening in the hospital? I promise I’ll take off your toes.”

“Nonsense,” Caroline said, reaching her hand back for him. He took it, and she pulled him up behind her, turning her head so she could kiss his cheek. “You simply haven’t had the right teacher.”

“Your confidence is very sexy,” he whispered in her ear. “I only hope you’re right.”

They took Bus 42 east to 1 south and stepped back into the sun at W21st Street.

“Okay, orient me again,” Malcolm said. Even if nothing came of the day’s events, he had to admit he was seeing parts of the City he had had no idea existed. With all its nooks and crannies he wasn’t surprised, but he was fascinated and made a silent promise to make time to explore more of the City. He was active on a number of social boards, but he was only now realizing how narrow their scope must be to miss some of these sites.

“You’re a couple of blocks west of the Flatiron District and Union Square. And Gramercy Park is over there.” Caroline pointed toward the park, though being surrounded by skyscrapers, she was pointing to a building.

The mention of the Flatiron District brought back memories of the previous evening’s dinner, and they were lost in their own thoughts for a few seconds.

“I really enjoyed dinner last night,” Caroline said softly.

“Me, too. We should do it again,” Malcolm said.

Taking his hand, Caroline led him across the sidewalk. “We should work up an appetite then.” She led him to a brown brick building, five stories tall.

They walked to the third floor of the building, passing various offices as they climbed. Inside the door of the studio, Caroline exchanged her boots for a pair of strappy heels. Malcolm was asked to wear men’s dress shoes. He didn’t hesitate, handing over his own shoes in exchange. Still feeling warm from memories of the previous night’s dinner, he was determined to make the most of every experience Caroline offered. He hadn’t spent much time thinking about the decision he had to make, and he thought that was probably a good sign. Nevertheless, he told himself, he needed to focus and prepare himself for what was to come.

His phone vibrated softly in his pocket. Pulling it out, he glanced at the screen as Caroline slipped into her shoes. Gloria. Again, it seemed. The number “14” beside her name indicated she’d called thirteen times prior to this latest ping. He’d been so involved he hadn’t felt the vibration earlier. Pressing the button on the top of the phone, he stopped the buzzing, sending Gloria to voicemail.

“Do you need to take it?” Caroline had finished putting on her shoes and was waiting for him to do the same. She lounged on one of the benches that lined the wall of the dance floor, one leg swung over the other. The thigh-high slit in her skirt had allowed the fabric to ride up her leg, offering him a delightful view of her thigh.

“Nope. What I need is for you to come with me.” Malcolm wasn’t sure where his new-found confidence came from as he led her onto the dance floor, but he thought perhaps it was the atmosphere of the place. Along the length of the far wall was a mural of old fashioned fancy-dressed dancers. Though there were three windows facing the street, the ceiling was low, and an antique chandelier gave off minimal light. The result was a cozy warm glow that set the backdrop for the sexy dance that took place within. As they took their position on the floor with the other dancers, Malcolm noticed the wall opposite him was all mirrors. Though he thought he’d feel nervous as reality set in, he admired Caroline’s backside in the mirror and felt himself relax.

In his ear, Caroline said “The owner’s name is Carina. She’s been dancing for years, and she only teaches Argentine Tango. She’s a fantastic teacher.”

Caroline stopped talking as Carina took the floor. “Good afternoon. Welcome to Triangulo. Let’s get started. We’re going to start with inline partner walking and then work in an ocho.”

“How did you find this place?”

Caroline laughed softly. “Carina was on the Today Show a few years back. I was just inspired by the passion of the dance and thought it would be fun. I don’t get to take classes so often that I’ve advanced very far, but I get the basics, and it’s a lot of fun. I was hoping to find a partner to share it with. It can be a very … personal dance.” She blushed as she added the last few words.

Carina demonstrated the first few steps with her partner and then glided around the dancers offering feedback as her students attempted the moves themselves.

“Oh, I love it.” Carina stepped into their space, guiding Malcolm’s hips as his feet found their way around Caroline’s. “You’re back, dear. Lovely to see you. And you brought this gorgeous partner. Good girl, good girl. Together we will make him into a sexy dancer. You will be good together.”

Having no idea what he was doing, Malcolm surrendered to Caroline’s lead. The thought of surrendering to her took on a way too erotic connotation, so he set that thought aside and tried to concentrate on his feet. Unfortunately his concentration was redirected to erotic thoughts as their bodies brushed together to the rhythm of the music. Instead of counts to the music, his mind focused on more enticing thoughts. Like how warm and silky the bare flesh above Caroline’s skirt was when his fingertips encountered it as he settled his hands on her hips. Like how good she smelled up close, sweet, decadent, and tempting. Like how fluid and natural her movements were when she propelled her body against his. Like how unspeakably lovely her eyes were when she caught his attention to see how he was doing.

Is kissing taboo on the dance floor? He couldn’t imagine that it would be here, given the sexy nature of the dance itself. Didn’t it just invite flesh-to-flesh, lip-to-lip contact? God knows the swish of her hips made parts of his body tingle and made others ready to be set on fire.

“Getting the hang of it?” she asked as she executed a graceful twirl that lifted her skirt and gave him a nice view of her bare thighs.

“Oh, yes,” he said, the words coming out a little rougher than he intended. “I think I could learn to enjoy this.”

“It’s all in the hips,” she said, twitching hers to the rhythm.

“It certainly is.”

“And the legs.”

“I noticed that, too.”

She threw her head back and laughed with delight, clearly oblivious to the fact that they were talking about entirely different things. “I knew you’d be a good dancer,” she said, spinning closer.

“How’s that?” he asked, catching her hips with his hands and pulling them into his even as one foot shuffled back to accommodate one of hers that stepped forward. He actually did feel pretty competent.

“You have a very relaxed grace to your step. You move easily.”

“Hhhmm, I didn’t think you’d notice.”

She smiled. “I notice more than you think, Malcolm.” Her smile widened. “And I like what I see.”

Malcolm pulled her closer. “That makes two of us.”

The music changed, and Malcolm found that though he would have liked to say more he was too busy trying to figure out what to do with his feet. His confidence left him as the pace quickened and then stopped and started without warning. Caroline kept up effortlessly, twirling and gliding around him with the grace of a summer breeze, chuckling good-naturedly at his obvious and total confusion. Enjoying her body as it flowed toward him and then seductively away, Malcolm didn’t think as his arm snaked out to pull her close, slowing her movements. He pulled her to him until her body was flush against his.

And although the music kept playing, faster and faster, and the dancers surrounding them twirled merrily, the world enclosed them, gradually slowing to a stop. Malcolm slowed with it, spinning Caroline in a gradually more languid circle, pulling her closer with every turn, until the two of them stood utterly still at the center of the dance floor.

And then he kissed her.

As he dipped his head forward, Caroline tipped hers back, and oh so slowly, he covered her mouth with his. Her lips opened easily beneath his, and the taste of her filled him, intoxicating him. But it didn’t satisfy him. Instead, the kiss only inflamed his appetite, making him hunger for more of her. He deepened the kiss, cupping her face in his hands, tilting her head back further. Caroline acquiesced through all of it, curling her hand around his nape, running the other hand up the front of his chest. She returned his kisses with equal finesse and fire. For the life of him, he simply could not let her go.

He wasn’t sure how long they stood there so entwined—perhaps seconds, perhaps hours—but when the music changed again, slowing down this time, their bodies began to move together instinctively. Rather than being lost, the moment was merely altered, allowing them to bask in the warmth their kiss had created as they turned and twisted with the music.

****

They danced for an hour, and then sweaty and tired, they climbed back onto the bus and headed uptown. Caroline sat with her head on Malcolm’s shoulder.

“Did you enjoy it?” she asked.

“You know, I was a little hesitant and nervous when you first suggested it, but I loved it. It was a lot of fun. It was sexy. I was surprised at how much muscle concentration is required to dance. It looks so fluid and natural when others do it.”

“I’m glad.” Caroline pushed herself back into her seat and let her head loll to the side, enjoying the light bounce of the bus as it traveled up town. She’d expected to like Malcolm’s company, but hadn’t expected to think that she’d never want to live without it. As the weight of her thoughts surfaced in her mind, she shifted in her seat instinctively pulling away from Malcolm and folding herself more tightly into her own seat.

“You okay?” Malcolm must have felt her shift. The seats were a bit stiff, even for public transportation.

His voice pulled her out of her mind and into the present. “Sure. You hungry?” Christ, if she didn’t remember her goal, she was never going to be able to seal this deal. Stay focused. Stay committed, she admonished herself.

“I could eat. But I could also shower.”

“Yeah, you smell.” They laughed, and Malcolm pushed his elbow in her direction.

“Shower then food?” Caroline asked. “I should make reservations. About 7:00, you think? We could do a little earlier, but not much later if we’re going to get good seats.”

“If you make reservations, doesn’t that guarantee seats?”

“For dinner, yes. For the entertainment afterward, no.” Caroline pulled her cell phone from her shoulder bag and began scrolling through her contacts.

“Oh, dinner and a show? Great idea.” Malcolm shifted in his own seat.

“Feeling a little stiff from class?”

“I think I might be getting too old for this sort of excitement.”

“Not too old, I hope. I have big plans for you.” She smiled even as she selected a number.

“Really?” Malcolm turned to her, an eyebrow raised. “How big?”

“Well, that depends on you, doesn’t it?” Caroline looked him up and down, focusing a little longer on his crotch. The phone to her ear, she stifled a giggle, and she hushed him as he started to explain exactly what he was willing to guarantee.




Chapter Twenty-Two

“Want me to draw you a bath, old man?” Caroline chuckled as they stepped off the elevator and into the foyer of the penthouse. Malcolm had walked through the foyer and turned left to go to the master bedroom.

He looked over his shoulder and said, “Only if you’re going to join me.”

“I don’t see a problem with that.” Malcolm stopped and turned back toward her. He met her gaze with an intensity that made her shiver. “If you’re not too tired. We’ve had a long day. I can certainly understand if you want some time to yourself.”

Malcolm closed the distance between them. “Today isn’t about me. It’s about the possibility of an ‘us’. And even if it wasn’t, I can’t imagine ever being too tired when the alternative to resting is spending time with you.”

Caroline found herself whisked off her feet and into Malcolm’s strong arms. He leaned down and kissed her, drawing the air from her lungs. His masculine scent enveloped her. She pushed one arm under his to wrap it around his back, and the other reached across him and wrapped around his neck.

Shivers of anticipation raced down her spine, sensitizing every nerve in her body. She became aware only of her need for him.

Malcolm carried her to the bedroom, and though they were alone, he closed the door behind them. He leaned against the door and set her on her feet. Caroline began undressing as she slowly walked toward the bathroom door. She tugged her shirt off and tossed it aside. She paused long enough to kick away her boots before continuing on. By the time she reached the door her clothes laid a trail across the room and only her panties remained. Leaning provocatively against the door frame, her breasts bare and nipples erect, she said softly, “Your turn.”

Malcolm pushed himself off the door and walked slowly toward Caroline, pausing only when necessary to undress. By the time he reached her at the door, he was completely naked.

****

Kneeling before her, Malcolm slipped her panties from her hips. He inhaled her scent and was reminded of their previous lovemaking.

Malcolm leaned forward and rested his face against the warm skin of her thigh and inhaled again. Caroline placed her hands on his shoulders, either to balance herself or to encourage him. He wasn’t sure which, but he didn’t think it mattered. She would need him to help her balance when he was done with her. Malcolm wrapped his hands around her back and gripped her hips. Pushing them forward, her legs spread enough for him to reach his goal. Slipping his tongue into her parted flesh, he let his tongue slide lazily around, enjoying her soft moans. He leaned in further and stroked her with the flat of his tongue, and she shuddered again. Pushing her legs farther apart, he delved his tongue deeper, increasing the intensity and speed of his licks. He reveled in her sounds. Feeling her reaching for release, he added his fingers to the party, and Caroline came almost immediately.

Caroline pressed her fingers more deeply into Malcolm’s shoulders. She arched to lock her lower body to his mouth. Her body jerked beneath his mouth, and a strangled sob escaped her even as muscles contracted powerfully around his fingers. Malcolm ignored the sound and continued, letting her hips rock back and forth against his mouth.

“Please,” Caroline pleaded softly, “please.”

Finally pulling back, Malcolm scooped Caroline into his arms, cradling her as he walked into the bathroom. Caroline lay limp, unable to even hold on. Her lack of response didn’t bother Malcolm in the least. If the water didn’t revive her he had something else that would. He stepped into the shower and turned on the water. When it was warm he stepped under the spray and slowly slid Caroline to the floor. Turning her to him, he again lifted her off her feet, this time so that she was straddling his hips.

Caroline moved as he directed, and he appreciated the trust she placed in him. Grasping her bottom, he tilted her hips and slipped inside her. Her muscles tightened around him, and he was lost to the sweet pressure that beckoned him deeper. Water poured down on them, soaking their hair and blurring their vision, but nothing could stop him from pushing her up against the tile and thrusting in and out of her like a man pushed over the edge of sanity.

Malcolm gripped her hips as they cradled his pelvis, and he drove deeper, releasing the pressure that had built up as he’d pleasured her. He slowed his movements, the hard thrusts becoming long and leisurely. He watched her facial expressions with each stimulating stroke. The pressure began to build again. He leaned forward and touched her parted lips with his tongue. She responded by mating her tongue with his. The dance of their tongues increased the thrust of his hips, and they were once again on the edge. For long moments there was nothing but the sounds of sex, the slap of skin against skin, the harshness of their breathing, the moans of ecstasy. When she begged for more, he gathered her close and switched to a grinding, purposeful, insistent rhythm. He heard her cry out his name, and he heard his own cry in response. Breathing deeply, he forced himself to hold still to better feel her muscles clench around him. Wanting to remain connected this way to Caroline, Malcolm adjusted his stance, bracing his legs apart and pinning her to the wall. A shiver passed through his body, every nerve a sensitive jumble.

The water cascaded down his back and onto her legs, and Caroline pulled Malcolm’s head into the crook of her neck. She wrapped her arms around his back and snuggled into his body.

Enjoying the aftermath of their mating, Malcolm was hesitant to move. But he could feel the water growing cooler, and he didn’t want it to take the warm edge off the mood. Taking Caroline with him in his arms, he turned the shower off and stepped out onto the tile floor. He wrapped them in a thick towel and walked them to the bed.

Releasing Caroline down onto the mattress first, he covered her with his body and pulled the comforter over them.

Caroline reached up to pull his mouth to her own, and he settled his hips between her legs. Her legs immediately enveloped him, wrapping around his hips and overlapping behind his back. Their tongues entwined, Malcolm pulled his hips back far enough to sink himself inside her. Caroline raised her hips to meet him, and they sank back onto the mattress together.

Malcolm rolled left, bringing Caroline to the top. “Ride me.”

****

Caroline wasn’t a sexual novice, and she knew that the dominant position would give her the most pleasure. In her mind, this position went beyond making sure they were compatible. Compatible meant you could stand it. It meant that you and the other person wouldn’t kill each other or routinely annoy the hell out of each other. Placing her in the dominant role was communicating something else entirely. This was sex for the joy of sex. Malcolm was telling her to enjoy herself. It added a piece to the equation that she hadn’t really wanted to entertain. She wanted a baby. And if she enjoyed herself in the meantime, great. But she had a goal, a mission, and enjoying herself sexually was not a priority.

But Malcolm was turning out to be more sensual than she could have imagined. He was thoughtful, adventurous, and kind. Their conversation was interesting; his interests matched hers, and the financial support of her business wouldn’t be bad either.

Even taking this dominant role just once could throw her plan off for good. She’d let herself go when they’d made love, and she’d convinced herself that in doing so she was simply ensuring his interest so that they could repeat the session in an effort to have a baby.

She had to fight hard to maintain her composure. Just sitting naked above him, staring into his eyes was sending tingling sensations to parts of her that she never thought about. She let her eyes fall over his unshaven face, muscled chest, and flat stomach. The rest of him was concealed by her own body, but she felt him stiffen underneath her, and she knew that he was watching her watch him. He knew where her eyes would have fallen had the view been unobstructed.

A smile played on Caroline’s lips. “I think I’d better warn you that I took horseback riding lessons as a child.” She said the words softly, slowly rising off his hips. She felt him draw up and spread his knees as his hips lifted to maintain contact with her.

“And?” Malcolm managed as she slid back down onto him. He watched himself disappear between her legs.

“Well, I enjoy riding. And I’m good at it.”

She watched Malcolm’s eyes darken and felt him thicken within her.

****

Caroline held his shoulders firmly and pressed her knees into his sides while her head fell back. Malcolm could feel her hair tickling his thighs. He was becoming so overstimulated he wasn’t sure he could handle much more.

Each time she came down on him, he thrust up into her, grinding his body, going as deep inside her as he could. The more he thrust up the more vigorously she bucked and pumped into him, wild and nearly uncontrolled. He felt as though his entire world was rocking, tilting him dangerously toward oblivion. He’d come twice already, but she wasn’t letting up. And he wasn’t going down. He’d experienced more pleasure in the past thirty minutes than he’d ever imagined possible.

Feeling himself about to climax again at the same moment her felt her inner body clench around him, he shifted their position and brought her beneath him. She made a whimpering sound and angled her hips in an effort to maximize the friction between them. Her body jerked, and she cried out. He followed immediately behind her. He held her to him, wanting to maintain the intimate contact.

Caroline stretched out on top of him and locked her legs around his. She slipped her hands over his chest and around his shoulders, pulling him closer while kissing his chin, cheek, and lips. Malcolm threaded his fingers through her hair, and they held each other in a cocoon made warm by their heat as they waited for their heart rates to steady.




Chapter Twenty-Three

“Think we’ll make dinner?”

“Oh, I think we’re well past that.” Caroline giggled and stretched. She felt a slight tightness in her inner thigh and enjoyed the memory of what had put it there.

“How about ordering something and eating here?”

“Sounds good. Any favorites?”

“Thai?”

“You read my mind!” Caroline smacked her lips. “I love Thai.”

Malcolm reached for the phone next to the bed and searched its memory for the restaurant phone number.

“What would you like?”

“Hhhmm. Gai Pad Met Mamuang would be great, if they have it. Otherwise, Pad Thai will do. What are you going to have?” Caroline was fairly set on her choices, but she wasn’t opposed to changing her mind.

“Well, those are good choices. But I think I’ll go with Kang Keaw Gai. I like the sweet curry.”

“Oohh, that sounds good, too. Maybe … no, no, I’ll still do the Gai Pad. Maybe we can share?” Caroline looked at him hopefully. Having grown up in a household with two men, she was aware of the bond between men and their food, but she had her hopes.

Malcolm gave her a sideways glance confirming her thought. And then with a grin he said, “Maybe. If you’re nice to me.”

The food on its way, they dressed slowly, taking time to touch and tease as they did so. Neither was fully dressed when the lobby desk attendant called to announce the arrival of their dinner forty minutes later.




Chapter Twenty-Four

“When I was in college I heard about poetry slams, but I can’t say I was ever really interested. I was missing out. Are they all like that?”

“Every one I’ve been to. Some writers and performers are definitely more talented than others, but there’s typically enough talent throughout the evening that I never feel I should have spent my time doing something else.”

Malcolm and Caroline walked arm in arm down the street.

“Want to stop in there for a drink?” Malcolm asked. He wasn’t as interested in the alcohol as he was in prolonging their evening. He had a double shift tomorrow since he’d been off the last couple of days, but he didn’t want to end their time together. He’d had an amazing day. He knew that their marriage would be different—the reality of day to day life would be something they’d have to adjust to, but the fact that they could spend a great deal of time together and enjoy every moment was important. It meant relaxing evenings, enjoyable weekends, and adventurous vacations.

When Gloria had told him about her idea, he’d been skeptical. And after his first round of dates, he’d been absolutely against the idea of continuing. But he now had no doubt he was going to propose to Caroline, and he had little doubt that his proposal would be accepted. He didn’t delude himself into thinking they knew each other’s darkest secrets or utmost desires, but he felt a connection that would allow them to share those things with time.

In the end, despite his father’s ridiculous demand and his anger at being forced into a marriage, something he’d never even considered, he thought he just might pull off a great coup.

He pointed to a dueling piano bar. The sign flashed open, but the posting was superfluous; the sound of melodious ivories spilling out the open door as old patrons exited, and fresh ones pushed past them in the opposite direction welcomed every pedestrian who happened by.

“Have you been to this one?” Caroline asked.

“No, but I’ve been to enough to know that they’re pretty much the same. You’ll enjoy it.” Malcolm described the plush couches and chairs, and waitresses in mock tuxedo garb offering mixed drinks and cigars. The ambiance would follow the music, he said, relaxed and almost jazzy for one set, then heel tapping and swinging with the next.

Malcolm could see she was interested. But instead of leading him in, she snuggled up to him. He pulled her tightly to him. She looked up at him, smiled, and kissed his chin. “I don’t want the evening to end here, but I have to be at the shop early tomorrow. How about a drink at my place?”

Though he’d picked her up at her place for their first date, Malcolm hadn’t been asked inside. He hadn’t even considered that alternative and was intrigued by the suggestion. He didn’t necessarily think his place was a real indication of his inner being. It had been professionally decorated after all, but he thought there were some touches in the architecture anyway that reflected his interests. He didn’t think Caroline would live in such a sterile environment, and he was interested to see what it might say about her.

****

“Oh my God, it is you! And you’re as handsome as ever.” Caroline turned toward the squeal. A leggy blonde was unfolding herself gracefully from a hired car that had pulled silently to the curb. Her face wreathed in a smile, all teeth visible, the woman all but pranced toward them. For his part, Malcolm stood stoically, mouth agape. But he watched the woman’s every move. And when she threw her arms around his neck and claimed his mouth, he placed his hands on her upper arms. Pulling her closer? Caroline stepped back and wrapped her arms around herself and stood silently. If Malcolm was aware of the change in her mood, he gave no indication.

Caroline watched in dismay as the woman pulled back and ran her hands down the sides of Malcolm’s face.

“You’ve always been just too damn hot. I’m happy to see you haven’t changed.” Caroline almost vomited when the woman licked her lips, wiggled closer to Malcolm’s side, and giggled like a school girl. This show would definitely not be the highlight of her evening. .

“God, I’ve missed you. What an amazing coincidence, running into you here, of all places. Say we can get together later tonight,” she said, fluttering her lashes. Caroline coughed lightly, hoping to draw the woman’s attention to the fact she and Malcolm were on a date and get the reunion over with.

“Malcolm, you silly boy, why didn’t you introduce me to your sister?” She swatted his arm, and Caroline shook the hand she offered. “I am so sorry! Here I am running off at the mouth and interrupting your family time. I can be so narrow in my focus sometimes. I’m Elsy. Please. Say we can be friends. Like sisters.” Caroline didn’t believe the woman was interested in friendship with her or any other woman. The woman smiled, but it was more a baring of her teeth than a genuine sign of affection. No warmth reached her eyes. The woman scrutinized her as though she were an insect under a microscope. And she definitely seemed the sort to then torch the creature with a magnifying glass and some UV rays.

Finding his voice, Malcolm said, “This is Caroline. And she isn’t my sister. I’m an only child. You know that.” His voice was quiet. His face was unreadable. Caroline’s own, she knew, was not. Her face flushed, and her hands clenched. Only arrogance could keep the other woman from fearing for her life.

The face giggled again. “Of course. Silly of me.” She shrugged and turned her back to Caroline. “So what do you think? You, me, a little wine? I know how you like the sweet stuff. My treat.” She pouted prettily and snuggled closer, encouraging a positive response. Her sultry eyes seemed to beg him to remember the good times.

“I’m sorry. I was about to take Caroline home.” Attempting to extract himself from her grip, he gestured toward Caroline and took a step in her direction.

Another pout. “Sweetie, put her in a cab. Pay the fare, if it will ease your conscience. There’s no need to allow her to interfere with what we have.” Elsy stepped back into his personal space, running her hands up his chest and leaving them to rest on his shoulders.

Malcolm took her hands in his and squeezed them together. “It’s getting late. I should get her home.” Again, he stepped toward Caroline who stood impassively, her brain’s self-preservation mechanism reacting to her body’s anger and shock by allowing her to grow numb to the display in front of her.

Elsy emitted a forced laugh. “What, will she turn into a pumpkin?” She giggled, disbelief coloring her tone. “Honestly, darling, don’t let this little thing ruin us.”

Malcolm wrapped his arm around Caroline’s shoulder and led her to the curb. “I think it’s the carriage that turns into a pumpkin, not the woman.” He smiled his goodbye, turning his back on her to face the street.

Malcolm hailed a cab, the late hour making the task easier, and Caroline gave the cabbie her address. She sat rigid on the hard, vinyl seat of the cab’s back bench. She cursed herself under her breath. Why had she just stood there? She could have defended her man. Or at the very least, stood up for herself. Instead, she’d stood there like an idiot. Her face was still flushed as she reasoned with herself silently that she had done nothing wrong. The heat flared again, but with anger as she replayed the scene in her mind.

The woman had come out of nowhere, and would have ignored her presence altogether had she not made herself known. Caroline fumed. Malcolm had made no effort to put her on equal footing with the woman. But perhaps that was the way it would be. She’d said “what we have”. Present tense. Clearly there was something going on between them. But what? And if there was, why was Malcolm interested in her? Why didn’t he simply marry legs? She was obviously beautiful and had known him longer than Caroline had.

Caroline didn’t like feeling she was the third wheel. She’d been made to feel like the proverbial red-headed stepchild her whole life. She wouldn’t be that again. Her shoulders tensed and tightened as she continued to recall the words. She was sure the woman had unwittingly called her a princess in her parting plea. It did nothing to endear the woman to her. In anything, it made her seem more desperate. Caroline huffed and checked her thoughts. The woman probably had no idea what “desperate” was. Stupid perfect legs.

Malcolm reached his hand out, palm up, across the empty divide that separated them.

Caroline saw the movement in her peripheral vision and turned slightly to look at what could only be called a peace offering. Her face clouded, emotions tightening her mouth and narrowing her eyes. Surely he understood the message he’d sent with his behavior. The hand remained steady and open. Was she supposed to read that as an apology? Did he even realize that she was upset? Caroline tried to determine if it mattered that she might never have answers to these questions. Would she be the one to declare an end to them before they’d really begun? Was she going to allow that woman to ruin her dream? A dream that a day ago had been so elusive, was so close now. And things were changing, weren’t they? This morning she’d felt so close to him. In love? But now? How could she be? He clearly had an agenda. Well, so did she.

Placing her hand in his, Caroline allowed herself to be pulled close. She told herself that once she had her baby she didn’t really need the man anyway. The other woman, any woman, was welcome to him. Such an arrangement would only make the vision she’d created for her life with her baby more probable.

They snuggled together deep into the seats each looking out their respective windows.

“What’s your dream wedding?”

Malcolm’s question caught her off guard. She’d been thinking about whether she’d made the bed that morning. Despite the lingering angst over the mystery woman, she hated making a bad first impression. Especially when his place had been so orderly. She’d dismissed the idea, reasoning that her place was simply lived in, not a mess, when she remembered her stockings hanging from the shower rod. Perhaps they could skip that room in the tour.

“Dream wedding?” She was stalling. She hadn’t really thought about it. Contrary to popular belief, not every little girl thought about her big day. She supposed she had at some point, but those days were long gone, and she’d moved on to those things that were supposed to come after weddings. A house, a child, a dream vacation.

“Vegas.” Vegas? She giggled. Had she really said that out loud? Why not?

“Vegas? Really?” Malcolm laughed. “Like Little White Chapel Vegas?” He squeezed her to him, letting her know he thought her idea was cute, not that he was criticizing.

“Why not?” Caroline thought about it. “No, not little white chapel. The Belagio. They have a chapel. Just the two of us and our absolute closest friends.”

“White dress and tuxedo?”

Caroline thought about that. Neither of those ideas appealed to her. She didn’t have anything against marriage. She just didn’t like the trappings of the process.

“No. Favorite jeans and a t-shirt. Definitely a pair of flip flops. But I’d wear a white veil.” Malcolm tilted his head to the side and pursed his lips, seemingly in deep concentration, considering her vision. “Sounds comfortable, inviting. I like it.” He nodded and looked down at her. “An excellent way to start a marriage, don’t you think?”

Caroline liked that he’d actually used the word “marriage”. Somehow the whole thing seemed more official. She smiled and squeezed his hand. “When you say it like that, it does sound promising.”

“And the ring?”

“A ring?”

Caroline hadn’t thought about that either. She didn’t really think of herself as a trendsetter. She liked what she liked whether it came from Target or off the runway. Designers didn’t matter; fit did. Season wasn’t an issue; color was key. She had no idea what was in for rings.

“Hhhmm. That’s tough. I guess I’d either want something very subdued … maybe just a band, or I’d have to go all the way with something massively obnoxious.” She nodded to herself. “Either way, it would have to match with yours.” Realizing the assumption she’d made, she followed with, “Or whomever I married. I’ve seen guys who have gold bands, but their wives wear silver bands. And it looks like they’re cheating with each other as opposed to being married to each other.” She was rambling, embarrassed by her initial statement. Way to put the issue front and center. It was one thing to talk hypothetically and another to make it personal. Very smooth.

Malcolm squeezed her hand.

“I don’t want to jump to conclusions or put words in your mouth, but I think … I hope we’re on the same page with where we’re going.” He paused, thinking of his next words. “I’ve enjoyed these past couple of days tremendously. Not just the activities, but the company. I was worried about compatibility and mutual respect, and all those things that it seems good marriages are made of, but I’m not worried anymore.”

He allowed the silence to stretch between them. She supposed he hoped to prepare her for what he intended to say next.

“I think, even if we’re not ready right now to discuss the details, we should be thinking about maybe having a serious conversation tomorrow about our non-negotiables.” He laughed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to sound so impersonal.” He paused. “I just want us both to feel comfortable with the decision we’re going to make.”

“Well, I’ll have my people contact your people,” Caroline said, laughing. Raising his hand to her lips, she kissed his warm skin and nuzzled it with her cheek letting him know she understood and was teasing him. Both their hands came to rest in her lap.

They settled again in comfortable silence.

“Massively obnoxious, huh?”

The cab pulled to the curb. They were both smiling as they stepped onto the sidewalk.




Chapter Twenty-Five

Caroline led Malcolm up the front stairs and into the foyer. She typically left a light on, and, not knowing she wouldn’t be home the previous evening, she’d done the same the evening before.

The foyer chandelier was bright and cast a warm glow down the long hallway of the entry level floor. The townhouse, built in the late 1800s, was long and narrow, with high ceilings. Natural light flooded the rooms through east and west facing floor-to-ceiling windows.

“Would you like a tour?” Caroline placed Malcolm’s overcoat and hers over her arm and headed toward a corner of the foyer. The door, centered between panels of the wall, was almost invisible. She pressed the seam, and the door revealed itself with a soft swish.

“Will it include the revelation of all the hidden spaces?”

Caroline pursed her lips and considered him. “I don’t know if it would be wise to reveal all my secrets on the second date.” She smiled as she spoke and took his hand, leading him to the kitchen. “Let’s have a drink first.”

Malcolm laughed. “Well, there isn’t a third date, so it’s now or never, lady.”

Caroline pulled him into the kitchen.

“Wow. Did you decorate this?”

“I did do it, thanks.” Caroline stopped near the heavy wooden butcher block island and tried to see the space through his eyes. She’d lived in her home for years and hadn’t really thought about the space since she’d spent more than a year conceiving of its decor.

“It took me some time to think it through and find all the pieces. Thankfully it didn’t take as long to have it installed.”

Terra cotta tiles covered the floor. The small, irregularly shaped tiles were uneven and rustic. Caroline had chosen them because they’d reminded her of streets she’d walked down in Italy. She’d spent summers there as a child and loved the people, the culture, and the food. The orange of the tiles was offset by the white concave ceiling. In the center of the ceiling was on oval-shaped mural of the heavens, each constellation in its proper place.

The left wall was a system of wood and glass cabinetry that held serving trays and dishes. She didn’t have people over much, but she loved throwing a bash every so often.

The far wall was tiled in white subway tiles, and those that ran behind the appliances to the right were a glossy black to highlight the stainless steel appliances that lined the wall. Chef quality and frequently used, the space was Caroline’s second favorite place in the house. French doors on the left side led to the dining room, and French doors on the far wall led to a sitting room.

Sliding two glasses off the wine glass rack built into the cabinetry, she filled both with a sweet sparkling Muscato.

“Now, my favorite space.” She led Malcolm through the sitting room on the far side of the kitchen and through the sitting room to a door in the far left corner. Opening the door, they walked outside onto a small brick patio. A wishbone shaped staircase led down to the garden level, a small but private space, home to a wide variety of shade loving blooms, colorful bushes, and two Adirondack chaise lounges.

“Welcome to my sanctuary.”

They descended the stairs, hand in hand. She walked him around the perimeter so he could share her joy in the space. She’d cultivated most of the blooms from seeds herself and took great pride in her eventual success; she’d killed many more than had survived.

They came to stand in the center of the garden, nearly chest to chest, enjoying each other’s heat. Despite the coolness of the evening, the air between them felt warm and redolent with the fragrance of the lilac bushes. Taking Malcolm’s hand, Caroline led him to a chair. They sat in the chaise chairs facing the aromatic shrubs to finish their drinks and enjoy the evening. They sat in silence for more than a few minutes enjoying each other’s company and sipping their wine.

“You called this your sanctuary. What do you need sanctuary from?” It was an innocent enough question.

Caroline sidled a glance his way.

“You don’t want to know.” The emphasis was supposed to make light of the statement, but it sounded trite to her own ears.

Malcolm chuckled and raised an eyebrow.

“Even if my curiosity wasn’t piqued after that look, we may be married in,” he consulted his watch, “less than 72 hours. I think you can tell me.”

Caroline sighed. He was right of course. Nevertheless, she didn’t like this topic. She avoided both the topic and the source of the discomfort at all costs. Besides, she wasn’t hot to admit that at thirty-ish years old she had mommy issues.

Caroline tilted her head to the side to consider where to start. She appeared to be studying the bank of lilac bushes that provided the perfume for their intimate night cap, but in this moment their usually sweet fragrance was lost on her senses. They were instead focused on memories. With near perfect clarity she could see, hear, and even smell the moments of her childhood when she had been mistreated or ignored by her mother. As an adult she’d downplayed these memories, but after years of therapy she was aware that to a child, feeling neglected could be worse than actual physical harm.

And it wasn’t as though anyone outside her immediate family would ever have known or suspected. Her mother was too sensitive of her place in society to actually verbalize her dissatisfaction with her oldest child. She was well heeled and thick-walleted, Caroline’s nannies would say as a way of excusing her behavior. And such people didn’t let on to their personal problems. Rather, she simply didn’t acknowledge having three children in public. She had two, a son and his younger sister, Sarah. Hidden from view, ostensibly because she looked different from her family and thus reminded her mother of her own mother, Caroline was not included in family functions, photos, or outings. She’d endured this for years, suffering in her private hell, growing closer to nannies than to her own siblings and mother.

As she grew older and understood her reality, Caroline almost took comfort in not having to worry about pleasing her mother. Almost. Her brother could do no wrong, but Sarah suffered daily inspections and the inevitable criticism. Her hair was too frizzy, her skirt the wrong shade of black, her grades too low, her ambitions too high. But Caroline began to understand the true source of her mother’s angst, and it grew as Caroline aged.

She’d always been her father’s favorite. Whether it was because she in fact was the oldest, shared his love of the arts, or was just different from the other two, she didn’t really know. They just clicked. When she was young this bond bought her entrance into his otherwise off limits study while he worked. She’d sit on the floor near his desk and color, and periodically he’d ask her about her work, and she’d talk with him about his. In the early years she had no real understanding of what he did. It was just time spent with dad. But she grew to understand him and his work and valued his input in her decision making. She joined him for lunches on the patio. She had access to his extensive library when others weren’t allowed in the room. The problem, her mother berated her father, was not what Caroline was given—no one cared about the meals or the books—it was the attention, the consideration that was spent on her. The thoughts, the mental and emotional energy her father appeared to afford her that wasn’t spent on others. She’d heard her parents’ loud voices as they argued over how Caroline was the recipient of his time, his affections. Her father would offer many examples of when and how he doted on each child and his wife equally. Her mother would have none of it.

The older she got, the more intense the arguments. In the days following her father’s death, she’d tried to make herself scarce, hoping to avoid her mother’s grief that looked, sounded, and felt an awful lot like wrath. Unfortunately, after the reading of her father’s will, there had been no chance of that.

Even as she told Malcolm the story, her shoulders sagged with the burden of her father’s “solution.” She relived the memories as vividly as having been transported back in time.

****

“Oh, Dad, what have you done?”

Caroline clapped a hand over her open mouth and marveled at what her father’s attorney was telling the family. The family had anticipated the reading of the will like a team waits for the championship match to begin. They’d been on pins and needles for days. Caroline didn’t include herself in this, but she’d listened to their anxious voices speculating about who, and what, and how much.

“The entire estate,” said the attorney, “will be placed in trust with Caroline as the sole trustee until as such time as certain requirements are fulfilled by each family member.” He’d eyed her mother and stated “No one—neither you, your children, nor anyone else for that matter—will be receiving an inheritance until such time as Caroline deems these requirements met.”

To Caroline, the announcement was immaterial. She wouldn’t have asked for anything except to have her father back even if God himself had appeared and promised her whatever she wished. She’d gladly surrender her claim to any material wealth for that. She knew others in the family didn’t feel the same. She turned her attention to them.

Her mother was not handling the news well. Her forehead was wrinkled, her eyebrows drawn dawn, and her mouth pinched. She darted heated looks of pure hatred alternately between the lawyer and Caroline.

“There has got to be a mistake,” she said to the lawyer, her chin lifted. “There is no way after thirty years of marriage that I’ll be left high and dry. I’m the reason he even made as much money as he did. I shouldn’t have to wait for what he owes me. And I definitely shouldn’t have to wait until my child decides it’s time. Why would he do this to me?”

“I am not at liberty to say.”

“Of course you can say. We’re all family here.” Mother’s voice was indignant.

“No, ma’am, I’m sorry. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to meet with Caroline alone.” He stood from behind his desk and swept his hand toward the door, dismissing the remainder of the family.

Caroline was almost afraid to look at their faces. She could feel their eyes on her. She lifted her chin defiantly and met their wide-eyed stares. Her brother was red-faced, his fists clenched. He rushed to their mother’s side. She smoothed his brow and assured him, her eyes on Caroline, that she would take care of this after dinner, no need to worry. The look her mother threw her made Caroline think she ought to skip dinner.

Sarah looked dazed, but not altogether unhappy. Though she was as privileged as the rest of them, she’d always been a little less concerned about the things money could buy. She wasn’t completely impervious to the fine life their father’s hard work had provided—she had her favorite items, to be sure. But she was fine with those things. She even attempted a smile at her older sister. A glare and shove toward the door from their mother ended any possible sense of camaraderie she’d tried to communicate.

Alone with her father’s lawyer, Caroline was a little more comfortable. Not that she understood what was happening any more than she had a few minutes ago, but she no longer felt her life was in imminent danger.

Settling back in his chair, the old man cleared his throat.

“I imagine this is all a little heavy to hear, the loss of your beloved father so recently upon you. Nevertheless, please pay attention to what I’m going to tell you. You could be at this job for years.” He eyed her over his spectacles and waited for her attention.

Caroline met his gaze and nodded her assent. “Continue.”

“Your father expressed concern for your well being, dear. In his many conversations with me over the years he became more and more convinced that if he were to pass before your mother, you would not be taken care of. In the middle of last year he indicated he wanted to revise his will to reflect these concerns. And so here it is.” He hesitated. “Well, why don’t I just give you this?” He handed her a white envelope. Her name was scrawled across the front in her father’s handwriting. She’d recognize it anywhere. He liked to use a fountain pen, so the beginning and end of each unconnected letter were pointed, much like the flare a calligrapher would leave. Flipping it over, Caroline noted that it had been sealed with wax. Pressed into the seal were her father’s initials. She raised the envelope to her nose and inhaled deeply. Yes, he’d definitely been in possession of this paper. Despite the surreal nature of the day’s events, of this private meeting with her late father’s attorney, reality was beginning to set in. The scent that wafted from the paper was of her father’s cologne. Well, not just his cologne, but his very nature. Caroline didn’t think it all came from a bottle but was the result of the cologne mixing with his natural essence. He’d smelled warm, spicy, and safe. She shivered at the memories the scent invoked and then gave in to the sadness that rushed to the surface as her brain mentally noted that she’d never feel his arms around her again. No hugs, no laughter, no shared secrets.

“Miss?” The attorney prompted her.

Caroline opened her eyes and, after a last moment, snapped the wax seal.

Unfolding the paper, she settled into her chair.

“Dearest Caroline,

I know you’re going through a rough time, and I hope my words will wrap you in warmth and offer some comfort. I know you’ll miss me, but through my will I hope I can create a certain level of independence and safety that will ensure you don’t suffer unnecessarily at my passing. I am leaving everything to you. I know the money doesn’t interest you per se. So for us it will merely be a tool. A tool you will use to teach our family about love, about respect, and about forgiveness. Over the next ten years, your mother, brother, and sister have the opportunity to inherit. They must 1. Never ask for the money, 2. Be respectful in their treatment of you, and 3. Make efforts to build the family relationship you and I have enjoyed over the years. If at the expiration of that time they have not met these goals, Mr. Hawthorne will handle the estate. You shall receive a percentage of the estate, andthe remainder will be liquidated and divided among several local charities.

Though I have no doubt as to your fairness and honesty, Mr. Hawthorne will attend the quarterly family meetings to ensure your safety as well as the integrity of the proceedings. It is not my wish that a lawsuit ensues with accusations of undue influence or favoritism.

I realize with your feelings raw and having probably already experienced some recent disdainful treatment, you’re not anxious to take on this role. But I implore you to consider it. Your well being and my happiness depend on it, dear.

Remember that I love you and am with you always.

Dad

Caroline read and reread the letter. She was supposed to make her family play nice, or they wouldn’t get their inheritance. Great plan, dad. She expressed as much to Mr. Hawthorne.

“Well, ‘play nice’ might be too strong an interpretation. I think we can leave it at asking them to think before they speak and perhaps be thoughtful of the feelings of those around them. A mincing of words, perhaps, but important ones, I think.”

“Does he really think it will take ten years? Surely, once they know they’ll learn how to play the game.” Caroline was fairly certain that her mother and brother could be bribed into behaving.

“Once they know? You can’t tell them, child. That’s part of the proof we’ll have as to the sincerity of their accomplishment of the requirements. Indeed, if you tell them what they must do, they will simply do it until they get what they want. Rather, having them figure it out allows them to develop the characteristics naturally, meaningfully.”

“Or not at all,” Caroline said.

“As the case may be.” He shrugged. “Your father’s concern is your wellbeing and happiness, not their bank accounts. Each family member has sufficient funds to survive without the inheritance, so don’t let that be the reason you waver.”

****

“My mother sent me away that night to boarding school so she wouldn’t be reminded of, in her words, my father’s lack of loyalty.” Caroline’s voice was almost inaudible with sadness.

Though many years had passed, her throat felt tight and dry with memories. She’d been so lonely without her father. And to be cut off from everyone else, literally overnight, had nearly crushed her. She’d been ready to return to the lawyer’s office and refuse her bequeathed responsibilities. Only the love she felt for her father kept her from betraying his wishes. He’d always been there for her, after all. To not do this for him would have been ignoring the pain and unhappiness he’d subjected himself to in standing up for her over the years.

“So we meet once a quarter to discuss the state of the estate.” Caroline cringed. The tightening of her gut told her it was about that time again.

“Sarah has already earned her share, but she refuses to accept it while the others are still waiting.”

“But you spoke so well of her earlier. Surely she doesn’t condone your mother’s and brother’s attitude toward you?” Malcolm’s voice held an incredulous tone.

“God, no. She said she’s afraid that they’ll attack her, too. She’d be permitted to skip the meetings then, and that would leave me alone. I can accept her not wanting to step in front of the firing squad, and I appreciate her presence.”

In truth her presence was just that, a warm body in the room. Sarah had never had the fortitude necessary to stand up to their mother. The risks were high, and the rewards nothing but uncertain. Her mother had outlived their father, and that certainly seemed to bolster the sentiment that evil could actually conquer good outside of fairy tales. Growing up Caroline had been fine to allow her sister to receive the brunt of their mother’s attention. She’d never come to Sarah’s aid. But as the trustee of her father’s massive estate, Caroline was the target of her mother’s scrutiny. Now the shoe was on the other foot, and she found the fit to be decidedly uncomfortable. Nevertheless, Sarah’s attendance did remind Caroline that not everyone in her family sucked. That was important to her.

When Caroline finished what she called her tale of woe, she sat quietly. She couldn’t bear to see Malcolm’s response, so she didn’t look at him. Years of therapy had allowed her to understand that she was the victim and not the problem, but she also understood that many people had real problems, and that in comparison what plagued her was a mere nuisance, not the end of the world.

“I think.” Malcolm paused. “And previously I didn’t think this could be possible.” Malcolm’s voice was quiet, almost awed. “You have a more dysfunctional family than my own.”

Caroline snorted in an unladylike fashion at the understatement. But she relaxed. He wasn’t going to judge her, tell her she should be glad that a mean mother was the extent of her problems.

“Ours wouldn’t be a marriage based on the length of time we’ve known each other, but hopefully on mutual respect.” Malcolm paused. “That being said, how do you see me supporting you in regards to your family?”

The question was unexpected. No one had offered assistance before. Her sister merely offered not to make matters worse. But Malcolm’s question left open the possibility of proactive intervention. She hadn’t considered this option before.

“Honestly?”

“Always.”

“I don’t know.” Caroline realized her response was inadequate, but her thoughts seemed scattered, discombobulated. Someone was offering, genuinely offering, assistance. Unsure how to respond, Caroline sipped her wine. She was stalling. She knew it. So did he. Her face burned under his scrutiny. Perhaps he was right to put her under a microscope. After all, she had this appalling story, but she’d never considered possible solutions? Never once speculated about what she’d do to rectify the situation if only she had some support? She shrugged, her face mirroring her inner consternation. She’d always assumed she’d be alone. And if her therapist offered a lesson on how to accept assistance gracefully, she’d definitely missed that session. But the offer felt sincere, and she felt it would be one step short of rude not to allow him to be a part of what was a major slice of her life.

“I guess,” she spoke deliberately, pausing to consider the verbiage, “I’d like your unquestioning support of my decisions.”

Malcolm tilted his head to the side and seemed to be considering her words.

“I think that would be obvious. What if I thought there was a way to … encourage cooperation, would you allow me to act?”

Caroline raised an eyebrow. Interesting. Was he suggesting gangster-like behavior? Violent retribution?

“So long as the … fallout … didn’t cause long term damage, I guess I could support that.”

Nodding his satisfaction, Malcolm sipped his wine and stretched his legs out in front of him. He crossed his ankles and sank deeper into the chair.

A short but comfortable silence stretched between them. They sipped their wine and inhaled the aromatic buds.

Caroline watched him get more comfortable and was struck at how natural it was to have him in her space. Her sanctuary no less. The space was relatively small—it was NYC after all—but his presence seemed to meld and flow with the surroundings, not overwhelm or interfere. She reached out her hand and let it rest on the back of his. She traced the strong fingers, feeling the tendons and structure that worked together to present a very capable set of hands. She knew what those hands could do, but she’d recently questioned his intent. She wondered if he’d open up to her as she had with him. She supposed only time would tell. Determined to make the most of it and further her own hopes, she set her glass down and knelt in the grass beside his chair. She took his glass and set it on the table beside her own. Taking his hands in hers, she brought them to her lips. Closing her eyes, she inhaled the scent that lingered on his warm skin.

Releasing her hold only to allow their hands to fall into his lap she whispered, “I had never contemplated the idea of having someone to stand beside me. I’m really happy it’s you.”

Though she’d looked directly at him when she’d said the words, sheepishness overcame her, and her eyes fell to their hands.

Malcolm cupped her chin and leaned down to press his lips firmly to hers. “It’s me and you. That’s how it will always be.” He smiled and pulled her into his lap, hugging her close.

“Stay with me,” Caroline said softly.

“Of course. There’s nowhere I’d rather be than here with you.”




Chapter Twenty-Six

The morning sun peeked into the window, and Malcolm stretched his long frame in response to the soft warmth. He felt completely rejuvenated, which was good because he could have sworn that the buzz of his pager was what had awakened him.

He heard the muffled buzz again and raised his head high enough to see his pants folded at the foot of the bed. Flexing his shoulders, he turned to watch Caroline by his side. She was lying on her side, facing him, her breathing slow and even. He was glad the sound hadn’t awoken her. They’d been up late talking, and he wasn’t sure what she had planned for the day; but he didn’t intend to wake her, so he hoped it wasn’t important.

He pressed his lips to her forehead. She sighed and shifted toward him slightly. He smiled and leaned his cheek against her hair. She smelled like flowers.

He slid gently from the bed, grabbed his clothes from the foot of the bed, and closed the door to the bathroom gently. She’d laid out an extra toothbrush, and he showered quickly.

He tiptoed downstairs to the kitchen where coffee was waiting. He was momentarily taken aback—he was certain he’d seen the outline of her body in the bed. Then he noticed the timer on the coffee pot. Smart girl.

Finding a sticky and pen on the table in the foyer, he scratched a note. Running lightly back up the stairs, he laid the note on his pillow and kissed her once more. She didn’t stir this time, and he was tempted to see how far he could go before she woke up to greet him in kind. A smile played on his lips. There would plenty of time for that, wouldn’t there?




Chapter Twenty-Seven

Caroline awoke with a start as though by a loud sound. But as she lay in her bed getting her bearings, she was greeted only by silence. She wasn’t sure what she expected to hear, but she noticed the feeling of the room more than anything. She closed her eyes and concentrated. Something wasn’t right. She hadn’t drunk that much wine, had she? Malcolm had come home with her. They’d spent some time in the garden and then in the reading room. They’d talked about books, television, and movies. She’d rubbed his feet. He’d massaged her hands as they sat on the couch, their knees drawn up onto the cushions. If someone had seen them, they’d have wondered what was wrong with the other parts of the couch that were being ignored, as Malcolm and Caroline sat so close. And he’d stayed the night. Snuggling into the covers and arching her back she expected to feel his warm broad chest against her back. Nothing.

Rolling slightly, she eyed his side. Weird that something that had belonged solely to her for years became his so quickly. Shaking the thought away, she tried not to allow the feeling of disappointment wash over her too harshly. Perhaps he was in the kitchen. No. The house felt empty. She hadn’t noticed that before.

It was as though the emptiness spoke volumes. She could hear the silence. It hadn’t bothered her before. Now it was oppressive. He’d left without saying goodbye. Then she spotted her monogrammed sticky in the indention of the pillow. The note read: “Dinner? I think we have some plans to arrange.” It was simply signed “M.”

Caroline felt a shiver run through her. Those “plans” could mean only one thing. She could already hear the soft mewing of her newborn. Was that baby powder she smelled? She wasn’t sure why he’d left so early, but she was sure she’d see him soon.

She let her feet touch the hardwood floors. The house had been extensively renovated, but it seemed she could never get rid of the drafty floors. She’d tried telling herself over the years that it was part of the charm, a reminder of the house’s graceful ascent into history and bought slippers instead. The problem was that she could never keep track of the little things, and so she was forced to take a cold walk to the bathroom almost every morning.

She did so this morning without any thought to the draft or the slippers. By the time she was looking at herself in the bathroom mirror, every ivory tooth was visible. She laughed out loud and leaned her forehead against the cool glass. It was coming true. The most exciting event of her life. She was going to be a mother.




Chapter Twenty-Eight

“Dr. Fowlkes, page 542, please. Dr. Fowlkes, 542.”

Malcolm stepped out of the examining room just as the loudspeaker delivered the message. The calm, placid voice of the operator usually belied the excitement and urgency that would be impressed upon him when he dialed the extension to the emergency room triage station.

He’d arrived at the hospital at 7:00 and had been hopping from one task to another all morning. Some doctors on staff complained about the variety of assignments that fell to them on any given day. “I didn’t go to school to do paperwork” was probably the most often voiced complaint at the weekly staff meeting. Neither had Malcolm, but he couldn’t count how many times he’d been ruminating on a case as he filled out charts or dictated information regarding one patient only to have his thoughts clarified or a problem solved for another as the information he was reading combined with other facts he’d already stored.

He didn’t mind the exercise either. When the doctors complained about running from floor to floor to see patients or having to cover for someone else in another wing, he was tickled to think that they couldn’t follow their own advice regarding exercise, which he was sure each one recommended to his patients. Doctors were the worst patients.

He walked the length of the hall to the nurses’ station and smiled to the ladies and the only male nurse on staff clustered within. At the beginning and end of a shift the nurses gathered to peruse the patient board. The board identified which patient was in which room, which nurse was assigned to which patient, what procedure was upcoming, and a current prognosis if one was available. It had used to state next of kin and a contact number, but that had been deemed too personal for public display and was instead now posted on each patient’s personal wipe board hanging on the closet next to their bed.

The nurses didn’t acknowledge his presence as he leaned over the counter and punched the speed dial button for the ER. In the center of the cluster was the lead nurse. As he waited for the ER nurse to answer the phone, he heard her say that with the overflow in the ER this early in the morning they were bound to get some of the overflow, so they’d need to exercise some flexibility as the day wore on.

Malcolm wasn’t sure what had happened to fill the ER so early, but he was considering simply running down to see for himself when a breathless nurse picked up the line.

“Dr. Fowlkes?” Her voice was high and thin.

“Speaking. What can I do?” Malcolm had gotten used to the short-matter-of-fact habits of the ER as an intern many years before. He’d considered ER medicine long ago. It was fast paced and exciting and really put a doctor to the test in both depth of knowledge and problem solving. There were many times when there simply was no time to consult either a book or another doctor. He’d known many young medical students use the ER as a way of attracting women—the “war” stories and close calls seemed to enhance their good looks and appeal. He was sure their salary had been attractive as well. But he’d determined that he could have the excitement of the ER and fulfill his passion for research by simply volunteering for call duty once a month.

He wasn’t on call today, though, so this call was unexpected. And to some degree that worried him.

She was saying something about being sorry for tracking him down. “We can’t locate Dr. Christian. He’s not off campus, but he’s not answering his pager or all call. And we need immediate assistance in room 4.”

Malcolm knew Christian. He frowned, indicated he was on his way, and made a mental note to follow up as soon as possible.

Taking the stairs two at a time, Malcolm bounded out of the stairwell in record time. The door opened up to a short hallway off the main emergency waiting room. In order to get back to the beds, he had to walk through the waiting room. He was shocked to see every chair filled with people standing, leaning, and sitting in just about every available space of linoleum.

He picked his way past those sitting on the floor and to the front desk.

“Looks more like Friday night instead of Friday morning,” he said to the nurse.

“You’re telling me. We haven’t had time to change shifts completely. They are not going to like the OT.” She threw a chart onto the desk top and, snapping her fingers, swung to and fro as though she’d misplaced something.

“They” was the hospital board in charge of budgeting. Everyone had received the notice last month that indicated, because of overall economic concerns, all OT had to be approved in advance. Doctors and nurses, like teachers, found such news worthless and yet disappointing. Dedicating yourself to a service profession almost guaranteed unpaid working hours. But the same light-at-the-end-of-the-tunnel positive outlook that made them beacons of hope in sometimes ungrateful jobs set them up for disappointment.

“I got a call from 542.”

“She’s in the back. Room 4.”

“Anything you can tell me?”

“Gosh, Doc, where to start?” She paused in her search for the missing paperwork long enough to put her hands on her hips and give him a desperate look. Her controlled tone didn’t match her appearance or her words. Perhaps she was the automaton voice behind the loudspeaker announcements.

“A water pipe burst, flooding a building where just by chance a lot of old folks lived. The shock of the situation lead to one heart attack and several stress related heart arrhythmia patients. The same pipe caused water to back up in the passageways underground, so water was pushed up through the grates and into the street, pooling in the intersection. This caused a pile-up that involved a City bus. And a few of the responding firefighters have steam burns.” She’d ticked the damage off on her fingers as she spoke.

“So, we can use all the extra hands we can find, doctor. Go on back.”

Malcolm flexed his hands as he pushed through the swinging doors that led into the hospital’s inner halls. He scanned the charts on the wall next to the door. Each chart was next to a colored square of painter’s tape that had been applied to the white board. In the square was the room number. If there was a number assigned to the square, there was a person in the room. If there was a chart next to the number inside the square, the person was waiting to see a doctor. Malcolm scanned the charts, prioritizing the reported injuries. He wasn’t against swabbing and bandaging, but he also assumed that when someone else could do those things easily enough, he ought to apply his talents to places where others might not be as successful.

He chose one and was back and forth to the wall several times before lunch. Only a vibration from the cell phone hanging off his hip even reminded him of the outside world. Checking the screen as he took a chart off the wall, he paused. A small smile crept across his lips as he read.

Yellow cab headed your way at 6 p.m. Pack light. Don’t be late.

Pack light? Interesting. He’d suggested dinner. He had a feeling he was going to get a lot more. He loved surprises and couldn’t think of a scenario for the evening that he wouldn’t enjoy.

He typed Anything in particular?

The response was instantaneous. Nice try. See you later.

He smiled. It had been worth the try. He was glad she didn’t give in easily—he’d have something to mull over in the back of his mind as he finished up in the ER. He’d spend more quality time on it over a late lunch in his office.

He took the last chart and slipped the phone back onto his hip. He walked down the hall exchanging greetings with nurses and patients alike. At room 7 he knocked lightly on the glass door that enclosed each room. The curtain had been pulled from the inside, so he couldn’t see the woman’s condition. The chart indicated she was 77-year-old Molly Morrison, who had experienced chest pain as a result of the activity on her front stoop this morning. No heart monitoring or stress tests had been run yet, and Malcolm imagined that was where he’d start, but that was also something a PA could handle. He’d locate one once he’d seen her.

Malcolm introduced himself to Ms. Morrison and then, hearing a screaming child from down the hall, excused himself promising that an attendant would be in to take her vitals soon. She seemed content to lie in bed and rest. The Price is Right was starting, and she could barely take her eyes off the screen.

Four hours later, still without lunch, Malcolm made his way slowly back up the stairs he’d bounded down earlier. The screaming baby had turned out to be two-year-old Turner Johnson who had come in with a fever. After diagnosing a double ear infection related to a cold the child had suffered through a week before, he’d prescribed an antibiotic and suggested an over the counter acetaminophen for the fever. He’d spent more time soothing Turner’s mother than he had treating the child. Once mom was calm, the baby settled quickly. He gave the baby a dose of both medicines, and he was dozing before they checked out of the hospital.

Malcolm wouldn’t say he was exhausted. He’d definitely had worse days. But he was hungry and still hadn’t completed his own rounds upstairs. He’d stop for a quick bite and then continue on. He’d set his watch alarm for 4:30. That would give him time to go home, shower, and pack before 6:00. He hadn’t had time to consider what to pack or why he was packing, but he didn’t care. He’d be with Caroline, and that made whatever they were doing just fine.

He stopped mid-step and considered the meaning of this last thought. He leaned on the railing and appeared to be studying it intently. Four days ago he’d been very hesitant about meeting anyone. Five days ago he hadn’t been thinking about his love life at all. He’d been completely content to work and spend time with friends, traveling and reading. Now his inner voice was telling him he didn’t need anything but to be with Caroline. Was it possible to be betrayed by your own self?

Taking a step, he stopped again. His life was going to change after tomorrow. He’d have to consider someone else’s feelings, wants, and needs forever. He’d be bound to someone else. This would be the last person he’d sleep with. The last one he’d kiss romantically. He didn’t feel the slightest twinge of fear.

Taking another step, he thought about this lack of fear. Well, it made sense, didn’t it? If you found the person who was right for you, there shouldn’t be fear, should there? She’d share your interests, support your work, partake in your adventures, and the life you’d build would be healthy for both. Fear would indicate something was not quite right, wouldn’t it?

Satisfied with his logic, he took the next flight of stairs two at a time, a new energy to his step.

Unless you’re seeing only what she wants you to see and not the reality of what things will be once the vows have been exchanged. Malcolm almost tripped as the words tumbled around his brain. He stood still on the landing. Where had those words come from? Did he really feel that? He didn’t think so. Gloria wouldn’t have a friend like that, and she wouldn’t have introduced them if she thought Caroline was simply trying to take advantage of him. He was certain of that. So from where then? His father.

Of course. The person who had precipitated this adventure was now back to cast doubt on the results. Perhaps that was his father’s plan all along: wave the prize in front of his face, touting its wonderful benefits, only to yank it back when he’d finally shown interest, saying its negative impact would outweigh any positive benefits. That would be just like his father. Focusing on the negative, negating the positives. Never trusting anyone else, especially a woman. His father had been skeptical and calculating, playing everything close to his chest.

Shaking his head again, Malcolm reaffirmed his determination not be like his father. He reached his hand out to grasp the door knob and stopped again. But he was taking a risk. And, a softer voice inside his head piped up, isn’t anything that’s really worth having worth fighting over? Worth worrying about a little bit? A risk is healthy, keeps you on your toes.

Again, not his own self. No, his mother. In those nights when his father had stepped out or simply never came home, his mother had tucked him in. She’d read to him, talked to him about his day. When he could see she was upset, she’d talk about her day. She was always very positive, even when he questioned her decisions or her logic. “It all works out in the end,” she’d say. “I have you, don’t I?” She’d kiss him and say she loved him most in the world and then turn out the light. If it was a particularly bad night, he’d hear her sobbing in the next room. She never went to sleep until she heard his father’s key hit the door. Then she’d quickly shut out the light. She could never explain her love for his father, but he’d supposed that was just the way it was.

It wasn’t until he was an adult that he thought he understood why she stayed. It would have been infinitely harder to raise him herself, if she could get custody of him. Money went a long way, and she had none on her own. His father had found her, young and fancy-free when she was working for his company. He’d left her aged and sickly.

He’d adored his mother. She handled every burden with a smile and only shared the good things. Not that she hadn’t prepared him for some of life’s harder lessons. But she’d done it with thoughtfulness and kindness. He hadn’t grown up feeling hardened or skittish toward anyone. She hadn’t made offhand comments, but spoke about her dilemmas, her logic, her concerns, and her decisions. She didn’t hide her triumphs or her disappointments. But there was a very balanced approach. And as his mother had instructed and demonstrated, he’d grown up to question, reason, decide and learn from the consequences.

He would do the same here.

He’d already questioned his father’s purpose, his own sanity, and that of the others involved in this drama. He’d even found the silver lining in the creation and support of a woman’s education and support center to honor his mother. And he’d come to understand the motives of those involved, he thought, and had decided, even if subconsciously, that having Caroline for his wife would be wonderful.

He paused. Had he considered her motivations? He certainly hadn’t asked. She was amazing. So why wasn’t she taken? She’d had several personal relationships in her past. She’d said so herself. They hadn’t worked out. Why was that a concern? He didn’t think it was. He’d had several unsuccessful relationships himself. He also wasn’t certain that the fact that she was single was indicative of some sinister motivation behind her interest in marrying him. Sure he had money, reputation, and notoriety, but so did she in her own right. If it turned out she needed something he had, he still wasn’t sure that was a problem. Could they really be expected to unload their every want and desire over two days? He was certain things would come up, expected and unexpected, and they would deal with them at the time. No need to borrow trouble when there was no evidence to believe there was any, and there was plenty of evidence to support the contrary.

Pulling the door open, he vowed to finish lunch and his rounds early so that he could enjoy the process of preparing for the evening as much as he no doubt would enjoy the evening itself.




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Having spent much of the morning on the phone, Caroline looked around her moderately clean desk and decided to spend the rest of the day in the kitchen with the girls. She employed two full-time bakers and four full-time decorators. There were also an accountant, front counter part-timers, and an evening clean-up crew. She could really double each number at all those positions. She turned away more business than she would like, and it was something she was going to have to address sooner rather than later. She was certain her accountant was good and there was no funny business with the numbers, but she was damned if it just didn’t take a lot of time to produce the quality of work she insisted upon. She had considered inviting in more interns, but she wasn’t sure that the investment in time wouldn’t be greater than the assistance she’d receive. It was something else she’d have to consider further a little later.

Her office was in the back of the kitchen. As she stepped onto the kitchen floor she wrapped an apron around her waist. She wasn’t opposed to getting her hands dirty, but timing was going to be tight this evening, and she wasn’t sure she’d have time to shower and change again before the flight.

The flight.

She smiled widely as she mentally reviewed her plans, hesitating only a moment over the nagging thought that she was overstepping some bound. Her sister assured her she was. Gloria had seemed hesitant. But Caroline had decided she hadn’t gotten to where she was because she took baby steps. She had an idea; she sketched it out in her brain, and she leaped. She thought she was very good at processing events as they unfolded and even better at adjusting on the fly. She’d do the same tonight, if necessary. But she didn’t think it would be. She thought she had a pretty good read on Malcolm, and she had it all worked out.

Her cell phone vibrated. She slipped the phone off its hook and smiled. She typed: Nice try. See you later.

She thought it was important to show that she was as interested in settling their arrangement as he had been. She didn’t want there to be any questions later about her lack of commitment.

Caroline had paused in the doorway as her thoughts had gotten a little deeper. A light expletive from a decorator brought her back to reality. Typically the bakers and decorators didn’t work the same hours, but as was becoming normal for them, they were tight on their delivery schedule and had to work on multiple jobs, in various stages of completeness, at once. She wasn’t against cursing, but it was never good when it was paired with the sound of hardened gum-paste hitting stainless steel. One flower down.

The activity in the room hadn’t changed with the death of the lily nor Caroline’s entrance. She’d created and grown the business from the beginning, and she’d told every new support staff she’d hired this past season that the reason they had jobs was because she wanted to spend more time in the kitchen than she did behind her desk.

She swept into the room and surveyed the possibilities. She didn’t want to get too involved such that someone would have to take over for her when she needed to step out. She’d already told the staff she’d be gone for a few days, so perhaps she could help out by making a few extra recipes of buttercream. Most of the staff considered it grunt work anyway, since it really required no skill. Yet it was essential to just about everything they produced.

Caroline gathered the butter, shortening, vanilla, and powdered sugar. She measured the first two ingredients into the floor mixer and set the speed on medium. As the butter and shortening creamed, she walked around the kitchen admiring the work being done. She took a slow walk and returned to the mixer in time to add a few scoops of powdered sugar and reset the speed. She was watching the blades turn and didn’t see Maddie come up behind her.

“You could make that in your sleep. Why does this batch require so much attention?”

Maddie had been her assistant for more than three years. She was Caroline’s first hire, and she’d assisted with all stages of the business’s growth. If there was someone who understood the amount of effort and time it took to get Caroline’s off the ground, it was she. In that time they’d become friends.

Caroline smiled and adjusted the lever. The blades slowed to a stop. She added a few more scoops of the powdered sugar and set the blades to mix once more.

“Sorry, just lost in thought.” She smiled at her friend.

“About your trip?”

“Is that a cheap attempt to wheedle the information out of me?” Caroline asked, smiling. She knew what her friend was up to. Under other circumstances she would have talked to Maddie about her absence well before talking to the staff. They had a great working relationship, and little happened in their personal lives that they didn’t share, discuss, and sometimes over-discuss. She knew her old friend was chafing at having been told with the masses. But she’d made the decision deliberately. She didn’t want advice, feedback, or rain thrown on her parade. She didn’t even want what Maddie was more likely to offer, hope and encouragement. She just wanted to do it on her own and in her own way. But she did feel bad now.

“Of course. You’ve been distant. What’s going on?”

Caroline smiled brightly and then deliberately turned her back to her friend to add the vanilla to the buttercream, aware that Maddie was about to burst with curiosity. She turned back to Maddie and had to bite her lip to keep from laughing at the sight of her expression. Obviously Maddie thought her inquiry should have produced more details.

“So?” Maddie asked the question, red-faced and wide-eyed.

“So what?” Caroline giggled.

“So tell me where you’re going! What are you doing? And, more importantly, who are you going with?” The words rushed out of Maddie’s mouth. The girls stopped their work and leaned their hips against the steel tables so they were facing Caroline and Maddie at the mixer. There was no attempt to hide their eavesdropping.

Caroline flushed at the attention. It wasn’t that she was against talking about her plans. She almost felt bad because she hadn’t told them everything from the start—it seemed like she was hiding something. And to tell them now meant she had to acknowledge that she had not shared earlier. Swallowing the urge to apologize—it was her life after all, and some decisions were personal—she faced her staff and smiled.

“Well. Ok.” She wasn’t sure where to start. They didn’t need all the sordid details, did they? He was gorgeous. He was wealthy. He could do amazing things with his tongue. His cock … well, there really weren’t words for that. No, there were definitely details they didn’t need to know.

“I’m getting married. Tomorrow.” As she said the words, she felt like she was glowing. Her face flushed red, and her smile was 1,000 watts. She didn’t know what to do with her hands, so she threw them up as if to say, “Surprise!”

Silence.

Then screaming. And a million questions volleyed in unison. It took nearly an hour to explain, minus some of the more interesting details, who Malcolm was, how they met, what the courting had been like, where they were getting married, and so on.

“So, you’re leaving tonight?”

Caroline looked at her watch.

“In about three hours I should be showered, changed, packed, and on the road.” Saying the words out loud made her mind spin temporarily with all the tasks that needed to be accomplished before she could leave. Mentally checking her to-do list, she quickly moved some things to the not-going-to-happen list and was instantly more at ease with having taken an hour to catch everyone up on her love life.

A “love life”? Is that what she had now? She’d blocked out most of her emotions, which threatened to overwhelm her every time she thought about that she’d experienced over the past few days. Apparently her subconscious had not done the same and had concluded that she indeed did have a love life. She and it would have to have a talk soon—she was only interested in a father for her child and nothing more. Or so she told her “self”. The problem was, “self” wasn’t listening. And unless “self” and her subconscious were one and the same she thought perhaps that she was becoming a victim of some inner conspiracy to turn her well-laid plans into a complicated mess. To avoid their meddling, she decided to ignore all thoughts that didn’t appear to originate in her active brainstorming.

Nodding her head to mentally affirm her decision, Caroline resurfaced to reality and was glad to see most of her staff had returned to work. That is to say they were continuing with their various cake baking and decorating activities. Their mouths still hung open with exclamations and congratulations as she completed her own task and walked back to her office. With a quadruple batch of the buttercream stowed, she could at least leave knowing she’d saved someone a couple hours’ worth of grunt work. The rest they’d have to organize themselves.

Scanning her office once more, she determined she would not review the calendar again. She was certain she’d assigned a cake manager to each upcoming wedding, and that was the extent of her concern at the moment. Once a manager was assigned, the tasting, design consultations, and final confirmation were out of her hands. It didn’t really work out that way given her management style, but she’d have to let go some day. She’d consider it practice for motherhood. She had every intention of being a stay-at-home mother. She couldn’t manage both babies, and her biological one would definitely take priority. Better ease back sooner rather than later. She’d have time to work out the kinks before the real thing.

She grabbed her shoulder bag and clicked off the lights. A chorus of congratulations and well wishes followed her out the door. In the relative silence of the street noise, she was left to contemplate the remainder of the day. She’d chosen the Cosa Bella Wedding Package after some conversation with the wedding planner at the Belagio. And though she had no intention of using all its amenities, once she purchased the package she was able to pick and choose those items she wanted for her and Malcolm as well as the wedding party. She’d added a few other perks as well, but she was sure it would be worth it. She’d sent invitations to Gloria and Denzel—Malcolm would need a best man. And she’d booked Sarah and Cody on the same flight as Gloria and Denzel. She’d thought it might be fun for everyone to fly together, but after some thought she’d considered one last evening alone with Malcolm would be nice as well. The wedding party, such as it was, would arrive a few hours before them. Once everyone was settled, they would have dinner and enjoy a show. She’d booked them tickets to see the latest Cirque du Soleil. After the show … well, she wasn’t a shrinking violet or a virgin, so she had big plans for that, too.

Her phone vibrated. At the airport. G & D here too. Let’s talk @ tonight. Sarah had loved her plans until she’d told her it would all be a surprise for Malcolm. It wasn’t that she didn’t value her sister’s opinion—she was already married and understood the need for compromises and communication much better than she did. But Caroline had told herself and her sister that being on the same page as someone meant not having to run every detail by them. And, in the end, if she was going to be able to be true to herself as much as she was to her future husband, he’d have to understand her desire to please, even if that meant taking some risks and simply hoping he liked the outcome as much as she thought he would.

Uuugghh. Not again. She really had no desire to discuss it again. Besides, it was too late now.

Not that. Can’t stay with him tonight. Tradition.

Was she kidding? She knew Sarah. She wasn’t kidding. Sleeping apart from Malcolm had not been in her plans for the night. But if her sister was willing not to ride her about the details of everything else, could she give her this? She could. Especially since notice of it would allow her to adjust her plans.

I don’t like you. Without saying so, she’d accepted her sister’s nod to tradition. Nothing else was going to be, so she didn’t feel she was losing too much of herself. Clicking away from the text screen, she pressed the contacts button and found a limousine company. Arranging for a pick up with one stop, she mentally adjusted her time line and travel wear. She would need some flexibility in the fabric if she was to accomplish in motion what she’d intended to accomplish in bed.

She hailed a cab and settled in to the backseat. Once at the house she double checked the clothes laid out on the bed: favorite jeans, check. Favorite gray t-shirt, check. Favorite flip flops, check. Tiara and veil, check, check. Panties, bras, and toiletries, check, check, and check. She swept the lot into a Louis Vuitton duffel and swung the bag over her arm. Laying the bag at the door to the bedroom, she stepped back into the walk-in to consider the car ride. Definitely a skirt. Something stretchy. She chose a black ruffled cotton mini from the rack and animal print suede flats off the lower shelf. Pushing tops back and forth along the rack she finally settled on a sleeveless top with a draped front in charcoal. And the coup de gráce … crotchless panties. Caroline had purchased them in Italy the previous year when she’d visited her cousin. They’d stopped at La Perla near the Spanish Steps and the Piazza di Spagna. She’d never imagined there were so many ways to wear underpants. Or so many fabrics. Or designs. She’d giggled when she’d seen the hole in the fabric of the panties she now held in her hands. They were boy cut so far as they stretched across her hips and rode low on her thighs. A wide lace swatch covered her hips on the sides. The fabric continued straight around to cover the upper portion of her bottom. The lower curve of her cheeks peeked tantalizingly beneath the fabric.

Dressing slowly, playing out the events in her mind, she had no doubt they’d be satisfied and relaxed by the time they reached the airport.




Chapter Thirty

Malcolm stepped out through the lobby doors at 6:00. He’d left the hospital late and had time only to grab a quick shower and an overnight bag. He didn’t worry too much about it—if he needed something else, he was sure they could pick it up along the way. Along the way to where, he wondered for the hundredth time. He’d been speculating all day, and everywhere seemed as possible as anywhere else.

Almost immediately a limousine pulled up. He stepped to the side to allow the driver to handle his fare. Instead, the driver opened the rear door and gestured to him.

“Dr. Fowlkes? Right this way, please.”

Malcolm leaned his hand on the door and peered inside. Caroline was ensconced in the far seat. She held out her hand to him, welcoming him inside. Malcolm threw his bag to the far side and slid in beside her. He leaned over and brushed her mouth with his. She tasted like tangerines.

“This is not a yellow cab.” Malcolm stated the obvious as he pulled her into his lap.

“I’m sorry.” She pretended to pout. “Are you greatly disappointed?”

She tugged gently on his lower lip with her teeth.

“Not if every disappointment comes with you on my lap.” Malcolm said it with a smile, pulling her knees apart so that she straddled his hips. He enjoyed the heat and pressure of her bottom against him.

“Well, I thought I owed you more than a cab ride.”

“Owe me? For what?”

Caroline bit her lip.

“I agreed to something this evening that affects you as well. It wasn’t completely unavoidable, but agreeing definitely smoothed ruffled feathers. I hope I didn’t ruffle more by just going along.”

Malcolm had no idea what she was talking about.

“Okay, let’s start over. What’s happening tonight?” She leaned into him as the car pulled away from the curb and picked up speed. The early evening traffic wasn’t yet bumper-to-bumper, and they easily merged into the traffic headed out of town.

“Uh, well. I thought we’d go to Vegas. Me. You. Our best friends. Whatever your terms,” she said softly, “I agree.” She watched him as she spoke. She didn’t say anything else. She didn’t need to.

“Sounds like a fantastic plan. Is that what you agreed to? I’m okay with that.” His hand pushed gently under her skirt, and he slowly dragged his fingers up her thigh.

“Well.” She swallowed with difficulty as his hand circled her thigh and lifted her cheek to more firmly pull her over his cock. “Sarah thinks that we should honor tradition and not sleep together this evening.”

That stopped his hand. He looked at her incredulously, a wrinkle settling on his brow.

“I thought couples just couldn’t see each other before the wedding.”

“True. And if we wake up together, we’ll have seen each other before the wedding.”

Letting the obvious sink in, Malcolm laid his head against the head rest and tried to conjure up an argument that would save him from sleeping alone. He couldn’t think of one.

“I suppose it’s a small price to pay to have you beside me for the rest of my life.”

****

Caroline smiled. He was too sweet.

His other hand pushed gently under the other side of her skirt. Together, his hands pushed her skirt up and over her hips so that it sat on her waist. There was no way she was going to be able to finish this conversation. And really, was that such a bad thing? How often did you find the one person on the planet who could melt your insides and scramble your brain with a mere touch? She didn’t want this to end. She needed this always.

Caroline smiled and let out her breath; she hadn’t realized she was holding it. Round one to her. Time for round two.

She pressed her mouth to his. He tilted his head slightly, opening his mouth as he did so. Her tongue slid smoothly between his lips. He welcomed it with his own. Their tongues slid together, mating to their own leisurely tune. Caroline wanted him to feel the warmth and the texture of her tongue as she teased him through his pants. Rubbing his growing cock, she massaged his balls, squeezing them just a little. Malcolm leaned into her mouth as her hands increased their speed. He groaned in displeasure when both her mouth and her hands left his body. Caroline rocked her hips over his.

“Open your eyes.” When he did, she raised her shirt up and over her head. She leaned forward and rubbed her silk-clad breasts across his face. He ran his hands up her back and squeezed her, pressing her breasts more firmly against his mouth, his cheeks.

Caroline left her bra on. The see-through lace was a beautiful mallard blue, and it matched the color of her panties. It made her skin more golden than usual. Her eyes sparkled as she watched Malcolm watch her. His eyes followed her movements as she slowly slid the fabric off her arms and let it fall onto the seat beside them. When her arms came to rest at her side, his eyes stayed on her breasts.

“You’re perfect,” he whispered. “Let it always be this intoxicating.” Caroline felt her breasts swell in the lace, pressing the soft skin tightly against the fabric. When he rubbed his thumb over her nipple she shivered. His other hand reached behind her and released the clasp holding in his prize. As the lace fell free, he lowered his mouth to taste one nipple then the other. Her head fell back, and she quickly had to remind herself to stay in control. At least for the time being.

She forced her upper body erect and pushed him back into his seat. He seemed surprised but fell back easily. She resettled herself over him and kissed his lips. Letting her tongue play over his lips, she ran it over his jaw line and toward his ear. She outlined his ear with the tip of her tongue, enjoying the increased rise and fall of his chest as he turned his head to allow her better access. She flattened her tongue against his neck and traced a pattern to the collar of his shirt.

“You’re wearing way too many clothes again, dear.”

“This is your show. Help me,” he said softly.

Caroline slipped the buttons from his cuffs and then loosened his tie. She pulled his shirt over his head and admired his broad chest. Kissing down his chest she tugged lightly on his nipple and enjoyed the sound of him sucking in air at the surprise and pleasure that rippled through him.

Caroline slid from his lap onto her knees. She unbuckled his belt, unbuttoned and unzipped his pants. She pulled them down off his hips and feasted her eyes on her prize. She gently stroked his shaft, using her thumb to tease the head of his cock. The shaft was hot and hard, its tip glistening with a bead of moisture. Wetting her lips, she watched his face as she leaned forward and took him into her mouth. The look on his face was priceless. Heat rushed through her as her taste buds registered the saltiness of him. With her thumbs rubbing his sac she began teasing him, alternating between licking his sac and just the head of his cock. She loved the silky feel and heat of his skin as much as she appreciated how his cock responded, growing and hardening with each lick.

Caroline wrapped her lips around him, swirling her tongue around the tip as she increased the pressure of her lips slightly. As she sucked only on the tip, Malcolm gasped as the pressure and speed increased, obviously wanting more, wanting her to take all of him into her mouth.

As her hands continued rubbing and massaging, Caroline finally plunged her head down all the way on him.

She felt Malcolm’s hands delve into her hair. His fingertips pulled gently, encouraging her, demanding more. Caroline held his hooded gaze as her head bobbed up and down over his cock. The low, animalistic sounds he made urged her on.

“Caroline, fuck. Wait a minute.” She heard his raspy words and ignored them, rubbing her tongue up, down, and under his cockhead.

“I’m close, baby. You need to stop. Now, before I—” Caroline felt him shudder. She took him to the edge of sanity, sucking harder and harder, faster and faster, tongue swirling. Malcolm threw his head back against the headrest, his hips straining closer to her mouth as his body stiffened with tension. Caroline savored the knowledge that she could arouse him to such a fever pitch of excitement. He cried her name as his body shuddered in anticipation. As his cock grew and hardened further, she backed off, not wanting to rush to the finish.

“Oh, please don’t stop.” The words rushed out as Malcolm’s brain must have registered the rush of cool air on his cock. Caroline had raised her head and was kissing his stomach. His chest. His nipple. His neck. Her bottom replaced her head, and he could feel the warm pressure of her crotch above his.

Bracing her hands against her shoulders, Caroline rotated her hips into place, feeling the tip of his cock rub against her clit and finally sliding it into her heat. Malcolm rocked his hips up as she rocked hers down. His thumb played over her sensitive nub as they rocketed to a quick release.

Malcolm let out a shout of satisfaction and collapsed into the seat. A few heartbeats later he grasped her shoulder and pulled her tighter into him. Caroline felt the harsh rise and fall of his breathing and the quaking of his body. Or perhaps that was hers. She didn’t care. She felt hot, sweaty, and wonderful. Caroline pressed her cheek against his neck and kissed him softly.

With her breasts pressed against his chest, she turned her head to rest lightly in the crook of his shoulder and neck. He wrapped his arms around her back and held her to him tightly. Resting his cheek against her hair he closed his eyes and said, “You make me feel so alive.”

She kissed his shoulder. “I can’t get enough of you.” God, she meant it. She hadn’t meant to. Hadn’t meant to feel most of what had been swirling through her the past couple of days. But she was beyond caring. She deserved to be happy, and Malcolm made her happy.

They sat holding each other until the driver announced their arrival at the airport. Pulling to the curb, the driver handed their bags to the skycap. The bags took off swiftly down a conveyer belt. Holding hands they emerged from the car in the tranquil peace their lovemaking had cocooned them in. Printed tickets in hand, a rush of air pushed them through the sliding doors. They bypassed the checkin counter and took the first class queue through security.

Refusing cocktails from the flight attendant, they dozed arm in arm until the wheels touched down at McCarran Airport.




Chapter Thirty-One

The long, curved stone walls of the Bellagio came into view as the limousine cruised down Las Vegas Boulevard. The limo pulled under the portico, and a young man dressed in a modified tuxedo ran out to open the rear door. Caroline stepped out first and turned to admire the fountains. Dusk was just falling, and the lights of the fountain lit up the water. The water shot up out of the pool straight and tall, as though showing off its prowess to an audience. Smaller curved spouts danced around, only highlighting the impressive strength of the center display. The choreographed water and light show was a warm welcome to what promised to be a wonderful weekend visit.

Caroline stepped aside as Malcolm joined her. He pulled her to him and enjoyed the show as he waited for the driver to round the car. Taking her hand, he led her toward the lobby.

“Good evening, Dr. Fowlkes. Ms. Mathers. Please go inside—I’ll take care of the luggage.” They hadn’t brought much luggage to speak of, but it didn’t seem worth having a discussion over. The kid would find out for himself soon enough. And it didn’t matter anyway. He would be tipped well regardless of the number of bags. Courtesy might prescribe a certain dollar amount per bag, but doubtless he’d chosen the high end hotel for a reason. Even when they were losing at the tables, the high rollers and not so high rollers were anxious to impress the staff with their generosity.

Checkin was efficient. They stopped briefly in VIP Services to confirm dinner and the ceremony arrangements. They were ushered onto a private elevator in minutes.

“Your dinner reservations are confirmed for 7:00 p.m. Can I get you anything else before I leave you?” The manager stood with his hands folded in front of him as he asked the question. He’d already walked them through their respective suites and had instructed housekeeping to unpack their belongings. They had two separate rooms in honor of Sarah’s wishes. The manager hadn’t batted an eye lash at that, nor did he mention the lack of wedding dress despite the fact that he was personally responsible for making sure the wedding went off without a hitch. It made Caroline wonder what kind of interesting ceremony themes he’d seen over the years.

Caroline looked to Malcolm, who was enjoying the view from the wall-to-wall, floor to ceiling windows that overlooked the fountain below, and back to the manager.

“I think we’re fine. Thank you.”

“If you should find that you do need something before you check out, please dial *49. That’s my direct extension, and I will be with you immediately.” Smiling, he backed out the door and closed it softly behind him.

Caroline followed him to the door and flipped the deadbolt. Not that she was expecting company. But she’d learned long ago that it was better to be safe than sorry when her sister was around. Sarah and Cody had rooms a few floors down across from Gloria and Denzel. Caroline wasn’t taking chances. They had just enough time before they had to be ready for dinner to … visit, as her prudish mother would say.

With his back to the room and his hands splayed out in front of him, Malcolm leaned into the window. The position accentuated his broad shoulders and tight butt. Caroline was glad she still had her crotchless panties on. She crossed the room silently and wrapped her arms around him from behind. He shifted his weight to both feet and pulled her around so that she was in front of him, chest to chest. Caroline snuggled her head into his shoulder. He leaned over her pulling her closer as he ran his hands down her back and under her cheeks. Cupping her bottom, he asked huskily, “How much time until dinner?”

Understanding what he was really asking, Caroline nipped his earlobe and enjoyed the shudder that rippled through his body. She turned her head and found his mouth. He responded with hot, hungry kisses. He cupped a breast in each hand, massaging the perky mounds and plucking her nipples until they budded into tight knots. With her hands braced against his shoulders, Caroline arched back, offering herself to him. She sucked in a ragged breath when he pinched her hardened nipples through the fabric of her shirt. He kissed his way down her neck and throat and then raised her top to tease each nipple with his teeth. Laving the tender skin around them with the flat of his tongue, he squeezed gently, then tugged harder on their taut peaks. After putting an arm around her waist he nudged her backward so he could part her thighs and run his fingers through the tight, damp curls.

He lifted her right leg off the floor and wrapped it around his hip. Leaning into her hip, he pinned her to the window as his other hand worked between them, dragging her skirt above her hips. Clearly satisfied he had full access to her, he dipped his hand back down between them and cupped her heat. Caroline moaned and arched her back. This wasn’t what she’d been thinking they’d do, but this was good, too. Malcolm ran his fingers over the lacy fabric until one slipped through, and his skin made contact with hers. She spread her legs and cried out when his fingers found her wet heat. His fingers slid over her clit and though the silky folds. He pushed one finger and then a second one into her core, and she arched, encouraging him to go deeper. He drove her frantic as he stroked her. She shifted her head, and he kissed her again, his tongue mirroring what his fingers were doing, pushing in and out, gently stroking her until she thought she would go mad with need.

****

“Oh, yes.” Caroline moaned. “Please!” Malcolm rubbed his thumb over her clit and watched her head fall back against the window. Her heat thrust up against his hand, encouraging his movements. Her breathing increased, and his hand moistened as her hips bucked wildly.

He used his fingers and thumb to tease her while he greedily sucked at first one nipple and then the other. She writhed against his hand, her body coaxing for deeper penetration. When he thought she was close to climaxing he stopped his caresses and demanded another long kiss until her body calmed and her breathing slowed. They kissed deeply, passionately. Then he thrust his fingers into her hot, wet depths and drove her higher.

Each time she strained for release he taunted her by calming her and then driving into her deeper, keeping her strung, tight, and needy. He teased her until neither of them could stand another second, until her nails dug into his shoulders. Unzipping his fly with his free hand, he buried himself inside her as deeply as possible.

“Oh God.” Caroline arched when he pumped his hips.

“That’s it. Take it, baby.” Malcolm thrust in and out of her, his tempo growing faster as he fucked her with a hunger he couldn’t satisfy. “You’re so hot. So wet.”

Not having been in a relationship, sexual or otherwise, in quite some time, he wasn’t used to the overwhelming need that coursed through him every time he was near Caroline. But he was quickly realizing that only she made him feel this slow burn, and only she could satisfy his need.

“Open your eyes. Watch me.” Their eyes met as he pounded inside her with animalistic ferocity. She squeezed his flexing muscles, pulling him to her as she lifted her hips toward his.

He savored every sensation, every touch, every sight and scent as he thrust in and out. He wanted to prolong the deep, intimate connection, but he needed her badly, needed the hard, thrusting movements to relieve his desire. He thrust hard and strong, every muscle tensing as the pleasure built. Too quickly, they both spun out of control and hung suspended for a moment in the dizzying warmth.

And just in time. As they cradled each other against the window pane, there was a knock on the door.

They groaned in unison. Dinner.




Chapter Thirty-Two

“So what do you think, Sarah?”

Caroline twirled from the full-length mirror in the dressing room off the small chapel to show her sister the veil she’d found. Her hair hung in a mass of red curls, flowing over her shoulders. The white veil sparkled with crystals, but didn’t shimmy or swish with her hair as the edges were weighted down with pearls.

With her sister looking over her shoulder, Caroline studied the fitted gray tee shirt, the hip hugging jeans, and black flip-flops she intended to wear down the aisle. Her only other accessories were tea-length gloves and a large Japanese Akoya pearl necklace with matching earrings. The pearls matched those woven into the lace around the edges of the veil. She smiled at her reflection. She was going to have her wedding her way. The necklace and earrings had been gifts from Gloria and Denzel, but she and her sister had searched far and wide for the veil. They’d spent hours together looking for the right one. She was happy to have had the chance to bond with her sister over the process. And she could honestly say that she loved the veil.

“I think the veil is gorgeous. And the rest of the ensemble is definitely you.” Her sister fluffed the veil, then worked out the uneven layers until they lay nicely over Caroline’s hair.

Caroline watched Sarah smooth her tea-length leaf green shantung dress over her thighs and admire her reflection.

“I couldn’t guess how you could choose such a lovely dress for me, but be satisfied with jeans and a t-shirt for yourself.”

Caroline smiled. “It’s a beautiful dress. Just not for me at my wedding. I want to be me at my wedding. I want to be surrounded by the things and people I love. And I love these jeans, this t-shirt, and these flip-flops.” She turned to look at her profile in the mirror. “And I’ll just borrow it from you when I need it.”

“Well, I look amazing, if I do say so myself. Excellent choice, love. And I can wear it again for an evening function with the hubby. Very practical.” Sarah pretended to push her out of the way of the mirror to preen at her own reflection.

They giggled like school-girls. When tears filled Caroline’s eyes she swiped them away. “I think I must be getting a little giddy. If this continues I’ll ruin my makeup.”

“You’re allowed, dear. It’s your wedding day. And I don’t think Malcolm cares about your makeup.” Caroline pulled her sister into her arms and hugged her tight, knowing she was right.

The mention of Malcolm’s name brought a smile to Caroline’s face. Her motivations for agreeing to their first date were different from those that had her fussing over her hair and makeup with strains of Bach’s “Minuet in G Major” filtering in from a wood paneled door that led to a wedding chapel. But the first date had led to a second, and with each moment she’d fallen more deeply in love.

Or at least that’s what she thought it was. She’d never felt this way about anyone before. She ached to be in his presence and couldn’t wait to be his wife. Not having acknowledged these truths to herself before, she felt her chest deflate and her heart falter. She knew that what she was feeling were not last-minute doubts, but only a few bridal jitters. She was resolute in her desire to spend her life with him despite some unanswered questions.

“Oh no, come back, this day is not over yet.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You do that every time you think about him.”

“Do what? I was just looking at myself in the mirror.”

Sarah snorted. “No, you were getting all dreamy eyed and sappy.” Caroline watched her sister’s face go slack and her eyes rolled to the side as she fluttered her lashes.

Caroline swatted her sister. A knock at the door interrupted more laughter. “Hey, ladies,” Gloria said. “Have you been doing some premature celebrating and hitting the free bubbly without me?” She closed the door behind her and smiled widely at the two sisters. “You two look beautiful. You realize most folks would be confused as to why the one in the gray t-shirt was wearing the wedding veil, right?” Caroline held out open arms to her friend and squeezed her tight.

“I’m so glad you guys could make it.”

“Are you kidding? You and Malcolm are our two most favorite people. And you’re getting married to each other. We couldn’t be happier!”

Caroline pulled Gloria to her side and gazed at their reflection in the mirror. She really was blessed to have such great friends, especially when she didn’t have a great family base for support.

“And I am thrilled you decided to get married in this get-up. We will all definitely look back at these pictures and chuckle later.”

Caroline saw tears well in her friend’s eyes and kissed her cheek. “Now stop, or you’ll make me cry, too, and I’ll mess up my make-up.”

Gloria cleared her throat. “Well, the guests are all seated. The preacher’s here, and the music has started. It’s time!”

They all laughed. There were no guests besides each woman’s significant other, and there was no preacher, only a justice of the peace ordained by the state of Nevada to provide some legalese to make the event official.

“Thank you both for all your help. For being here to share this with me.”

Sarah hugged her sister again and picked up her bouquet of gardenias. The room was heavy with their sweet fragrance. Gloria kissed Caroline on the cheek before smoothing her veil back into place.

They made their way into the foyer and to the double doors leading into the main chapel. The doors were flanked by large blooms of gardenias. Gloria slipped in and gave the justice the thumbs up.

The music swelled and segued to Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy”, Sarah’s cue to make her way down the aisle. With a brief smile, Sarah handed the large bouquet of gardenias over to the bride and clasped her own smaller version to her abdomen and made her way slowly toward the front of the chapel.

Then it was Caroline’s turn. She hadn’t expected to feel so nervous, but she was fairly certain she was hyperventilating. She drew breath in and tried to control the exhale. She felt her skin heat up. She was glad for her choice of outfit—anything more revealing would make the red splotches of color that grew on her neck and chest too visible. She fought for control as she looked down the short aisle to the groom.

The groom, she marveled for the hundred times that morning. That wasn’t a word she’d planned on using personally in her lifetime. But there he was. Her groom.

The music changed again, and as Pachelbel’s “Canon” blossomed, she inhaled a deep breath and took a slow step forward. She’d determined not to have anyone walk her down the aisle, so she took the step alone. She took another. And another. She didn’t hesitate along the way. She grew confident in her walk and the new life that would result. She came to a stop beside Malcolm. He wore his own favorite pair of Levi’s 501. She admired the way his burnt orange tee shirt stretched tightly across his well developed pectoral muscles. He looked good enough to eat.

Malcolm lifted his hand toward her. Caroline curled hers fingers over his, and they turned to face the judge.

The judge inclined his head toward them, and in a voice filled with warmth and promise, he recited the words that would bring Caroline and Malcolm together forever. With the announcement that they were husband and wife, they turned toward each other and kissed deeply.

Their few guests made enough noise to make up for all those missing, and the couple turned to greet them as man and wife. Caroline giggled as Malcolm scooped her into his arms and carried her back down the aisle. She was very tempted to tell him to continue through the lobby and on out to the limousine waiting to take them to the airport, but she thought this would probably be frowned upon by their guests. She couldn’t wait to be alone with her husband.

Malcolm put Caroline on her feet under the gardenia-laden trellis. The trellis arched over a mock fountain set into the wall of an alcove. As though on cue, the photographer began snapping pictures. They tolerated the attention for a few minutes, even kissing tenderly for the sake of the wedding album, but both were anxious to continue with the celebration.




Chapter Thirty-Three

The early evening found them saying goodbye to the wedding party and holding hands as they stepped into the still-too-warm air that suffocated Las Vegas year round. A limousine picked them up at the main entrance and whisked them to the airport. Caroline and Malcolm rested their heads on their respective head rests, their hands joined together on the seat between them. Both were reliving the day and night before, not wanting to forget a detail.

It wouldn’t be until they were forty thousand feet in the air and on the final leg of their flight to the island that Malcolm would feel married. Away from their everyday world, alone and focused only each other, he would then feel that she belonged only to him and he to her.

The vows and the exchange of rings and the reception had been beautiful. She’d thought of everything and even things that didn’t seem so obvious, but by far he was simply happy that she’d thought of him as she planned. He wasn’t sure that if he’d been asked his opinion beforehand about certain details that he’d have been able to articulate a definite preference. But having been through the experience he wouldn’t have changed a thing.

Considering his personal experience with his parents’ marriage, he hadn’t really understood the need for a wedding at all. The idea that he had to publicly prove his commitment to someone hadn’t appealed to him. And the beautiful ceremony didn’t change that. He looked at the honeymoon as the opportunity to offer Caroline his commitment to her, to them. Without interruptions or distractions, he’d pledge his love for her.

The limo pulled into the departure lane, and the driver opened the curb side door. Malcolm tipped him discreetly and led Caroline through the sliding doors.

“We’ll need to check it for last minute changes.” He spoke softly into her ear. He’d crossed behind her and wrapped his arms around her as he scanned the signs above their heads. She put her hand in his and said, “I’ll follow you anywhere.”

Malcolm smiled, kissed her kips lightly, and took her hand, leading her toward international departures. He spoke softly with the attendant, asking and answering several questions. He seemed satisfied with the information and said they’d have to go through security and then take a shuttle to catch their plane.




Chapter Thirty-Four

Caroline stood barefoot on the edge of the ocean, the wind blowing through her glossy red hair as the last rays of sunlight danced across her skin, bathing her in a golden glow. She wore only a short sarong skirt. The warmth of the breeze and the privacy of the beach house allowed her freedoms she intended to exploit.

Malcolm wrapped her in his arms from behind. She didn’t turn.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” she murmured.

“Gorgeous. And the sunset is pretty, too.” Caroline peeked at him over her shoulder and smiled. Sweet talker. They stood, locked together, as the waves lapped quietly at their feet. They gazed into the horizon until the sun disappeared, and darkness closed in around them.

Malcolm lightly dragged his fingertips slowly along her rib cage. Caroline shivered. She could say it was the cool breeze coming in off the water, but the weather was warm despite the darkness, and so that left only the growing feelings she had for her husband.

Husband. The word felt strange in her mind. She had yet to say it out loud, but she had little doubt that it would sound weird even then.

His hand didn’t stop until it cradled the curve of her breast in the L-shape of his thumb and forefinger. In one easy motion, he covered her breast completely and palmed the peaks until they hardened under his ministrations.

Caroline leaned into him and sighed.

It was all the encouragement he needed. With that single sound indicating she was ready to begin their honeymoon, Malcolm turned her slightly in his arms and skimmed his lips along the line of her jaw and over her mouth.

Caroline turned into him so they were standing chest to chest and slid her hands up over his chest, curled her fingers over his shoulders, cupped one hand at his nape and pulled his head down to hers for a more thorough kiss. He responded eagerly.

Feeling she was in control of where and how this was going to go, Caroline was unprepared when he bent down, hooked one arm behind her knees, and then lifted her into his arms and against his chest as he turned to take them back to the beach house. She squealed as he twirled her twice, taking her breath away.

“What are you doing?” Her voice was breathy from surprise.

Malcolm nuzzled her neck. “I’m carrying my lovely bride across the threshold, of course. I think it’s supposed to ward off evil spirits and bad luck.”

Loving the warmth that emanated from his body, she wrapped her arms around his neck, and pressed her lips to his neck. She slowly traced a moist line up to his ear with her tongue. She reveled in the gasp that escaped his lips and giggled when he almost lost his balance as she outlined his ear.

Swinging herself around to procure a safer perch, Caroline found her legs wrapped around his waist as he ascended the stairs to the loft. She tipped her forehead to rest it against his and closed her eyes. She opened her eyes as they reached the top and noted the seductive curve of his smile and the dark passion that glittered in his eyes.

His gaze never left hers as he carried her effortlessly over the bedroom threshold, where the faint light of a bedside lamp gilded their features in its glow. Silently, Malcolm released her legs and guided them down his, but he didn’t let her go completely. Her toes only skimmed the floor as he wound his arms tightly around her waist, pulled her to him again, and touched his lips to hers.

With agonizing slowness, he lowered her to the floor, pressing her against him head to toe so that she felt him everywhere—against her legs, her belly, her breasts, her mouth.

Caroline reached behind him to bunch his tee shirt in both fists. She pulled it over his head and tossed it to the floor. Caroline only stared at the rare specimen that was her husband. A rich scattering of dark hair decorated his torso and narrowed as it arrowed down to the waistband of his jeans. Muscles in his shoulders and arms roped and bunched as he settled his hands on his hips to observe her watching him. Caroline felt heat begin to build between her legs at his heated look. She knew exactly what she wanted him to do with those hands, that mouth.

With his hands on her shoulders, Malcolm gently pushed her back onto the bed. Caroline felt the cool cotton sheets under her back. Digging her heels into the mattress, she pushed herself back, an action that, when he leaned forward over her, put Malcolm’s face onto her stomach. He kissed her left hip then slid the flat of his warm, moist tongue along her side to the lower curve of her breast. Circling the soft rounded flesh with his cheek, he honed in on its pink tip. When he cupped her breast, her areola began tingling, even before his warm mouth closed over it. His other hand moved to her other breast, plucking the already hardened nipple until bolts of pleasure shot down all the way to her wet pussy. Caroline moaned and squeezed her hand over his while aching her back and pressing herself deeper into his mouth.

Groans of protest quickly turned to moans of delight as he left her breasts to kiss her flat belly and dip his head lower to her thighs. His mouth meandered up the inside of her thigh, the tantalizing touch of his hot breath, wet tongue, moist lips, and the scrape of his goatee almost too much to bear. The silky fabric of her skirt disappeared with a tug of his teeth.

She lay beneath him, naked, exposed, and vulnerable. Yet she didn’t feel any of these things. She felt warm, strong, and loved.

Her skirt disposed of, Caroline expected Malcolm to return to her. She glanced down to the foot of the bed, where she found him standing, one hand unhooking the top button of his jeans.

Rolling onto her side to watch him, she whispered, “Hurry up!”

Malcolm chuckled. He must have heard the urgent edge in her voice.

“Now, now. Patience, grasshopper.” Her own words came back to haunt her.

As if to illustrate patience, he opened his jeans slowly, button by button, so that she heard the whisper of each one as it pulled away from its fastening. When he’d finished, he spread the fabric open with another leisurely motion, then pushed the garment slowly down over his hips. Though his boxer briefs were rather conservative in design, they weren’t remotely modest as they did very little to hide the extent of his arousal.

Caroline eyed him and asked huskily, anticipation zinging through her blood, “Are you going to take all night?”

Malcolm nodded and smiled. “You can count on it.”

“Come to bed.”

Malcolm settled one knee and then the other on the mattress, bending down on all fours to make his way to the head of the bed where she lay on her side, watching him. Circling her ankle with strong fingers, he tugged her down toward him so that she lay flat on her back. He placed one hand on each of her knees and pushed her legs wide. It took a moment for Caroline to realize his intention, and she didn’t protest. He lowered his mouth to her hip, drawing a lazy circle with his tongue. His hot breath tickled her thigh as he trailed open mouthed kisses down to her knee and up again. His teeth nipped her flesh as he drew closer to her heat. Her heart pounded with excitement. When he finally touched her with his tongue, she cried out, pressing her thighs closed around his head.

He licked her clit, pushing his tongue along the slick length of her folds and easing two fingers insider her. His fingers curled slightly to rub against her inner wall, exciting her erogenous zone.

“Oh God, Malcolm. Please give me more.” Caroline rocked against his hand. She thought she would explode when Malcolm held her tighter and quickened the pace of his fingers. His tongue slipped over her nub and along her lips, sucking and pulling the delicate skin. Caroline went limp at the mind-numbing sensations that shot through her. She pressed her hands to Malcolm’s head, holding his head fast in place, silently commanding him to give her more.

Just when she thought she couldn’t tolerate another moment, he moved back up her body, dragging his open mouth over her flat belly, treating each of her breasts to another welcome. Caroline pulled on his hair, drawing him to her mouth. Her tongue outlined his lips as her leg snaked around his hip. She pushed gently at his shoulder, sliding him off her and onto his stomach. The mattress dipped as she maneuvered toward the bottom of the bed. She traced her nails over the back of his calves. He moaned when her hands slipped up the back of his thighs. His body tightened under her hands, and he pushed himself more firmly into her hands as she cupped his butt, kissing and caressing the cheeks.

Caroline straddled his ass, exploring his back and rubbing her nipples over his heated skin. Pressing the moist heat between her thighs against the small of his back, she felt Malcolm’s body become rigid, unmoving. She leaned her hips forward, rubbing her clit against his warm skin. Malcolm raised his hips up off the bed and groaned, pressing himself up against her heat. Caroline felt the heat rekindle between her legs. She ran her tongue up along his spine and felt his shoulders tense and bunch under her. Leaning forward she blew a soft stream of warm air over his ear and touched her tongue to his lobe.

“I want you inside me. Now.”

Malcolm rolled onto his back, and Caroline slid her leg over his hips, positioning herself on top of him. She rocked forward and back over his cock, and he groaned. He sat up, his hands caressing down her arms to her waist, then slowly back up, moving his thumbs in tantalizing circles till they were just under her breasts. Hefting the weight of an orb in each hand, he cupped them and released them, over and over, each time a little harder than the last. He rubbed his thumb back and forth over the taut peak until she shuddered. Caroline’s moan was smothered by his lips as he crushed her to him and thrust his tongue inside deeply, urgently. She kissed him back with equal fervor, dragging her hands through his hair. His tongue explored her mouth, pushing in and out until she was rotating her hips against him and moaning with pleasure. With her nub sliding back and forth over the moist tip of his cock, she wasn’t sure she could hang on much longer. As if understanding her predicament, Malcolm gently pushed her onto her back, between his legs and turned her over onto her stomach. He aligned his body to hers. With her cheek pressed against the cool sheet, his mouth and hands explored every inch of her body, revisiting favorite spots and discovering new ones. He finally lowered his mouth to her ear.

“Are you ready for me?” he whispered. “I don’t think I can wait any longer. I want to be inside you, deep inside you, Caroline.”

There was no question Caroline wanted the same, but speech eluded her. Her body was on fire, her mind mush. She brought her elbows up to support her chest and raised her hips so her ass met his pelvis and the long, thick rod that jutted out from the soft brown nest of curls.

Malcolm eased himself inside her.

“Oh,” Caroline murmured, the experience once again overwhelming her senses. “Oh, that’s so good.”

She thought he echoed her sounds, but she couldn’t be sure. Deeper and deeper he entered her from behind, his movements slow, steady, and certain. Caroline had never felt so satisfied, so complete. Until Malcolm, she’d never realized how empty she’d been. Not just her body, but her life.

He moved his body up and down against hers, in and out, until she thought she would burst with the fullness of him. Caroline threw her head back, grinding her ass back into him. Malcolm rocked his pelvis, driving into her slick canal. With each penetration Caroline groaned louder, feeling her release getting closer, closer. Just as she felt herself approaching the edge, he shifted their bodies so that she lay beneath him, facing him.

“I want to see your face,” he said softly. “And I want you to see mine.” Their eyes locked, and beyond the amazing physical union they were experiencing, there seemed a mental and emotional connection, too. The latter wasn’t new for them, but to understand each other on so many levels at once brought them to a higher plain of coexistence. They were two who had become one in more than the physical sense.

Malcolm bound her wrists in one hand, holding them over her head and positioned himself at her entrance. Deftly, swiftly, he entered her again, doubling his rhythm. His free hand roamed over her body, cupping her breasts as he continued to drive into her. Faster and faster, deeper and deeper, he moved inside her until they were nearly overcome with wanting. When Malcolm eased his hold on her wrists, she slipped her hands free and grasped the sheets to brace herself as she met his thrusting hips. He slipped his fingers between them, rubbing her clit. At the same time, he thrust into her until his balls slapped against her ass. Caroline screamed and returned his thrusts enthusiastically. She arched her back and twisted her head deep into the pillow. She closed her eyes and thrust her breasts up toward his face. He sucked hard on one nipple and then the other. Caroline tightened her thighs around his hips as her body responded to the pull on her tender skin.

Unable to take the erotic sensations any longer, Caroline pulled his mouth to hers and sucked his tongue into her mouth. Malcolm stroked and teased her tongue in a seductive dance that left her breathless. He tore his mouth from hers and said, “Look at me, Caroline.” They were both gasping for breath and shuddering.

When she opened her eyes, Malcolm hooked her bent knees over his shoulders, spreading her wider beneath him. His hips moved in small circles, dipping the tip of his penis in and out of her hot hole. Holding her gaze, he thrust deeply with one motion. Caroline moaned her approval, and he pounded into her harder and faster, burying himself impossibly deep within her, over and over. Within seconds their bodies jerked, their muscles tense, and they arched against each other, stilling as ripples of absolute pleasure wound through them.

For one long, silent moment, they only clung to each other, as if trying to preserve the union forever.

Malcolm kissed her forehead, her cheeks, and finally softly on the lips, before rolling her away from him so they spooned back to front in the middle of the bed. He drew his hand slowly, gently along the length of her spine. Within minutes they were asleep, dreaming the dreams of newlyweds.

At some time during the night, Caroline awoke to the sound of a faint ringing. Beside her, Malcolm groaned and kissed her cheek apologetically as he rolled out of bed. Fumbling around on the night stand, he searched the surface for the offensive cell phone that he’d thrown aside haphazardly early in the evening. Through blurry eyes, Caroline watched him check the number, then walk into the adjoining sitting room and partially close the door.

Caroline wondered who would be calling in the middle of the night, on their honeymoon no less, but hoped it wasn’t an emergency. Malcolm was an only child, so she didn’t fear for family. Perhaps a hospital emergency. Straining her ears, she listened to his deep voice as he answered the phone.

“Elsy? No, no, of course you’re not interrupting anything … no, don’t cry … Sshh. What’s wrong? No, don’t hang up. You’re not a bother. You can call….” The door to the sitting room clicked shut, blocking out the rest of the conversation.

Chewing her lip, Caroline cursed her own stupidity. To further her own goals, she’d ignored their run-in with the other woman. Malcolm had never brought her up again, and since their plans had continued on as though she’d never existed, she’d simply written it off as an unfortunate coincidence. Until this call, she hadn’t considered the possibility that they still had each other’s phone number, much less that one of them would use it. If she could be so wrong about that, what other falsities was she laboring under? Against her better judgment she’d allowed herself to believe that she had fallen in love with Malcolm. But people in love didn’t keep secrets, take calls in the middle of the night on their honeymoon, or close the door for privacy when speaking to a former lover. At least not in her book of love. Whatever events that had lulled her into letting down her guard were not worth the pain she felt now. She’d obviously misread his commitment. She’d let that be the reminder that she needed to worry about only one thing, and perhaps that issue had already resolved itself. They hadn’t used protection since their first night together.

She heard Malcolm raise his voice. His words were inaudible, but they sounded soothing, not angry. What exactly was his relationship with the woman? It was obvious they’d had something, but was it ongoing? And if it was, why hadn’t he approached her with his marriage proposal? Perhaps he had. And she’d rejected him, and now she wanted to change her mind. Fat chance, Caroline groused, rolling onto her side. Was the other woman still trying to catch Malcolm, even though he was bound to her? This catch was hers even if she didn’t want it for traditional reasons. But was Malcolm interested in her? He certainly didn’t sound upset by the fact that she was bothering them in the middle of night on their honeymoon. And granted they hadn’t been engaged in anything at the moment, but it had been warm post sex sleep with Malcolm’s arms holding her tight and her head cushioned in his shoulder. They weren’t even on the same continent as the woman! The more she thought about it, the more cross she became. She didn’t care who the woman was. Whatever relationship they had was in the past, and she would not tolerate any rekindling of the slightest friendship in the future.

Caroline tried to stay awake until Malcolm returned to bed; but time advanced, and he didn’t reappear. Soon the light lapping of the ocean through the open balcony doors and the low murmur of his voice began lulling her to sleep. Pulling the sheet up around her shoulders, she curled into a ball and closed her eyes, wondering when her husband would return to their bed.




Chapter Thirty-Five

The next morning, Caroline woke to the feel of Malcolm’s face pressed against her back as his hands slid up and down her arms, brushing the side of her bare breast. Enjoying the feel, she pretended to sleep. Memories of the previous night played in her mind, and she couldn’t help but smile. They were married. Her eyes still closed, she stretched and sighed happily, snuggling closer to him, inhaling his masculine scent.

“I know you’re awake.” The gruffness of his voice indicated he’d only just awoken himself.

“Nope. And I’m having a wonderful dream, so please don’t disturb me.” She smiled. If only this moment, this warmth, this closeness could last forever.

“But I could make your reality so much more enjoyable.” His hand drifted upward and cupped her breast, gently kneading the soft flesh. Caroline’s response was instantaneous.

“Well, perhaps I am awake.” Caroline opened her eyes, kissing Malcolm’s cheek as he leaned over her shoulder to kiss the side of her neck.

“Good morning, wife.” His breath tickled her ear, and her toes curled. Whether because of the light feathering of air or her new title, she wasn’t sure.

“Good morning, husband.” Caroline turned in his arms, and they kissed deeply.

Suddenly a memory surfaced from the previous night. “Malcolm, in the middle of the night, the phone rang, didn’t it?”

“I’m sorry if it woke you. I went into the other room and tried to be quiet.”

“Was it an emergency?”

“Not really. It was Elsy.” Caroline smiled inwardly. He’d told her the truth about the identity of the caller. Perhaps that meant he wasn’t harboring any secret feelings for the woman.

“She was upset about something—I never did get out of her what the problem was. She kept talking in circles and wasn’t really making any sense. She said she’d met someone, but that he wants something from her. She’s concerned that he doesn’t want her for who she is. But she wouldn’t say who he is, what he wants, or what I’m supposed to do about it. She simply insisted that I meet her when we get back.”

Caroline shifted and sat up, putting her back to him. That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. Moving to the edge of the bed, she was almost afraid of the next answer. “And did you agree?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”

“You have to ask?” Caroline’s voice was incredulous. She couldn’t sit still any longer. Dragging the sheet off the bed, she wrapped it around her naked body, sarong style.

“Because regardless of what you two had, you’re married now. And there was nothing about our first meeting that would lead me to believe that she would respect that or me.”

“Perhaps not and part of that was probably my fault. But she respects me, and if I respect you, then that should resolve the issue.”

****

Malcolm wasn’t sure he liked having to defend his friendship with Elsy. But then he thought: was he friends with Elsy? What was making him fight with his wife over her? He shook his head. Perhaps it was because she’d been crying and had been utterly inconsolable. He was aware that the nature of her personality didn’t allow Elsy to make many close friends, so he wasn’t surprised to find himself on her short list in the event of a tragedy. But was he prepared to protect his place on that list at the cost of angering his wife?

Caroline had turned her back on him and was standing in the balcony door, staring at the waves as they crashed onto the beach. They’d made some wonderful memories down there already. He looked forward to making more this afternoon.

Walking up behind her, he rested his hands on her shoulders and gently turned her to face him. Her face was flushed and her eyes wide and round with sadness. He felt her pain and disappointment more in that look than if she’d yelled at him for an hour.

“Tell me what you’d have me do to fix this. You’re my first concern, my only treasure. I don’t want to hurt you or give you cause to doubt me, to doubt us.”

He apparently couldn’t have chosen sweeter words. Caroline raised her hand to caress his face. “Please understand that it’s her, not you, who I take issue with. I’d like for you to cut ties with her. No communication at all. I just don’t want to have to think about this woman in our lives.”

Leaning forward, Malcolm kissed her on the forehead. “I will do that for you, for us.” He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her into his chest. “No one will come between us, Caroline. No matter what else may come up, no one stands a chance.”

Caroline wrapped her arm around his back and squeezed.

Malcolm returned the embrace and buried his nose in her hair. She still smelled like flowers and sunshine.

He reached behind her and picked up the phone on the bedside table. He punched a few buttons to access the call history. Still holding Caroline to him, he hit “call” and waited to be reconnected to Elsy.

“Hello?”

“Elsy. It’s Malcolm. I’m calling to let you—”

“Oh, great, you’re back early. I’ll be right over.”

“No! No, no. That’s not it. I’m on my honeymoon. I have no intention of cutting it short.” He heard her sniff and rolled his eyes. “Elsy, I was just calling to let you know that I will not meet with you when I return.” He the words sink in, and in the silence could practically hear the wheels in her brain rotating faster, trying to concoct a reason to hang on to him.

“But you said—”

“I know, and I apologize. I wasn’t thinking. Continuing our friendship, if that’s what it is, isn’t going to be possible. Please don’t call me in the future.”

“It’s her, isn’t it? That woman.”

“You mean my wife?” Malcolm emphasized the word. It seemed Caroline had been right. Elsy wasn’t going to respect any boundaries or titles and privileges. “No, it’s us. We would prefer that you not contact me anymore. Take care.” Malcolm gently replaced the receiver in the silence that prevailed as Elsy struggled to spit out a retort.

“Let’s go make out on the beach, love.” Malcolm held out his hand to his wife. She dropped the sheet, and it pooled around her ankles. He growled when she stepped to his side and pressed the length of her body against his. She wrapped her arm around his waist, letting her hand dangle over his buttocks. Malcolm pulled gently on the back of her hair so that she raised her mouth for a kiss.

They didn’t make it down to the beach.




Chapter Thirty-Six

When they stepped off the plane at JFK Airport, Geoffrey met them at the curb. He gathered their luggage and bundled them into the waiting limousine.

“I’m sorry, lovelies,” Geoffrey said, opening the sliding glass partition between them. “Ms. Sarah has insisted on your presence as soon as you return. She mentioned something about a missed meeting.” He slid the window shut without confirmation that he should proceed to Sarah’s residence instead of their own.

Caroline groaned. They weren’t back thirty minutes, and the real world was already pushing its way into her honeymoon clouded brain. It was times like this when she didn’t understand why they didn’t take their money, purchase an island, and disappear forever.

Malcolm pulled her into his seat and wrapped his arms around her. She was eternally grateful that he was with her. A meeting with her family, impromptu or otherwise, was never on her list of things she looked forward to. And though he didn’t say anything, she knew by the warm strength of his arms that he was committed to supporting her whenever she was in need.

They arrived in midtown in record time, Caroline noted with disgust. Of all the days for light traffic and no roadwork. Just her luck. Pulling away from Malcolm, she shivered to be on her own. The car was warm and the weather very warm for fall, but the loss of his protective arms made her feel as though she were naked in a snowstorm. Resolutely, she squared her shoulders and set about making herself presentable. Nothing would mollify her mother, but she could at least be satisfied that she made an effort. Irritated, she pulled her makeup bag from her purse. Eying her face in a little round mirror, she remembered deciding not to do too much before getting on the plane. Not that she was prone to wear layers of makeup anyway – she was typically warm blooded, and the heat from the kitchen made her sweat all the more.

Still, she cleaned her face with a wipe and brushed on a light mascara. Touching her lips lightly with a pink lip gloss, she pursed her lips. She dragged a brush through her hair until the waves shimmered down her back. Checking her appearance in the mirror one last time, she deemed herself as ready as she would ever be.

“This is not the welcome home I was hoping for.” Caroline confessed to Malcolm as they waited for Geoffrey to open the door. “I was so relaxed and warm.” She pouted, her lips pulling down prettily.

Malcolm hugged her and then taking her hand, pulled her from the car. Caroline concentrated on steadying her breathing and composing her nerves. Her mother, like most beasts, could smell fear, and that wasn’t the impression she wanted to make. She cast her memory back not twenty-four hours and tried to assume the same warmth she’d felt then. Lying naked in the warm sun with her equally naked husband. Talking, giggling, and eating luscious fruit from each other’s fingers. Touching, whispering, tasting. She shivered and held the memory.

Standing on the landing outside Sarah’s front door, she could hear the faint buzz of voices from the other side. Caroline’s brow furrowed. “It sounds like there’s more than just the usual.” Her breath caught. “If they got angry and brought lawyers….” She didn’t finish the sentence. She hadn’t called Mr. Hawthorne and wasn’t interested in facing this crowd on her own. Tugging on Malcolm’s hand, she suggested they wait for back-up.

Malcolm, his face showing sympathy, brought her hands to his lips and kissed them soundly. “Love, let’s just do this. You’re not alone anymore, and I won’t allow anyone to hurt you.” Without knocking, he pushed the door open and stepped back so Caroline could enter first.

Caroline peeked inside and gasped.

“Surprise!” A large banner reading “Congratulations Malcolm and Caroline!” was strung across the living foyer. Stepping into the room, Caroline’s face relaxed as she was swarmed by her friends. She was pulled into the room, and a glass of champagne was pressed into her hand. Sarah appeared at her side, and Caroline nearly choked on her first sip. Did her sister have any idea what a state she’d put her in? The apologetic look on her face said she did. Caroline squinted her eyes at her sister in mock anger. But rather than lashing out, she pulled her close for a hug. It was very sweet of her to plan a wedding reception.

Caroline and Malcolm joined hands and walked around the house greeting guests and accepting congratulations. As they wandered, they noted the buffet. As if reading their minds, Sarah led them to a table where plates had been prepared. Even as they ate, the doorbell rang repeatedly, and guests continued to offer good wishes.

After a couple of hours, amid toasts and cake, the guests called for them to open their gifts. Sarah ushered them to a large table at the back of the room laden with boxes of all shapes and sizes wrapped in shades of white and silver.

Caroline eyed the boxes and then at the assembled crowd in shock. “You guys didn’t have to bring gifts. It’s such a joy just to have you here. We weren’t expecting to share our day this way, but it’s been amazing. The food was good; the cake was amazing, and the decorations…. We’re so lucky to have such great friends.”

There was a collective “Ahhhh” around the room, and then, from somewhere in the back, “Now open them up!”

It took nearly an hour to open the gifts. After one last champagne toast Sarah made excuses for them as they loaded the packages into the car and fell into the backseat.

“Give them a break,” they heard her say, laughing. “They just got back from their honeymoon and came straight from the airport!”

“And we know where they’re going now!” Cody had been relatively quiet throughout the evening. His wife shot him a laughing look as she closed the door on them.




Chapter Thirty-Seven

They’d returned from the honeymoon too early. They agreed on that. Even as they lazed on the patio waiting for brunch to be served, neither had had a moment’s rest since their return two weeks earlier. They’d returned to a surprise reception party and then their lives.

With engagement season in full swing, next year’s cake calendar was nearly full. And each order was accompanied with a tasting and consultation. Some lasted an hour; others had to have follow-up meetings to nail down details. Caroline could remember when mothers and daughters used to book appointments. Now any given consultation could be left with standing room only, every seat occupied with a mother, daughter, mothers-in-law, fiancés, and wedding planners. The odd florist was even included from time to time. The process had become so convoluted they’d discussed charging for the additional mouths. Not to mention the time it took to come to an agreement on cake flavors, cake fillings, frosting flavors, and decorations with added input.

Even as they worked early mornings and late nights to book the new orders, orders placed in the last season were coming due, and so the kitchen was a hive of activity. As a result, tempers were short, and sarcasm was high. Nevertheless, Caroline knew she was lucky to have the staff she did. They worked well together despite the snippiness that prevailed under the stress. At the end of the season they would celebrate another year of success with dinner, drinks, and lots of laughs at each other’s expense. It almost made the drama worth it in the meantime.

Caroline stretched her feet out in front of her on the chaise and soaked in more sun. The sun was high in the sky and warm, despite the season. The warm, early fall they enjoyed was holding, so the cool late fall and early winter weather was kept at bay. She stifled a yawn and sidled a glance at her husband who rested quietly next to her on his own chaise. His chair was reclined fully back, and one arm was thrown over his face, covering his eyes. Sitting together with Malcolm this way was becoming a rare treat. She didn’t know if she liked that. She hadn’t considered really developing a relationship with him when Gloria had first proposed she accept a date with him under some rather interesting circumstances. But she’d definitely grown to enjoy his company. And his body. They may have left the honeymoon destination, but the feeling hadn’t left their bedroom. Smiling, she dragged her fingertips down the inside of his arm lightly. He shifted his weight and turned in his chair so that he was lying on his side, facing her. He opened his eyes to half mast and smiled.

“We should do this more often.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Maybe we should find us a sugar daddy. Then we could vegetate here all day, every day.” Caroline’s voice was teasing. She didn’t have any doubt that if either of them stopped working they would drive everyone around them crazy inside of a week. Though they had hobbies and interests, their love for their work helped define who they were.

Malcolm’s amused smile turned to a light frown. “If we had a sugar daddy, does that mean one of use would have to perform … favors?” He turned onto his back, pillowing his arms under his head. His brow furrowed as he contemplated the issue. “I fear that would have to be you, love,” he said in conclusion. “Because I have no idea how you do that thing with your tongue.”

“So, you’d just volunteer my affections to another man for your own wellbeing and comfort?” Caroline’s voice was incredulous.

“Volunteer your affections?” His voice was high with outrage. “Hell, no, I’d negotiate a hell of a selling price!” He laughed even as he was in danger of being dumped out of his chair. He caught Caroline’s arms and pulled her down on top of him.

He kissed her forehead as she descended and tucked her to his side. The chair protested the added weight. They ignored the creaking sounds.

In the distance, they heard the house phone ring. And then over the intercom: “Ms. Caroline, telephone for you.”

Groaning, Caroline debated whether she wanted to leave the cocoon of her husband’s arms. It could be the shop. Geoffrey hadn’t said who was calling. Kissing Malcolm hard but briefly she bounded off the chaise and into the living room. She grabbed the receiver off the desk where Geoffrey had balanced it and said breathlessly, “Hello?” No answer. “Hello?” Nothing. She held the phone from her face to check the small screen set into the handle. PRIVATE. “Hello?” Again, silence.

Caroline hung up the phone and pressed the intercom button. “Geoffrey, did they say who was calling?”

“No, Miss,” the disembodied voice replied. “Is there a problem?”

“No,” Caroline said. “Thank you.”

She replaced the receiver and almost immediately the phone rang again. Caroline jumped, and laughed. “Hello?” Again, silence. Again, PRIVATE. Taking the lighter approach, she teased. “Look, either you’re really shy or really lonely. Which is it? Stop calling me if you’re just going to tease me.”

“Oh, I intend to follow through. We need to talk. You have something I want, and I won’t stop until I get it. I’ll have a car at the south entrance to the park in one hour.”

Caroline laughed. She didn’t know if this prank was Gloria or Sarah’s idea, but after the last surprise, she wasn’t falling for it.

“And if I refuse?” she asked, laughing.

“You don’t want to do that. Not if you value your new family.”

Caroline stopped laughing. “Hey, if that’s supposed to be funny, your sense of humor stinks.” Where had they found this guy? Not only would she talk to the girls about this, but she intended to find out which service they used and give this guy’s boss a piece of her mind.

“Does it sound like I’m laughing? One hour.” The line went dead, and Caroline was again starring at the receiver. What the hell was this all about? The girls had really outdone themselves this time. She was going to have to consider appropriate payback.

Shrugging, she replaced the hand set and sauntered back to the patio. Where had she left her husband? Oh, yes. Caroline straddled his hips and smoothed her hand over his stomach, raising his shirt so that her hand was warmed by his skin underneath. “I had a great time last night,” she said. “Your mother would be proud.”

“And my father would roll in his grave,” Malcolm said with a smile of satisfaction. They’d slept late this morning in part because they hadn’t gotten in until almost 4:00 in the morning. They’d overseen the caterers dismantle their displays and the gallery owners secure their art before leaving the new women’s center. They’d locked the doors and had dragged themselves to the waiting car only after everyone had filed out. They’d promptly fallen asleep on the car ride home and had stumbled to the elevator only with the assistance of the doorman.

Last night had been the grand opening of the Graysan Potter Woman’s Center. The City was no stranger to centers and organizations determined to make a positive difference in the lives of countless abused, abandoned, and neglected women. But given the amount of inheritance Malcolm received as a result of his wedding, he’d been able to recruit the most amazing assistants to make his dream a reality. He’d sought out women with pasts similar to his mother’s to design everything, from the building to the services they would specialize in. They in turn had hired women like themselves to take on the responsibilities necessary to create and operate a center with an endowment larger than most Ivy League colleges. Malcolm had hired only one person beyond the initial core group of women to act as his liaison, so he was certain the center was indeed addressing those issues he thought his mother would approve.

The women had started by purchasing an old industrial condo downtown. The bottom floor was open and airy, and the upper floors offered plenty of room and board space as well as conference rooms and auditorium spaces for education classes.

In celebration of their achievement, they’d hosted a fundraising soiree with the money to benefit a college fund available to the children of the women who had already begun applying for services. For the affair, the staff had cleared the lower level of the building of any office related furniture and had brought in cocktail tables. They’d kept the affair light on decorations and instead had simple lighting highlight the magnificent natural beauty of the 19th century building. The lower level was completely open space save a few half walls. The ceilings were thirty feet high, and the exposed rafters above seemed to add another foot and a half to the measuring eye below. The plaster had been removed to make the room sound less like an auditorium. The exposed brick and hardwood rafters gave color and warmth and the added benefit of sound absorption. The floors were the original wide hardwood planks. Floor to ceiling windows allowed the glow from the candles to light the sidewalk, welcoming more than 500 guests.

To raise money for the college fund, the staff had arranged a two part collection. Though the affair was by invitation only, those who accepted also agreed to a $500 per plate donation. While enjoying cocktails, guests had the opportunity to peruse and purchase art on display by some of the world’s most talented up and coming artists. Gallery owners from across the world had been offered exhibit space. The college fund received 25% of each sale.

The atmosphere had been supportive, the music enchanting, and the food delicious. Caroline had provided the centerpiece cake, and many guests commented on her contribution to the art world. Malcolm couldn’t have agreed more. All in all, his plans to honor his mother had begun very well. He’d arranged for a board of volunteer trustees to manage the day-to-day existence of the center. And he had complete faith in the women who were hired to manage the center’s in-take, counseling, education, and legal services. He looked forward to seeing the results of the center’s good works.

“Thank you for all your work and support. I don’t think I could have done it without you.” He kissed Caroline’s head and squeezed her closer.

“Well, not without your father’s money anyway.” She grinned.

“True,” he said. He could have begun the center without his inheritance, but there was something poetic about taking someone’s most prized possession and using it for the thing they hated the most. In this case, taking his father’s money and using it support the independence and education of women.

****

“Isn’t it ironic that we met and married through the will of someone who didn’t support the sanctity of marriage?”

Malcolm smiled. “I had that thought even before we met. My father’s desire for me to marry before I could inherit always seemed off somehow. I keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

Caroline raised her head and eyed him quizzically. “You don’t think…?”

“I don’t know. It just seemed a bizarre requirement. Since when did he care about being married or other people’s happiness for that matter?”

She laid her head back down. After a few minutes she shrugged. It didn’t really matter, did it? They were married; they’d created a wonderful organization to commemorate his mother, and life would go on.

“Let’s go sailing.”

“Today?” Malcolm seemed to ponder the idea, but then turned to her with a slight frown. “I was hoping we could, you know.” He waggled his eyebrows and gave her body a slow once-over. “It’s been hours.”

Caroline laughed. “So I noticed.” She brushed her lips against his chest, smoothing her hand over the front of his jeans, feeling the evidence of his arousal. Since the honeymoon, the sex between them had changed. It was still hot and incredibly sexy, but there was tenderness to it. A concentration on the process as much as the result. Caroline felt goose-bumps form on her arms as she thought about how wonderful it was to spend hours together, appreciating each curve, dip, and peak.

Malcolm pulled her body onto his, running his hands up and down her back. Caroline reciprocated, pulling his shirt free and working her hands beneath the material. His skin was silky and warm against her palms, the muscles shifting smoothly. Eager to feel more of him, she moved her hands down his waist to his belt. Fumbling with the clasp, she finally freed it and undid the button. Sliding down the zipper, she worked her hand inside.

Malcolm’s shaft was hot and firm against her hand, and she stroked him. His hips automatically flexed in response, and he dug his fingers into her shoulders. Capturing her mouth with his, Malcolm kissed her deeply, plunging his tongue into her warmth, mimicking the actions of his hips.

“Caroline, I need you.”

She nodded and kissed him thoroughly before taking on the buttons of his shirt. They disrobed quickly, and Malcolm turned them on the chaise so that he was settled on top. She loved the weight of his body pressing down on her, dominating her. Moving her splayed fingers across his shoulder, she wanted to experience every inch of him. She slid her foot up and down his thigh while tracing the indented path of his spine with her fingers. Slowly, she skimmed her hands around his waist, before moving lower to squeeze and pull at his buttocks, urging him to move closer to her aching center.

As she explored his body, Malcolm tenderly kneaded the soft flesh of her breasts, flicking her nipples with his thumbs until they stood at attention. He replaced his hands with his mouth, nipping and suckling first one and then the other until Caroline whimpered in pleasure.

He moved to her neck, and she raked her fingers through his hair. He moaned in approval, and she smiled, pleased to give as well as receive.

His breath was ragged against her ear, sending shivers down her spine. She was so close already. “Can you feel how much you please me?”

Caroline, unable to speak, only nodded. Malcolm raised himself up on his elbows and looked down at her.

“Every whimper, every shudder, every sensation is amplified with you.”

Malcolm trailed his finger tips down the length of her body, barely making contact with her skin, but still causing her to shiver in delight. Raising her arm, he brushed delicate kisses down its length until he reached her fingers. Then, one by one, he sucked on each finger, using his tongue to tease the sensitive skin of her palm.

He offered the other arm the same treatment, watching Caroline as she watched him with half hooded eyelids.

Shifting lower, he laid a trail of butterfly kisses over her stomach. He traced the shape of her navel with his tongue while delicately kneading her bottom with his hands. Gently, Malcolm nibbled her hip bone and soothed kisses over the pinked skin.

Having explored and claimed his new wife’s lovely body, Malcolm gently pulled her jeans down and pushed her knees apart. Caroline could already feel the tremors building inside of her. The mere thought of what he might do to her had her hips restlessly shifting on the chaise, silently acquiescing and pleading for it start.

Malcolm slid his finger over her sensitive flesh and dipped one and then two fingers into her, causing her to clutch the sides of the chair and raise her hips. Rhythmically, Malcolm moved in and out of her. With each stroke, her breath caught, and she struggled to maintain sanity. When his hot tongue began to tease her tender flesh, she was lost, tumbling uncontrollably over the edge.

Her heart hammering in her chest, Caroline let her legs fall to the side. Rising to his knees, Malcolm obviously had no intention of letting her relax. Lifting her legs, he raised them hip-high. “Wrap your legs around me,” he said, his voice gruff even as he thrust inside her.

Caroline’s eyes widened as he filled her. They rocked back and forth, allowing the tension to build until they were both beyond control. Caroline cried out as she came, her body squeezing around his. At the same time, Malcolm emitted a cry and allowed his body to relax over hers. Slowly reality overtook the foggy warmth that enveloped them, and he began to shift off her, bracing himself with his forearms.

“No, stay.” Caroline tugged him back into place until he covered her once again. She wrapped her arms around his glistening chest.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said.

“But it keeps the feeling alive. Just for a few more minutes.”

Caroline felt him relax into her body, burying his face in her hair as she leisurely rubbed her hands up and down his sweat-slicked back. He was still inside of her, and she wished they could stay this way forever. She felt possessed by him and never wanted to feel any other way.

With a sigh, she pushed against his shoulder, and he rolled onto his side, drawing her close to cuddle her against him. “That was amazing,” he said with a satisfied sigh, kissing her lightly on the crown of her head. She snuggled closer and laid an arm across his stomach. With his hand on her arm, it wouldn’t have been possible for them to be physically connected any more than they were. The physical closeness resembled the mental and emotional closeness that had grown between them over the last few weeks.

Though she still thought of her goal, Caroline felt herself vacillating a little more each day toward the idea that she could have everything. A loyal husband, an exciting job, a beautiful home, an adventurous life, and a wonderful baby. She dared not think about it too much, but once the notion tumbled into her brain, it was difficult not to watch it grow and blossom with each passing day.

Stretching out beside her husband, Caroline warmed herself in the sun. They hadn’t made love on the patio yet, and she relished the cool breeze as well as the warm sun. Her stomach growled, reminding her that before they’d devoured each other, they’d been waiting to have lunch.

Sitting up to reach the house line, Caroline turned back to Malcolm to confirm their sailing plans. Malcolm checked his phone for messages and pages and then nodded in the affirmative. Caroline asked Geoffrey to pack their sandwiches and then turned her face back to the sun. Today would be another wonderful day.




Chapter Thirty-Eight

An accomplished City girl, Caroline traveled to the shop by subway. The shop wasn’t directly on the line, so she walked the remaining few blocks from the station. She supposed she could catch the bus, but unless the weather was uncooperative, the walk was pleasant enough. This morning the sun peeked through the light clouds and promised a comfortably cool, but sunny fall day. The morning walk gave her time to review her schedule and mentally prepare for the day. The evening walk gave her time to unwind and release any pent-up emotions that had gathered during the day.

She knew she would have plenty to kick around this evening’s walk as she arrived to find her shop surrounded by New York’s finest.

“Ma’am, you can’t go in there. Please stay back off the sidewalk.” A young officer placed his arm in front of Caroline’s path, preventing her from entering the side door. He was smooth-faced and too polite to have been on the force long. She imagined he was saddled with this duty as a result of someone else pulling rank and refusing to be the crime scene bouncer.

“Why can’t I go inside?” Her mind was reeling from the shock of seeing the cops at her door. She wanted to assess the damage and understand what she was seeing. The sidewalk, which was cordoned off with yellow tape, was covered in broken glass. The same glass from the large plate glass windows that used to separate her cafe sitting area from the rest of the City. Polyester stuffing floated in and out of the gaping hole created by the broken glass, but because the main part of the window and sitting area turned the corner, she couldn’t see the full extent of the damage.

“I own this shop. Please let me in. What happened? Was anyone hurt? Who did this?” Tears pricked her eyes, and she fought to maintain she composure. Pressing her lips together, she took a deep breath through her nose and closed her eyes. She had insurance, so there wouldn’t be a problem with replacing the broken glass or the smashed furniture. As far as she was aware, however, her policy didn’t cover emotional breakdowns or mental collapse, regardless of how violated she felt as a result of someone so callously invading her life and destroying her dream.

“Ma’am, if this place is yours, those guys over there are going to want to speak with you.” He pointed to a pair of men in street clothes standing just inside the side door. “If you’ll wait here, I’ll see if they’re ready to talk to you.” He trotted off without a response.

It was just as well. Caroline was fairly certain her vocalization skills were weak at best. Her hands had started to shake, but as the young officer ran off, she pushed passed the onlookers and onto the sidewalk. Slipping under the yellow tape, she walked around the edge of the sidewalk and around the corner. On this side of the street, she had a full view of what had been a beautifully arranged sitting area. A customer could sit in a cocktail chair at the short stretch of bar and people watch, read in one of the overstuffed chairs she’d personally scouted, or work on a laptop at a long, wooden farm bench. She’d had the tables especially made with a trench running down the center to hold cords, pencil cups, files, and books. Each space had a cup holder, so drinks didn’t accidentally get pushed over, and a raised plate shelf, so papers didn’t get mixed in the food.

“Ma’am, I asked you to wait over there.” The tone in the young officer’s voice was that of a parent to a petulant child.

Caroline didn’t respond. She couldn’t, even if she’d cared about straying from her spot. The cocktail chairs were missing their seats. The chair backs were slashed through and the stuffing pulled from the seats. The tables listed at odd angles as their legs had been splintered and broken. Their surfaces had been gouged and burned. Shards of broken glass sparkled on every surface.

“Ma’am? Please come back this way. You’re standing in the crime scene. Did you touch anything?”

Turning to the insensitive public servant, her mouth agape, words failed her. Tears streamed down her face. Even if she could replace the material losses, would she? The damage was extensive and brutal. Deliberate.

“Did you touch anything?”

Caroline, head hung low, shook her head.

“Come with me, please.”

She followed without question, numbing to the scene in front of her. Surely she was going to wake up any moment. She was really snug in her bed, Malcolm snoring gently beside her. She’d open her eyes, see his handsome face and enjoy the wonderful coffee aroma filtering in from the kitchen. She’d wake Malcolm slowly, enjoy a shower with him, skip breakfast because they’d spent too much time in the shower, and take her coffee on the run. The day at the shop would be busy but productive, and she’d return to the house in the evening ready to regale Malcolm with stories of demanding brides and unrealistic deadlines.

“Caroline? Oh, God, are you all right? What the hell happened?” A chorus of voices reached out from the crowd. Caroline’s head popped up at the familiar voices. Oh, to be near someone who could understand her devastation. She detoured from the young officer’s path and reached out to her staff.

“Caroline! What happened?”

“Who did this? Why did they do it?”

“What should we do? Caroline, tell us!”

Their questions came at once, their faces pulled with anxiety. They wrapped her in their arms, pressing close. She welcomed the contact and leaned into them.

“I don’t know, guys, I don’t know. I just got here and found it like this. I didn’t even call the police. They were already here.” Fresh tears slid down her cheeks, and the girls quickly wiped them away and reached into hopelessly large shoulder bags for tissues.

Hushed with the lack of details, the women simply stood, holding onto one another.

“How can we help?”

“I don’t think there’s much they’ll let us do yet. I’m supposed to go speak with some officers.” Caroline tossed a look over her shoulder only to see the young officer fighting his way back through the crowd to her. He apparently hadn’t seen her detour and was furious to get her back on track again.

“You guys should just go home. I’ll call you later.”

“No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” The young officer was back. “You all are employees here?”

“We are. She owns the place.”

“I’m sure the officers will want to talk with you as well. Come with me, please. And don’t fall behind or walk away.” He eyes cut toward Caroline.

The officers started with the employees first: name, addresses, length of employment, criminal records, details of their last twelve hours, and current working phone numbers. Caroline was asked to wait in a car while they took this information. As she watched her friends wander off, chatting and gesturing, she wished she could go with them. She didn’t want to talk about the damage, speculate about the culprit, or confirm information. Despite her restful night’s sleep, she felt tired and weak.

When an officer finally opened the door and asked her to step inside, she was certain she’d rather not.

“Ma’am, we need to ask you some questions and want you to walk the premises to see if anything is missing. We’re interested in establishing a motive.” He held the door open and waved her toward the side door. She hesitated, and the officer actually let go of the door to offer her his hand. Did she look that pathetic? Ignoring it, she pushed herself to her feet. The sooner this was over the sooner she could make some decisions about her future.

Caroline answered the questions as best she could, but felt her mind numb over as she surveyed the full extent of the destruction. No, she didn’t know why her business had been targeted. No, she didn’t think she had any enemies. Yes, she was insured, but only to repair structural damage and soft lines; there would be no cash payout. No, nothing else seemed amiss.

In fact, the rest of the shop appeared untouched. The counter glass was intact, the rear shelving perfectly functional, the ovens and equipment completely operational.

Only her office door was ajar.

Pushing through, Caroline surveyed the room from the open door. Everything seemed to be just as she left it. Except … she hadn’t filed in days, so why was the cabinet drawer cracked open? And she hadn’t been reviewing the calendar before she left, so why was it on her desk rather than on her assistant’s desk where it could be updated hourly?

Stepping cautiously into the room and around her desk, Caroline pulled the drawer open wider. The folders had been pulled out and rearranged, but otherwise appeared intact. Fingering the labels, she found the receipts and invoices folders and pulled them out. These files were typically upfront because they were in a constant state of flux. New invoices were added daily and held until someone had a chance to update them electronically. Receipts were held in a separate file for the same reason.

But now both folders were empty.

“Wait.” Caroline said to no one in particular. “Something isn’t right.” Holding the folders in her hand, she turned to the desk and fingered the calendar. Turning to the current week, she ended up in March of the next year. Throwing down the folders, she took up the calendar and spread the pages wide, studying the center fold. Entire sections had been ripped out.

“Papers are missing. Why would someone take paperwork and calendar pages?” She dropped her hands to her thighs, disgust and curiosity tangling together inside her. One of the officers took out a notebook and began writing notes. He looked up periodically and asked questions about the missing papers. After a few minutes he flipped the book closed and shoved it back into his pocket. The other one said they’d be done with the front room in the next twenty minutes if she wanted to start making plans to open. Neither made any promises as they backed out of the room.

Open? Had they seen her front room? No, opening was not an option today. She sank into her desk chair and scanned the room. As she saw it she had two choices, close up and go home or clean up and reopen. The first option was definitely appealing. Feeling her arms sink into her sides and her head fall back against the headrest, all she wanted to do was call Malcolm, cry out her frustrations, and sink into a bubble bath. Geoffrey would make her favorite meal. Malcolm would rub her shoulders, and then maybe they would watch a mindless movie to distract her overwrought brain.

She could do that. She had no doubt she had a safe place to express her disappointment and time to consider her next move. There wouldn’t be any pressure to straighten the store, reopen, or make arrangements for her staff. Malcolm’s concern would be for her safety. Geoffrey’s would be that she eat through the stress. Sarah and Gloria would be outraged on her behalf, but not so much as to create added drama. She had that option. And the more she thought about it, the more it beckoned.

Or she could fight. She could call the insurance company, order and install new glass, replace the furniture, and clean up the mess. She could even redecorate so that the mere replacement with the same style didn’t remind her of the original pieces and the reason they no longer existed.

The idea of a new design, a new set up appealed to her, and she sat up a little straighter. She had all sorts of local contacts for repurposed and retro furniture. She could create an eclectic grouping of styles and fabrics that would put the old design to shame. It would be cheerful and bright and reflect her determination to pick up and march on.

But was that how she felt? Her shop had represented years of scraping and scratching. She’d pieced the shop together initially with her own savings. She’s spent years building relationships and contacts that rewarded her in free samples, loaners, and professional courtesies. Could she really let all that simply slip away because of what must have been a mistake? The cops hadn’t sounded hopeful that they’d locate the people responsible. She’d questioned how they knew it was more than one, and they didn’t have an answer to that either other than to speculate that the timing and amount of damage indicated multiple suspects. And she didn’t think it really mattered. Whether it was one person or ten, she still had no idea who would target her. The cops’ uncertainty didn’t give her any reassurances, but she’d never depended on anyone for support in the past anyway, so that shouldn’t prevent her from rebuilding.

When she weighed the pros and cons, there was no good reason to abandon her dream.

Getting her second wind, she resolved to rebuild. And not just rebuild, but rejuvenate the business by reinventing its image, its style, its appeal. Caroline picked up the phone and called the insurance company. Having described the events as she understood them, arranged for the police report to be faxed, and signing the claim online, she turned her attention to the more exciting aspects of her forced remodel. She began calling around the City, gathering supplies, creating the design as she went. By 10 a.m. she had ordered new glass, arranged for its installation, ordered new furniture, and scheduled a consultation with a security company.

The details nailed down, she set about straightening the cafe. She disposed of the smaller pieces and set aside the larger ones for special pickup. A demolition disposal company would collect any large pieces in the morning. As she worked, she thought about her files and the calendar. Though the destruction to the furniture was upsetting and the overall damage to the shop hurtful, the theft was puzzling.

She could replace the furniture. She could hire security and create a safe environment. She could purchase more insurance to safe-guard against future trespasses. But without her invoices and calendar to direct her in the coming weeks, she would have to rely on what had been entered into the computer. She didn’t have high hopes that this would result in many orders. They’d been swamped over the past couple of weeks and had found it difficult to update the electronic calendar and spreadsheet. Papers went into the file and back out to reference designs and recall details. Some got put back in their proper place; others were found under other papers during clean up. She couldn’t believe anyone had found time to enter data into the computer.

Blowing hair from her forehead, Caroline swiped at her brow with the sleeve of her shirt and grimaced at the dirty sweat stain the motion left behind. Standing in the door way that separated the counter space and cafe from the kitchen, the cafe looked barren and cold. She’d stacked the larger pieces to one side, bagged the smaller pieces, and swept up the glass. Still, the once warm and inviting space was marred with black scuff marks, jagged holes, and broken tiles. Slumping against the wall, she wished she had a bottle of water. Too tired to search the refrigerators, she resigned herself to rest as she waited for the lumber to arrive to board up the windows for the night.




Chapter Thirty-Nine

Caroline sighed as the last nail was driven home. Thanking the men, she offered them water and a tip. They welcomed both. Bending forward, she tried to relax her back by stretching to her toes. Raising up, she stretched her arms back over her head, and felt the muscles along the front of her body resist. Relaxing down, she scanned the cafe one more time and decided she’d done what she could do. She’d scheduled carpenters, floor repairs, and a cleaning company for the next day. If all went as planned, they’d have their work complete in time for the furniture deliveries in three days.

Gathering her purse, she stuffed the empty files folders, mutilated calendar, and the company jump drive into its folds. Perhaps she could start trying to recover some of the invoices after her bath. It was nearly 5:00 p.m. when she stepped out onto the sidewalk. It, too, had been cleaned up. Beyond the plywood, there was little evidence anything exciting had happened.

The sun, which had peeked through the clouds that morning, had lost its battle to the clouds. Dusk was fast becoming dark, but the streetlights hadn’t taken notice and were not yet illuminating the few stragglers walking to purchase last-minute items.

Caroline was halfway to the train station when she saw a shadow emerge from a darkened alley. The back of her neck prickled, and she stumbled. She forced herself to practice some relaxing breathing techniques. She quickened her pace, reminded herself that she was in a safe neighborhood, was almost at the station, and if necessary, she could defend herself.

A part of her brain that she could honestly say she didn’t like, said that walking alone on a darkening, deserted street wasn’t the most intelligent thing to do, even if the distance was only a few blocks. A braver person would have stopped and glanced around. Perhaps curiosity would have sent whoever or whatever was there scurrying away. After the day she’d had, she simply didn’t have it in her. And doing so would simply reinforce the fear that was already playing havoc with her pulse. Caroline again quickened her pace, the sound of her heels ringing loudly in her ears as they fell on the pavement.

Relief poured through her as she saw the lights of the station materialize down the street. She was still a block away, but her mind clung to the notion that she was going to make it. Surely there would be someone there, or at least an emergency phone she could use. In her hurry to leave the house that morning, she’d forgotten her cell phone.

Caroline almost didn’t see it, the move was so quick. From the corner of her eye, she saw the shadow break away from the darkness of the narrow alley. Her head instinctively turned, but the dark figure had already clamped a gloved hand over her nose and mouth, as the other strong arm snaked around her waist, imprisoning her arms and slamming her forcefully into a hard, burly body. Her feet cleared the ground, and she was hauled backwards into the alley.

Her mind raced, trying to remember the self defense training she’d had years ago. Don’t panic. Don’t struggle. Always hand over your purse and wallet. Once they get what they want, they’ll take off and leave you alone.

“Going somewhere? I asked you to join me yesterday, and you were obviously busy. You don’t appear busy now. Perhaps you’ll exercise more polite manners now that you’re less distracted.”

Caroline recognized the voice from the phone call the previous day and ignored her own advice. She began to struggle, twisting her body this way and that. Her attacker, obviously experienced, wasn’t taken off guard. He tightened his hold, and her vision began to cloud from lack of oxygen. She kicked desperately backwards, adrenaline pumping through her veins, giving her added strength. Her heel caught the man in the leg, and he dropped her, howling as he clutched his injured leg. She didn’t have time to savor his pain as she gulped air and scrambled to her feet. She didn’t make one running step before a hand fisted in her hair and viciously yanked her back.

She turned with the momentum of the pull, her arm holding a subtle bend at the elbow, arching with the turn. She felt a thud as her elbow connected with his Adam’s apple with a bony crunch. He released her hair and grabbed for his own throat. Choked, gasping sounds gave way to wheezing curses. And though he fell to his knees, a hand snaked out and caught her ankle as she made a second attempt to escape. He yanked on her foot, pulling it out from under her. She landed hard on her knees, barely getting her palms out in front of her to prevent her face from smacking the pavement.

Caroline groaned as the pavement cut through her stockings and into her knees. She turned onto her backside, and howled in protest as the move twisted the tender flesh of her knees. A slow feel of her knee caps didn’t produce the slip and slide feeling of broken bones. No longer capable of escape, she felt blood ooze from the gashes on her knees. Tears sprang to her eyes, and she felt the sinking sensation of defeat.

“You idiot,” said her attacker. “I just wanted to talk to you. This wasn’t necessary.”

Not necessary? He’d scared the hell out of her and then nearly crushed the life out of her. Was the man crazy? Perhaps he was one of those poor people who wandered the streets of the City, talking to themselves, convinced they were being told to do things by voices in their head.

“What do you want?” Caroline croaked, gathering her arms around her shins to protect her knees.

“You have a meeting to attend. It’s my job to get you there.”

Caroline looked at him in disbelief, her eyes wide. “What are you talking about? Who arranges a meeting by sending a thug to attack a woman in the street?”

“Attack you?” he said, his voice indignant. “You attacked me! I was giving you a second opportunity to follow through on your obligations, and you kicked me! So much for doing people favors. I should have torched your damn shop, grabbed you off the street, knocked you out, and delivered you hours ago.” Reggie rubbed his leg. “Now get up. My van’s down the street. Don’t try anything stupid, or I will put you under.”

Caroline was unable to move. He’d destroyed her shop. But why? She cried out, in physical pain as much as emotional. Her world seemed to be collapsing, and she was the only one who didn’t understand why or how to prevent it. Still sitting, she tried to straighten her legs and turn to her side. The twisting motion caused the cuts on her knees to burn and the wounds to reopen. Fresh blood dripped down her legs. She whimpered and retook her seat on the cold pavement.

“Don’t get all girly on me now. Let’s go.” Reggie, clearly tired of the physical abuse he’d endured, mercilessly yanked her to her feet. Caroline stumbled and fell against him, quickly righting herself to avoid having to be closer to him than was necessary. She’d rather fall on her face than take comfort in his strength.




Chapter Forty

Still nursing her wounds, Caroline hobbled into the building and leaned against the wall as the elevator rushed down to meet them. Her attacker hadn’t said anything on the ride over. He’d blindfolded her, but the ride hadn’t taken long. She didn’t know where she was, but she understood that if she saw an opportunity to get away, she could probably figure out her location pretty quickly. As the doors slid open, she pushed herself off the wall and grimaced; she could still feel the impression of the big man’s fingers on her shoulder where he’d grasped her to pull her off the ground. Brute.

He punched 15 on the control panel, and they rode in silence. The doors slid open again, and he pushed her forward, using her elbow to push her to the left. The hall stretched for several feet, ending in a glass door with the words “Dollar Tree” etched across the front. Caroline felt her stomach drop.




Chapter Forty-One

“How’s married life, Doc?” Doctor Allen had been on staff with Malcolm for almost seven years. They weren’t close by any means, but news of Malcolm’s nuptials was of interest to everyone.

Malcolm smiled. “Wonderful. Thank you.” He hadn’t even had to think about it. “I hope your family is doing well.”

“They are. Thanks. Though I presume your life is more … adventurous these days.” Dr. Allen winked as he hesitated.

This was not conversation Malcolm expected from a colleague, especially a male colleague. He wasn’t really sure what to say.

“Equal to that of any newlywed, I suppose.” Again, awkward.

“Oh, I don’t know. Seems you’ve been more successful than others. But I think that’s just how you are, considering your professional career. Why should your personal life be any different?” He chuckled and smiled as if to say, “You know what I mean.”

But really, Malcolm didn’t. And he said so.

Dr. Allen hesitated. “I, well, I saw Caroline upstairs. With Dr. Cooper. I assumed … I guessed, perhaps I shouldn’t have, that she was pregnant.”

Pregnant? No. She would have told him.

The past few weeks had been wonderful. They’d returned rested and connected. They’d hired personal assistants to make sure they didn’t get so committed elsewhere that they didn’t have time for each other. They’d had dinner together almost every evening and talked freely about what was going on. Caroline had officially changed her name, and they’d joined bank accounts.

True, they hadn’t discussed children, but for his part that was because he’d assumed they’d have plenty of time for that. Though he hadn’t taken any precautions to prevent it. And neither had she, as far he knew. So it was a possibility. But this sounded like a probability. And it wasn’t that he was getting tense about the idea. No, it was knowing she hadn’t told him.

But perhaps she was merely confirming it, before she mentioned it. Perhaps it was a surprise, and she was waiting to be sure so that she didn’t get them both excited for nothing.

Malcolm’s shoulders relaxed, and he rolled them back.

“Look, my wife is always telling me to mind my own business. I can’t tell if it’s because of my training or my upbringing, but it’s very hard for me to do. It’s none of my business, and I apologize if I’ve upset you.” Dr. Allen spoke with his hand over his heart as though he was swearing secrecy or taking an oath.

Malcolm saw his discomfort and assured him he was fine. Dr. Allen bowed slightly, all apologies, when he stepped off the elevator.

Malcolm waved away the gesture and pressed a new button. There was really only one way to resolve the question. The OBGYN suite of offices was separate from the main wing of the hospital. The OB doctors had argued, en masse, at a hospital budgeting meeting years ago that the privacy of their patients, the health of newborns, and the stress of pregnancy and birth necessitated a more secluded existence. Considering the money in birthing, the hospital hadn’t fought back very hard.

Malcolm wound his way through the corridors until he came to the suite. The newborns themselves, when not with their mothers, were not in this wing, but were connected to the ward on the other end. There was no access to them without first passing through several security checks. He didn’t need to go that far. He passed through the first set of outer doors, and, after speaking with the receptionist and showing his ID, was permitted through the second set of doors to find Dr. Cooper’s assistant.

As he turned right, then left, then right again and didn’t feel he was getting any closer to civilization, he wished he’d taken the map the receptionist had offered. He was about to turn around, or he hoped he’d be turned back around, when he was stopped in his tracks.

“Congratulations, doctor. A baby is such a blessing.” From one of the rooms, came a smiling woman in a nurse’s uniform. She was carrying a plastic tub with diapers, wipes, and those ubiquitous striped hospital baby blankets in it. He recognized her as Dr. Cooper’s nurse, Susan.

Confirmation number two. He wasn’t sure he needed the third, but he’d come this far. He greeted her salutation with a wave of his hand and a small smile as if to say “Sure, thanks.” He hoped it gave the impression that he was dazed from the news and not ready for questions. Which of course he was and wasn’t.

“Is Dr. Cooper around?” He couldn’t get a greeting to come out. The less he said, the less he had to struggle with things like breathing.

“Of course, follow me. This place is such a maze.” She turned on her heel and left him to follow. Following far enough behind to make small talk difficult, Malcolm kept his head down and eyes on the floor. He was grateful when she didn’t attempted conversation and instead was quiet until they came to a solid brown door a good three minutes of walking later.

“Here we are. His last patient was a half hour ago, so he’s probably working on some paperwork. Just knock on that door over there.” She led him through the waiting room and pointed to a door on the far side of the room. She let herself back out.

Malcolm stood in the silent room as he waited for the outer office door to close. The room was the same shades of dull and boring as most of the hospital, but there were some touches not seen elsewhere, too. There were flowers in the window, framed pictures of babies on the walls, and motivational quotes about strength and perseverance. Not having been pregnant or a parent, Malcolm wasn’t sure how well these went over, but he could imagine some eye rolling.

“Susan? Could you find that folder?” Dr. Gordon Cooper had pushed through his office door with his shoulder, flipping through a folder.

“Hey, Malcolm! I’m sorry I assumed you were Susan coming back from rounds.” He shoved the folder he was holding under his armpit and took Malcolm’s hand with both of his. “Congratulations, Dad! How does it feel?” Malcolm smiled, but couldn’t manage a verbal response. “Overwhelming, isn’t it?” Gordon interpreted his silence accurately, but for the wrong reason. “I know. I have four, and though almost every aspect of pregnancy, birthing, and rearing gets easier, finding out is always the same.” He chuckled and continued shaking Malcolm’s hand.

Confirmation number three.

“Sorry, I’m going on and on. You must be here for Caroline’s copies. She’d asked for copies of everything when she left, and I went and forgot to get them together before she checked out. Said she was thinking of creating a scrapbook. My wife would be so jealous. You know, when we started having kids, people just didn’t think about those things. You hoped you fed them right and they didn’t bite too many strangers.” He laughed, obviously remembering his own introduction to parenthood. Shaking his head, he continued. “Let me get them for you. They’re on Susan’s desk. We were just going to mail them to save her another trip. We’ll check on her by phone in a couple of weeks. Otherwise we won’t see her again for a month or so.”

Gordon flipped through some envelopes in Susan’s outgoing mail tray. “Here we are. She can let us know if there is anything else she’d like. Such a cute idea.”

She’d thought about a scrapbook, but not about him?

“Of course.” Malcolm managed the words with some effort. He grasped the manila envelope and nearly ran out the door. It didn’t make sense, but the room seemed to have lost oxygen in the past ten minutes.

Malcolm had no idea how to get out of the suites, so he collapsed onto one of the many upholstered mini couches outside each office door up and down the hallway. They only had plastic benches in his wing, he mused, as he sank into the cushions. Eying the envelope he pried the clasps back and peered inside. There were several sheets of paper, and he took the one off the top. He supposed he should feel a little guilty about looking through Caroline’s papers, but he quickly squelched the mental protest, arguing that her child was half his child.

He took in the personal information at the top of the form and then read the chart below. Nearly crumpling the paper in his hand in disbelief, he threw himself off the couch and took off down the hall. If it didn’t lead to an exit soon, he’d make his own.




Chapter Forty-Two

Through the door Caroline could see a receptionist at a desk, her face buried in a book propped up in front of her. She glanced up nonchalantly when they entered and then down to her book only to raise her eyes again in alarm.

“Reggie, his direction was to bring her in for a meeting, not put her through a shredder.” The woman gave him a reproachful look and raised her ample frame from her chair. She waddled around the desk, making soothing sounds as she took Caroline’s arm and led her to a chair.

“You poor dear. Let me get you some water.”

She hustled away and was back momentarily with a cup of water and a damp cloth. “We’re not set up here for first aid, though with some of the ‘help’ he’s hired we ought to be.” She glared at the man called Reggie again. “This is all I could find in the kitchen.”

He shrugged. “Tell him I’ll stop by tomorrow for my check.” He left without a backward glance.

Caroline drank the water with shaking hands. Handing the cup back with a small but grateful smile, she hesitated to take the cloth. She had a very low pain threshold and didn’t relish the sting that would accompany the compression of the cool wetness against her broken skin.

The woman noted her hesitation and smiled encouragingly. “I’ll just leave it here in case you change your mind. In the meantime, I’ll let Ronnie know you’re here.” She gathered her girth around her and heaved off the chair. Stepping through a door behind her desk, she knocked and entered without waiting for permission. She spoke softly and then returned. “He’ll be right with you, dear.”

She said it as if Caroline had arrived on her own accord for a meeting she’d set up voluntarily.

She knew the company. And though she’d researched them and chosen them deliberately, she didn’t understand why she was here. Or why it was necessary to bring her here under the conditions she’d endured. Without access to her inheritance, she’d had little choice but to borrow the funds she needed to expand the shop. She’d wavered back and forth between the virtues of a legitimate bank loan versus the ease of the private loan, but her mother’s antics hadn’t left her any real choice. If she applied for a bank loan, her mother would know immediately. She’d kept tabs on Caroline’s financial dealings for years, making sure, she said, that Caroline wasn’t embezzling what rightly belonged to the rest of the family. If Caroline had sought a legitimate loan, she’d have had to put the trust’s contents up as collateral. She didn’t have anything else of value on her own to use.

But she wasn’t late on her payments. And she had every intention of following through. This abrupt and violent call to a meeting was uncalled for. Caroline squared her shoulders and straightened her suit as best she could. She knew she looked as bad as she felt, but with the muscle gone, she no longer felt her life was in imminent danger. She began to regain some of her composure, even if she couldn’t make her wardrobe reflect her renewed strength.

The door behind the receptionist’s desk opened, and a stocky man appeared. He didn’t look like a mobster. He was average height with dull brown hair. His button down shirt was open at the collar but was tucked neatly into dress slacks. A little rumpled around the edges perhaps, but it was getting toward the end of the business day. He gazed at Caroline sympathetically and gestured for her to follow him. As she walked past him, Caroline nearly gagged at the strength of his cologne. She couldn’t place the smell but was certain that a reading of the ingredients would place rubbing alcohol right near the top. He motioned for her to take one of the two visitors’ seats across from his desk as he went to the wet bar and poured two glasses of water. Placing both glasses on the table next to Caroline, he pulled the other chair up and around to face hers. They were practically knee to knee.

“Let me apologize for my associate. He can be a little … overzealous in his tasks. Can I get you anything?”

Caroline shook her head. Though she hoped to present a confident facade, the mention of his associate’s “overzealous” nature forced her to relive the day. Her shoulders shook, and she closed her eyes to gather strength. This man didn’t care what his thug had done. He was probably the one who told him to do it. He wanted something. Best to find out what it was and leave as soon as possible.

“What do you want?”

“It’s interesting that you should have to ask that question. I would have thought that was obvious by now, if not by my associate’s explanation, then at least by the sign on the outer door.”

Caroline understood what her obligation was. Dollar Tree was a loansharking business that asked few questions and charged exorbitant interest rates. Borrowing from them hadn’t been her first choice, but when she realized she was stuck between owning a business that was losing customers by not expanding and having to ingratiate herself to her mother, she would have chosen the brutal road offered by Dollar Tree any day of the week.

And though her first payment wasn’t due for another two weeks, apparently Dollar Tree was anxious to remind her of her obligations. Perhaps they thought she didn’t have the money to cover it.

Caroline eased her weight back deeper into the chair, hoping to ease some of the pressure off her knees and also to put some space between her and the smelly man. Perhaps it was occupational preference not too get too far away from your meal ticket. Regardless, he clearly didn’t understand the concept of personal space. It was getting late, and she knew Malcolm would be either home soon or calling to say he’d be a little late if he was with a patient. Either way, she wanted to be cleaned up and ready.

“Ms. Mathers, I’m Ronnie Green.” Caroline eyed him warily. She didn’t care what his name was. She wanted to go home.

“You owe us quite a large sum of money, Ms. Mathers.”

Caroline winced and licked her lips. “I know. The first payment is due in two weeks.” There was no point in denying that truth. She wasn’t prepared to bend too far over to keep this relationship pleasant, but she could give him that. He did appear to control the ape that had attacked her―she wasn’t interested in having him call the primate back from wherever he’d disappeared.

“And will you be able to make the required payment?”

Caroline swallowed. She’d intended to.

“Well, I had planned on it. But there was some damage to my property last night. I may have had to use some of your payment to repair some essential equipment. After all, without my business, there is no way to make money to make the payments.”

“I see. So the answer is ‘No’?” He rested his elbows on the gleaming chrome armrests and steepled his fingers. His lower lip rested on the points of his fingertips. “Ms. Mathers, I, too, am a business person. I’m not a violent man. I lend money for a fee and await payment. When payments are on time, I’m happy, and my boss is happy. When payments are late … well, that’s a little stressful.”

“My payment isn’t late. And if it is, you have only yourself to blame.” Her shaky nerves didn’t match her raised, defiant chin.

Mr. Green raised a brow. “Normally, I believe in giving clients the benefit of the doubt. Most people are honest and try to pay me back as soon as possible, but my boss doesn’t see things the way I do. He gets a little uptight regarding the rate of return on our investments. As a result, I’ve had to increase my level of concern and adjust my incentives accordingly. Still, my boss doesn’t feel I’ve been doing enough. This is where you come in.” He paused to drink a sip of water. Placing the glass back down carefully on the glass and chrome table top, he replaced his fingers under his lip. She imagined he thought the look made him pensive, thoughtful. She was going to be sick.

“My boss called a couple of days ago, concerned about the books. He insisted I make an example of someone. Unfortunately, you are that someone.”

Caroline was certain she didn’t like the sound of that. In the movies she’d seen “examples” get their fingers removed, their legs broken, or worse. Eyes wide, she racked her brain for a decent argument against her prescribed fate.

“But my payment isn’t due for two weeks! The store will reopen in three days. That leaves plenty of time to get it together.” Even as she pleaded her case, there was a buzzing sound in her ears, and the room seemed to lose oxygen. She felt faint.

“Perhaps. But let’s not split hairs. Let me make you an offer. If you can make your payment on time, I’d have no reason to use you as an example. Instead, I could call my man back and report that the mere threat was enough to make you see the light.”

“Threats and property damage, you mean.”

“You’re splitting hairs again, my dear. Do we have a deal?”

“Of course.” Caroline wasn’t sure where her bravado was coming from. The darkness that had encroached on her vision and ability to breathe was fading. Perhaps the lightheaded feeling of relief was giving her confidence. Either way, she felt it best to agree so that she could leave before it got her into trouble. She stood to leave.

“Not so fast. I’m glad you can see I’m a civilized man. Do you mind if I ask how you’re going to get the money?”

Caroline frowned. She would have thought that was obvious. “I own a business, remember?”

“Ah, yes. But you’re missing some vital information, aren’t you? How do you propose to overcome that and still stay on top of the numbers?” His stare told her he knew damn well she was missing something. Without her invoices, she was scrambling in the dark.

She raised her chin. “I’ll manage. I have a good memory and a good staff. We’ll make it work.”

“I hope you do. Really, I do. Because if you don’t, I’ll use them to find your customers and your customers’ friends and their friends until I get what’s owed to me. Do we understand each other?” His voice had grown hard. He brandished a stack of papers in front of her and then threw them on his desk when she reached to snatch them from his hand.

“If you’re so anxious to get paid and keep your boss off your back, why would you take them? You’re making it more unlikely you’ll get paid.” Caroline growled in frustration.

“You think so? I see it as insurance. You have other ways of paying if the shop fails, don’t you?” He sneered at her as he casually sat back and crossed an ankle over his knee. It took Caroline a second to realize he hadn’t asked a question—he’d made a statement.

“You think my mother is going to rush to my rescue?” Caroline threw her head back and laughed derisively. “You obviously haven’t completed all your homework. She wouldn’t give you a penny to save me. You’re wasting your time. Give me the invoices, and you’ll get your money on time.”

His eyes twinkled. “I wasn’t thinking of your mother. Clearly, she’s a bitch.” He reached into his pants pocket and slipped out a slim cigar case. Shaking the cigar loose from its casing, he slid it into his mouth and sucked it to the side. He continued to hold her gaze. “No, you have other options and even more riding on this than you know.” He stood swiftly and rounded his desk, putting it between them. “Get me my money on time, or you’ll lose everything.” Leaning so far across the desk that his face nearly cleared the other side, he eyed her ring finger and then her stomach. “And I mean everything.”

Caroline had risen when he’d stood. She sank back into her seat.

“Please, don’t sit on my account. Have a peaceful evening, Ms. Mathers. I’m sure your husband is anxious to hear your happy news.”




Chapter Forty-Three

“Caroline?” Malcolm slammed through the front door, calling her name as he entered.

Silence greeted him.

He walked straight through the living room and out onto the patio. Following the patio walkway to the left, he entered the house through the bedroom. “Caroline?” More silence. He stuck his head into the bathroom and then back through the living to the kitchen. Not a sign that she’d been home since she left this morning.

That was not what he expected. He could count on one hand the number of time he’d beaten her home. He checked his phone. No messages. He clicked through the screens and dialed her number. He heard the ringtone blast from the kitchen. Puzzled, he circled through the living room and back into the kitchen. Her phone lay vibrating on the counter next to the bananas she’d raided on her way out the door. She must have forgotten her phone in her rush to get out of the door. A long shower had had them both running late.

After some thought, he was more displeased. She shouldn’t be out late without her cell phone.

He dialed the shop. No answer.

Circling the island he pulled the landline hand-held off the wall. The small screen indicated a missed call, but the caller hadn’t left a message. If it had been Caroline, he’d be surprised. She knew he had his cell nearby day and night in case he got a call from the hospital.

Taking a few deep breaths, he paced the kitchen a few times and then returned to the living room, sinking heavily onto the couch telling himself she was a grown woman in a City she’d grown up in. She had friends and family and acquaintances all over the City. She was fine. And perhaps she was. But he definitely was not.

He’d wait ten minutes and then call Sarah. If Sarah hadn’t seen or heard from her, then he’d panic.

Five minutes in, he couldn’t stand it any longer. Picking up his cell, he was clicking through the screens to get to his contacts when the doorbell rang.

Finally! He threw down the phone and raced to the door.

“Caroline, why are you ringing the doorbell? Did you forget your keys, too?”

Flinging open the door, emotions crowded his head. He was still seething over her deception, but he was deliriously happy that she was at the door after his brain had concocted any number of gruesome scenarios to explain why she wasn’t home.

Malcolm stared. Elsy. Fuck. What the hell was she doing here? He didn’t want to deal with this now. And he sure as hell didn’t want Caroline to see her when she got home.

“Elsy. Why are you—” His voice trailed off as Elsy slipped by him and into the house.

“Oh, Malcolm, thank you for seeing me. You were always such a great friend.” She scanned the room. She turned back to him and pulled him in after her. The door shut firmly behind him.

“We have got to talk. I just can’t stand it any longer.” She held his hands in hers and pulled him into her personal space. She peered up at him with tears pooled in big round eyes.

Despite his better judgment, Malcolm felt his shoulders slump. If he just listened, perhaps he could help her solve her problem and get her out before Caroline got home. He’d still have to figure out how to get rid of her long term, but one problem at a time.

“You’re not supposed to be here. Tell me how I can help, quickly, so that you can leave. And dare I say never come back?”

Elsy pouted. “Oh, dear, you can’t help me. It’s how I can help you.” She raised his hand to her face and pressed her check into his palm. “I just feel so badly that she was able to sucker you in so deeply that you married her. God, how you must be suffering. You deserve better, darling. Let me help you.”

Malcolm’s brow furrowed. “Elsy, what are you talking about? I’ve never been happier.” He checked himself. “Well, until today.”

“You see? It’s starting to unravel, isn’t it? The lies, the deceit, the secrets. Girls like her are so arrogant to think they can keep it all together forever.” She made a cooing sound and pressed a kiss into his palm. “But you don’t need to worry. I have all the details, and together we can get through this. You’ll see.”

She dropped his hands and looked around the room. “How about a drink?” She spotted the wet bar and headed toward it. Malcolm caught hold of her arm and stopped her.

“Elsy, I don’t think this is a good idea. Caroline and I need to talk, as all couples do, but that doesn’t concern you. And if I need comfort, I’ll seek it from my wife.”

She turned on him. “Will you? And are you so certain it’s you she wants? And not your money? Or what you can give her?” She placed her hands on her hips and dared him to doubt her.

“This is old news, Elsy. Caroline has as much money as I do. There is nothing she can’t get for herself. And really, after our relationship, I’m not sure you’re one to talk about other people’s motives.” He folded his arms over his chest and returned her hard look.

“She doesn’t have access to that money though, does she? So if she got into a little financial bind, where would she go? Ever talk to her about her business?” Elsy asked the questions with a sneer on her face. She was baiting him, but he didn’t know where she was headed.

“I don’t need to, Elsy. I trust her.”

“Do you? But you learned today that no news isn’t necessarily good news, didn’t you?” The smug look on her face told him she’d hoped to shock him. “You don’t know your wife as well as you think you do.”

“What are you talking about, Elsy?”

“You know, I’d like to think there’s a certain bond between women, but your wife really makes that tough.”

“That’s a bit dramatic, don’t you think?”

“No, I don’t.” Elsy stepped to him, pressing her chest against his. She tugged at his tie, pouting her lips, and clucking softly. “You know how I feel about you.” She batted her eyelashes, and Malcolm felt sick. She peered up at him coyly. “You can only imagine what else she’s hiding. Want to know what I saw?” She sang the words, obviously trying to goad him.

“Why are you doing this, Elsy?”

Elsy huffed and rolled her eyes as though she was tired of explaining the obvious. “To protect you, silly. You know I would never let anyone hurt you.” She appeared hurt by his thoughtlessness. “Once I knew she had been deceitful about her money, I knew she was capable of anything. I was thinking of you, darling.” She purred the last sentence, pressing closer and laying her head on his shoulder.

“I doubt that very much. Say what you need to say and then go, Elsy. I have things I need to do.”

Elsy planted both palms against his chest and pushed off, stepping back and crossing her arms under her breasts. He supposed she intended him to be distracted by the increased cleavage. He felt nothing.

“You were never ungrateful before.” She shrugged and turned away, looking back over her shoulder slyly. “Maybe I’ll just keep it to myself. You can find out later or perhaps never.”

“Am I supposed to beg here?” Malcolm glanced at his watch again. He didn’t know what “it” was, but he was tired of playing along. Caroline should have been home a long time ago. Where was she? Why wasn’t she calling? As if on cue, Malcolm heard a faint ring and scanned the living room. Shit, where had he thrown the phone?

From across the room Elsy asked “Is that her? Ask her if she’s feeling all right.” Malcolm stopped lifting pillows off the couch and turned to stare at her.

“Why would I need to do that? What did you do?”

“Me?” Elsy’s tone was indignant. “Sweetie, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I don’t have to do anything. She’s a mess all of her own making.” She winked at him. “Ask her.”

But the phone had stopped ringing.

“Elsy, if you’ve done anything—”

“What?” She spun on her heel to face him, her face suddenly flushed. “Why are you so attached to her?”

“She’s my wife, Elsy.”

“She’s a liar. A sneak. She doesn’t deserve your devotion, your loyalty. My friend? The one I told you about meeting the night you left me on the street?” Her voice rose in question, as though they had many conversations about this friend and he should recall them and take her words to heart. “He says she owes the company he works for a lot of money. He said he needs to get in touch with Caroline, but she’s been avoiding him.”

“I doubt that.” Caroline was a respected businesswoman. She wouldn’t have difficulty getting a legitimate loan. And if she did, she had him to fall back on. “She knows she can tell me anything.”

“Does she?” One of Elsy’s eyebrows rose to her hairline. “In a very short period of time she’s already started a pretty impressive pattern of lies—even if only by omission. And that does not bode well for a happy marriage, dear. You’re better off cutting your losses now.”

Malcolm didn’t trust this woman as far as he could throw her. He certainly was pissed about having to hear about their pregnancy from acquaintances, but if what Elsy was saying was true, he’d have to admit that his wife had really pulled the wool over his eyes. Still, until today, he’d never had a reason to doubt Caroline’s dedication to their marriage. If he took his vows seriously, he’d have to give her the benefit of the doubt before passing judgment on her actions. He stood with his hands on his hips, eyes squinted at the ceiling trying to understand what Elsy thought she could really get from him. He must have looked upset.

“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry. I didn’t want our reunion to go this way. But you have got to see what she’s doing to you before it’s too late.” Elsy closed the distance between them quickly and pushed herself into his chest, wrapping his arms around her back. She snuggled into him, pulling him closer. She tapped her finger over his heart. “I knew that once you realize the depth of her betrayal, she would disappear as quickly as she appeared, and we could try us again.” She rubbed her cheek against his chest and squeezed his waist. “It will be better this time. I promise.”

Malcolm did not hear the key turn in the door.

A sniffle from the door surprised them, and they sprang apart.

They both turned toward the open door.

“I guess this would explain why you haven’t answered my calls.” Caroline stood in the doorway, looking thoroughly beat. Malcolm gaped at her. Her hair was matted, and her face was streaked with dirt and dried tears. Her clothes were stained, and a shoulder seam was torn open. Her legs were crusted with dried blood. The way she leaned against the doorjamb led him to believe something was wrong with the heel on one of her shoes.

****

“I should have known after the way you behaved the first time that you wouldn’t be able to let go of her.” Caroline shook her head. The day weighed heavily on her shoulders, and the scene in front of her simply capped it all off. “You promised.” She shook her head, her shoulders slack and her eyes wide with sadness and disappointment. “Of all the things to have taken on a leap of faith.” With agony and indecision etched across her face, her voice was low and forced. Backing out of the door, she let it close softly behind her. Would he come after her? She wasn’t sure if she wanted him to or not. She didn’t know what else to say. Could she walk away from him? Did she have a choice? She had a terrible feeling she would yearn for him for the rest of her life. Every man she met would be compared to Malcolm and be found wanting.

Their penthouse apartment opened up into a small landing. Directly across from their door was the penthouse with the eastern views. In between on the right was the elevator, and opposite it were the fire stairs. The last thing she needed was to be cooped up inside a box. She pushed the doors open to the stairs and stepped inside. Walking stiffly to avoid reopening the gashes on her knees, it seemed to take forever to descend the twenty-three flights. Breathing only a little heavily as she exited the stairwell, she pushed through and into the lobby. It was deserted. It was just as well—she couldn’t think of anyone she’d like to see at the moment.

Pushing through the lobby doors, she thought about hailing a cab but turned away instead, and headed south, walking to nowhere in particular.




Chapter Forty-Four

“Fuck!” Malcolm stalked to the couch to get his phone. After some searching, he found it under the chair that sat across from the couch. In his hurry to get to the door, he’d tossed the phone. It must have bounced off the leather topped coffee table and onto the floor. Under the chair, and distracted by Elsy, he hadn’t heard it. Tapping the screen, the message center showed two missed calls. Each one was a different local number. Caroline had stopped twice on the way home and used payphones to call him. Turning back toward the entrance way, he stopped suddenly and stared at Elsy.

“Ask her how she feels, huh? Did you have anything to do with this?”

Elsy merely returned his stare. “So help me, Elsy, if I find out—”

“Don’t you dare threaten me!” Esley spat the words, her face red and twisted around the mouth.

“Elsy, get out.” Passing by her, Malcolm pulled her by the arm toward the door. She dug her heels in.

“No way! You owe me this. I’m not leaving until you choose me.”

Stopped in his tracks, Malcolm rounded on her and stared in disbelief. “Choose you? Elsy, I’ve already chosen. And I need to follow through with this. I want to follow through with this. You and I are over. We have been over for months. Why are you doing this?”

Tears sprang to Elsy’s eyes, and Malcolm cursed again. “It isn’t fair!” She screamed. Her face was red, and her hands were clenched into fists at her side. She raged on. “I found you. I trained you. You owe me. You have to divorce her and marry me! I should get the reward, not her. Not anybody. Me!”

Malcolm was stunned. “Elsy, listen to yourself. You don’t want to marry me. You can’t stand me. You said so yourself. I spend too much time at the office and not enough with you. I spend too much money on charities and not enough on you. You tried to convince me to see your way of living, but nothing has changed. I’m not the man you want me to be. I never will be.” Malcolm found himself pleading with her. As he tried to reason with her, his love was hobbling around in the dark again. What the hell had happened to her? Where was she going? What would she do?

“No, no, you need to give us another chance. We’ll create a budget, so you can do whatever you want with your part and I can do whatever I want with mine. We’ll schedule date nights. I won’t accept no for an answer. I’m not leaving.” Elsy placed her fists on her hips and widened her stance as though preparing to take a stand against an attack.

Malcolm shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I don’t have time for this right now. I’m going to leave, and I will have someone come up and help you get home.” Without another word, Malcolm pulled open the door and slammed through the fire door. He could smell Caroline’s perfume. It spurred him to move faster.

He stopped at the security desk on his way out the door.

Pushing through the lobby doors, he turned left as Caroline had. Running down the street, he tried to think of where she could have been going. He pulled out his cell and clicked through the screens to the texting tool. To Denzel he typed: Are you guys in the City tonight? Almost immediately there was a response: On our way. Ballet at 8pm. Speed demon is driving. Be there in no time. What’s up?

Malcolm shoved the phone back into his pocket. If Gloria wasn’t in town, there was only one other place Caroline would go looking as she did. He ran off the curb and into the street, hailing a cab. Shouting the address as the adrenaline pumped through his veins, he slumped heavily into the seat, willing the traffic to part.

Scrolling through his contacts he found Sarah’s number. He pressed “send” with unnecessary vigor, cursing when the phone did nothing. Holding the phone to his forehead, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath, praying for calm and tried again.

“Hello?”

“Sarah. It’s Malcolm. Have you spoken with Caroline? Is she with you?” He tried to keep his tone even, but the nature of the questions attested to the urgency he was feeling.

“No. Why? What’s happened?”

Fuck. If she wasn’t at the shop or with Gloria, and she hadn’t contacted Sarah, Malcolm was hard pressed to say where he should search next.

“Malcolm? You there? What’s going on?”

“Nothing. Everything. Look, she’s—” A vibration interrupted his train of thought. Malcolm pulled the phone away from his face to see the call screen. It showed a City prefix, but he didn’t recognize the number.

“Sarah? Let me call you back.”

“What? No! Wait—”

Malcolm clicked over, ignoring her protest. If Caroline was calling, especially from another payphone, he didn’t want to miss it.

“Hello?” He hadn’t intended to bark, but he was losing what little patience and cool he had left.

“Dr. Fowlkes?”

Oh, God. She’s hurt. Someone’s found her. Malcolm couldn’t find words. He swallowed and tried again, but his mouth merely opened and closed like that of a gasping fish.

“You there? This is Clive Hawthorne. I’m the attorney—”

“I know who you are. Have you spoken with Caroline?” Knowing it wasn’t the police or paramedics eased the pressure on his chest, but raised an entirely different set of questions. How did her father’s attorney fit into this?

And he knew the answer before he finished the thought.

“I won’t agree to a divorce. Not now, not ever.” Damn her! Did she really have so little faith in him, in them, that she couldn’t even bother to talk with him first?

Malcolm rapped his knuckles on the divider, signaling the cabbie.

“Pull over.”

“But we’re not—”

“Pull over!” He couldn’t think with the lights zipping by. He needed peace to calm down. If he was in her shoes, what would he do? She was pregnant. So seeing Elsy in their home, especially after the day it looked like she’d had, must have sent her right over the edge.

“Divorce?” The attorney spoke quizzically in his ear, confused. “No, I’m not calling about divorce. I need you to come to my office to provide a signature. I understand it’s late and this is very short notice, but it’s quite urgent, if you don’t mind.”

“Is Caroline with you? What is this about?”

“Yes, she’s here. And I’ll be happy to explain when you arrive. Would you like to speak with Caroline?”

“She’s safe?”

“Quite. A bit frazzled, but otherwise fine. She has her father’s constitution.” He said it wryly as though it explained everything.

Now that he knew where, and to a lesser degree how she was, Malcolm breathed a little easier. And suddenly had no idea what to say to her.

“Where is your office?”

Malcolm relayed the address to the cabbie and sat back, slouched into the vinyl bench. A moment of truth was imminent, and he felt confident in his position and yet desperately sad at the prospect of losing everything.

Could she say anything that would convince him that she loved him simply for who he was, not what he could give her?




Chapter Forty-Five

Caroline watched Malcolm emerge from the cab from Hawthorne’s office window. Even from this distance she could see the grim set of his mouth, the tension in his spine. She clutched her hands together in front of herself and willed herself not to shiver. Yes, the next few minutes could make or break her marriage, but she was prepared to do what she could to save it. She knew she owed Malcolm a lot more than an explanation. She hoped he would allow her to make it up to him.

A quiet knock at the door interrupted her thoughts, and she stiffened involuntarily. Hawthorne’s secretary announced Malcolm’s arrival, but she didn’t turn toward the door. She couldn’t. I’m such a coward.

She heard Hawthorne greet Malcolm and offer him a beverage. He refused. The carry of Malcolm’s voice told her he was looking at her back. She raised her chin, but still couldn’t turn around. This was a mistake. I should have found some other way of handling it.

“Dr. Fowlkes, if I could direct your attention to the documents on the table? This won’t take but a few minutes of your time.” Caroline heard them cross the carpet to her side of the room.

“This document merely requires your signature to release to Caroline monies from her father’s estate. You will owe nothing. It was bequeathed to her, but the will does stipulate that if she is married at the time of the request, her husband’s signature is required.”

“Why does Caroline need money?”

Hawthorne’s eyebrows rose, and he looked over the rim of his glasses to Caroline’s back. “Perhaps I ought to leave you two alone for a few moments.”

Caroline turned at that. She wasn’t sure that was a good idea. But before she could say so, Malcolm nodded and thanked him. She watched Hawthorne pick up his calendar from his desk and head toward the door. He stopped in front of it, his hand on the knob and said over his shoulder, “Simply knock when you’re ready.” He exited without looking at either of them.

Caroline drew in a deep breath. Here we go.

“What the hell is going on, Caroline?” Malcolm’s voice was quiet, intense. He’d shoved his fists into his pockets and regarded her almost hostilely.

“It’s nothing. If you’ll sign, we can talk later.”

A white line appeared around the shape of his lips as he compressed them. “We’ll talk now. Tell me what happened today.” Malcolm rounded the table and stood in front of one of the windows. The move closed the space between them ever so slightly.

“What do you mean?” Caroline was deliberately obtuse.

“Caroline!” Malcolm turned from the window and growled. “I am losing patience. I want to know what is happening to us and why. I understand we may not have come together in the traditional way, but I thought we’d reached a level of respect and love that many people never do.” He took a deep breath and closed his eyes briefly. When he reopened them, he simply stared at her.

Caroline took a deep breath.

“The shop was vandalized last night. He broke out the all the glass, destroyed all the furniture, and stole my invoices and calendar.” She made the statement matter-of-factly, no emotion in her voice. Malcolm took a step toward her, but before he could say anything, Caroline held up her hand to keep him where he was as much to keep him from interrupting. If she didn’t get the whole story out now, it might not come out.

He stepped back, a scowl on his face, and his arms crossed angrily over his chest.

“The police were at the shop when I got there this morning. I—”

“Why the hell didn’t you call me?” Malcolm burst out angrily.

“I didn’t want you to worry!” Caroline yelled back. “Malcolm, you’d have dropped whatever you were doing and come right over. You’d have smothered me with attention and then solved the problem. I love and appreciate that about you, but you would have started cleaning it up and insulating me from everything before I even got a chance to survey the damage.”

“What the fuck is wrong with wanting to comfort and to protect my wife?” Malcolm’s voice was hard. His lips were pulled tight, and his fists were clenched. The tension in his body seemed to challenge her to question his interpretation of their wedding vows.

Caroline softened her voice. “Nothing, Malcolm, nothing. But I got myself into this mess. And it means a lot to me to be able to put some of the pieces back together myself. So once I decided I just needed to get focused and stop whining about my bad luck, I threw myself into getting things put back together. I didn’t stop for a minute to think about anything until almost 5:00.”

Malcolm fumed silently and then asked, “What did the cops say?”

“Nothing. But they didn’t need to. He came back.”

“What? Caroline, are you crazy? Why did you stay there? Did he do this to you? How—”

“If you’ll stop interrupting, I’ll tell you.”

Malcolm began pacing in front of the window.

“He attacked me in an alley on the way to subway station.” She said it like it was an everyday occurrence. No big deal. Just one of those things.

Malcolm stopped pacing, his shoulders sagging. He stepped toward her and held out his arms. “Caroline. To hell with the shop. Why didn’t you…? Baby, are you all right?”

Caroline choked at the sight of him. Despite how much she’d hurt him, he wanted to hold her, to soothe her. And though she was desperate to be in his arms, she held up her hands again to ward him off. His face showed the hurt of her rejection, but she hoped it was only temporary. She had to finish.

“He works for a company named Dollar Tree. It’s a private loan company. Apparently, his boss wanted to see me.”

Malcolm’s brows rose. “A loanshark?” Elsy had been right. He felt a little deflated at the news. Was she also right that he should cut his losses before it was too late?

Caroline nodded. “It was before I met you,” she said defensively. “It was fairly obvious that I needed to expand the shop, or I was going to lose my edge. I was having to turn down too much business because we didn’t have the space or the manpower. I needed to hire more bodies, but there was nowhere for them to work. I needed more counter, phone, and computer assistants, but there was no space.”

“So you turned to them? What about Sarah? Gloria? A bank loan?”

Caroline rolled her eyes. “Of course I thought of those things. But you know Sarah won’t take her inheritance until everyone gets it. And Gloria would do anything for me, but I didn’t want to use that to get money from her. Even the thought of it made me feel dirty.”

“And the bank?”

“I would never qualify. I have no income with the exception of the shop. My wealth is tied to the trust. In order to qualify for the loan, I’d have to make it available in the event I didn’t make the payments. Mother would make sure that would never happen.”

Malcolm nodded. “So what happened?”

“I was taken to the Dollar Tree office where the manager proceeded to threaten you and … the baby … if I didn’t pay on time.” Caroline just barely breathed the words. If he hadn’t figured out she was pregnant, he knew now. But as she watched for his reaction, he didn’t flinch, didn’t so much as blink.

He regarded her quietly. “We will discuss that issue separately. But please don’t read my disinterest as forgiveness or even understanding of what you’ve held back from me.” When he spoke the iciness was arctic, and she shivered.

“Now, what do we owe this man, and how do we get it to him quickly? I don’t want this at our doorstep any longer. I can have whatever we owe wired to the man inside an hour. I need to know you and our baby are safe.” He reached for his phone.

Caroline smiled and shook her head. Tears crept into her eyes. She tilted her head back to look at the ceiling, trying to keep the tears from running down her face. When she finally made eye contact, she could see he was waiting for her. Again. They’d played this game before when he’d asked about her family. He’d patiently listened and hadn’t judged her afterward. In fact, he’d asked to be able to actively support her during her quarterly meetings. And here he was again, assuming her problems were his problems. He hadn’t criticized her decision. He only wanted to help clean it up and make them safe. Why was she such an ass?

She cleared her throat. “It’s okay. I called Hawthorne as soon as I left—”

“But you didn’t call me?” Malcolm’s voice was raw with pain.

“I was trying to protect you! You didn’t deserve to be a part of this. He had no right to even mention you. I had two weeks until the first payment was due. He was jumping the gun, and when he brought my family into it, he made a mistake.” Caroline’s eyes were flashing with anger. She remembered how she’d been floored by the notion that he would have Malcolm hurt if she didn’t pay. She’d cried in the elevator and stood numbly on the street. As she had stood, the sadness had turned to anger and the anger into action.

“I didn’t know what Hawthorne could do, but he’s charged with my safety, and if you’re not safe then I’m not safe.” Caroline was practically yelling, but she didn’t care. She’d fucked up; she knew that. But she was trying to fix it the best she could. If she could save his life and protect their child, what happened to her was of little consequence. She could accept that knowing she was the cause of the problem.

Caroline hadn’t been quite this calm when Hawthorne had informed her of the slush fund. Had she known about it beforehand, she might have had an alternative to Dollar Tree to begin with. But that was water under the bridge. Now she needed to save her marriage.

“Malcolm, I’m sorry I kept this from you. I really am. I was involved in it before I met you, I thought I’d have it all taken care of before anyone found out, and it would all just go away.” The tears finally fell, and she was unable to stop them. “I was embarrassed for even having to go to Dollar Tree. I felt like a coward for not being able to handle my mother. I felt like a failure for not being able to run my business. I know that doesn’t make it right, but you said yourself we have an unusual history. It just never came up.” She looked at him with pleading eyes, silently begging him to understand. She sniffled and stared at the floor. She knew she should probably be kneeling on it, but she didn’t know what else to say.

“It didn’t come up because you’re a coward and a failure?” Malcolm’s tone was incredulous. “You think I would have judged you that way? You think I would have judged you at all?”

“No! I meant—” She stopped when he held up his hand. He walked past her to the table and signed the documents Hawthorne had reviewed. He threw the pen onto the table and walked to the door without looking at her.

Caroline grabbed onto the table to keep from falling and bit her lip to keep from crying out. “I want a wife, Caroline. A friend, a partner, a mother to my children. Anything we have left to discuss will need to wait until you can decide what you’re willing to sacrifice for us. And if it’s not enough, then there can’t be any future for us.”

Caroline saw the door close behind him, but heard nothing except the rush of blood in her ears. Could she be that woman?




Chapter Forty-Six

Malcolm heard the front door open and then close. He’d been lying in bed for an hour, mentally raging at himself for what he’d said to Caroline and then at her for putting them in this position in the first place. When he got tired of that, he couldn’t stop himself from dwelling on the question of what the hell he was supposed to do now. He’d all but given Caroline an ultimatum, something he hadn’t thought about or intended to do. He’d been so fucking hurt! On his back, staring at the ceiling, he thumped his elbow into the mattress and wished for the thousandth time that they’d had more time.

He heard Caroline rustling around the living room and wondered if she would sleep with him tonight. He could imagine that if he was in her shoes he’d be swamped with emotions. Which one would she respond to? She had to be relieved to have Dollar Tree under control. His signing the papers had allowed that to happen. But she had to be worried about the shop and probably angry with herself and him as well. It was the last that bothered him the most. If they could get on the same page, they could work the other issues through together.

Malcolm watched Caroline walk through the bedroom door. The soft light from the living room blocked out her features and highlighted her form in a halo of light. His breath caught, and he wanted more than anything to jump from the bed and drag her to him, demanding she be the woman and wife he knew she could be.

But he didn’t.

She needed to come to him. He needed to know she wanted to be with him, that she wanted their marriage to work, that she regretted not being more forthcoming. So he waited. She hesitated in the doorway, and he could feel her eyes on him. She moved deeper into the room, coming toward him. As she left the doorway, her features became more clear, and he could see that her face was puffy, her eyes red-rimmed, and her lips swollen. She sat timidly on his side of the bed, near his feet.

“Are you awake?” Her voice was raspy, and she clutched the mattress on either side of her knees.

“Yes.” He wanted to say more, but he counseled himself to give her space. She needed to make her own decision.

Caroline licked her lips and finally met his gaze. “Can I stay?” Her voice was shaky and just above a whisper.

“Do you want to stay?”

“Yes, more than anything,” she said in a rush, and fresh tears slid down her cheeks. He fought the urge to pull her close and wipe them away with loving kisses.

Malcolm let out the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. She wanted to stay. But why? And what would that be like for them?

“Then you’re ready to talk?”

“Can we just lie together for a while?” Caroline’s voice was pleading.

Malcolm ached to do just that. But he resisted, knowing it wouldn’t end there. “No, baby, we can’t.” He sat up, pulled his knees up and wrapped his arms loosely around his shins. They were physically closer than they’d been in hours, but he could still feel the void that the evening’s events had created. “We need this behind us. And we need to establish an understanding so we can move forward. If we can’t do those things, we probably shouldn’t….” Malcolm couldn’t finish his sentence because the idea of them not together was too painful. He’d articulate those thoughts only if necessary.

Caroline’s chin trembled, and she wrapped her arms around herself. “I understand.” Malcolm watched her swallow and then nod her head once. “Can we talk about it just this once and then never talk about it again?” She looked at him and gently laid her hand on his. “We will get over this, and we will have a future together. But I don’t want it to keep coming back.”

Malcolm dropped his knees and held her hand in his lap. “Agreed.” He kissed the back of her hand and then the palm, pressing it against his cheek. His heart craved her touch as much as his brain craved her answers.

Laying her hand down on the blanket between them, he took the file of papers he’d gotten from the doctor’s office out of the nightstand drawer. “Were you going to tell me about this?” Caroline took the file from him and looked at the results of her pregnancy test.

“Of course,” Caroline said. “I just didn’t know how. We hadn’t talked about children. And when I finally got the courage to ask even hypothetically, I found out I was pregnant and couldn’t bear to hear you say you didn’t want them.” Her voice was pleading, begging him to understand her logic.

“This test is a week old, Caroline. How could you keep this from me? If I hadn’t, by chance, run into Dr. Allen who led me to Gordon’s nurse, you’re saying I still wouldn’t know. Does the sense of betrayal I feel mean anything to you? ” He threw the envelope of papers onto the bed and ran his hands over his hair. He stared at her as if trying to figure her out. He didn’t bother to temper the frustration and hurt that colored his tone.

Caroline turned toward him, one knee bent on the bed and the other still dangling toward the floor. “I knew you’d be upset if you found out before I told you, but God, Malcolm, I simply couldn’t do it.” Malcolm couldn’t see her eyes. He leaned back and switched on the table lamp, flooding the room with light. She blinked rapidly, but didn’t look away. “I was prepared, when we first met, before then even, to be a single parent.” Malcolm’s breath caught. She’d planned to get pregnant and leave him?

“That was your plan? You’d use─”

“But then I fell in love with you.” Caroline spoke softly and looked away, tears slipping down her cheeks again. “I had intended to have the baby and raise her on my own, because I thought my life with you would be fairly independent, almost separate. But our marriage, our partnership turned out to be so much more than I ever dreamed.” Caroline’s voice was high and impassioned. “In the last few months we’ve shared a bond that many couples never create. I feel loved, cared for—happy.” She clenched her hands in her lap. “I didn’t—don’t—want to lose that, Malcolm.” She looked at him, eyes wide and wet.

Malcolm’s anger dissipated almost immediately, but he still felt empty. If she loved him she had a hell of a way of showing it. “Caroline, we may not have come together in the traditional way, but I thought we understood each other. I thought we’d created something deeper.” Malcolm’s words echoed her own thoughts.

“We have. My not telling you about the baby has nothing to do with how we’ve grown together in the last few months. It has more to do with not being sure whether we even wanted kids. I didn’t know how to tell you.” She sniffed and swiped at her eyes. “And since we’re being transparent here, I’ll admit that after tonight I couldn’t even imagine that you care! I was fairly certain I didn’t want to see you again and that you’d sign the papers and be on your way.”

“Not care? Be on my way? How can you say that?” Heat rushed to his face, and he felt like he was about to explode. “On what basis can you even make those statements? You just acknowledged that we’ve never discussed children. If we had, I would have told you that the idea of you having our baby makes me ecstatic. I want to be over the moon here, Caroline, but I need to understand what’s going on.”

“What’s going on? How about you seeing Elsy again? That’s what’s going on!” She really was yelling this time.

“Elsy? What the hell does she have to do with this?”

“Until tonight, nothing. Or so I thought. You called her from the beach. It was supposed to be over. But then she’s in our living room and you have your arms wrapped around each other? How could that be interpreted in any other way than you invited her over?”

Malcolm closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He had to calm down. Caroline was crying, and his chest was heaving. If he couldn’t deescalate the emotion, they would never clear the air.

Quietly he said, “You heard me call her. I never called her again. She stopped by this evening on her own accord. She clearly thought she was going to tell me things about you, about us, that would negatively impact how I feel about you. I’m sure she hoped to drive a wedge between us. But dammit, Caroline, the only one doing that is you. ” He gazed at her steadily. His explanation seemed to deflate her a little. “I hadn’t even thought about her until I threw open the door, praying it was you. I had no idea where you were, and you forgot your cell phone today.” Malcolm sighed, trying to put things into perspective and refocus on finding a solution.

“Caroline, I can’t say we’ve been married for twenty years and so we shouldn’t throw ‘us’ away so easily. But I know you. Even if you originally agreed to marry me for some reason other than love at first sight, you wouldn’t have followed through if you didn’t feel we could make it. I can see where we can work on communication; I don’t think that’s unusual between couples. But I want to be a part of everything in your life, and I want you a part of mine. Elsy is not a part of anything. She has absolutely no bearing on our relationship. Can you accept that?”




Chapter Forty-Seven

Caroline had prepared for the anger—she was harboring some herself. Or had been until he took the wind out of her sail by offering such a reasonable explanation for Elsy’s presence in their home. And she believed him. If she hadn’t been so worked up over the course her day had taken, she might have come to the same conclusion on her own. She had no reason not to. No unexplained receipts. No missed dates. No mystery hang ups or hushed phone conversations. She had to believe that what she saw was the result of Elsy’s manipulations. After all, she was usually home first. Why would Malcolm invite her to their home when under normal circumstances she would have been the one to answer Elsy’s knock at the door?

They were both silent as the events of the day settled on them.

Caroline struggled with how she could convince him that she could, that she wanted to, recommit herself to their marriage, their partnership. Before she could string the words together, Malcolm said, “I understand why you didn’t tell me about Dollar Tree.” He held up his hand when she tried to speak. “I don’t agree with your decision. You may have felt embarrassed, like a failure, but partnerships are about sharing the ups and downs.” Caroline watched his chest expand as he took a deep breath. “To some extent I can even see your perspective about the baby. But I don’t even have the words to tell you how hurt I am. I want our child, and I should have had the opportunity to feel the joy you did when you found out.” Caroline sagged under his words, knowing he was right. She’d cheated the man she loved out of one of life’s most precious joys. “But what I can’t understand is why any of this would come back to Elsy. Why allow Elsy to have this control over us?”

“Elsy?”

“She told me, not in so many words, about Dollar Tree. Though it doesn’t seem her style, she apparently developed a connection to the company with the hope of getting me back. I guess it makes sense; I can’t believe this all happened in isolation. She even knew about the baby.”

“I hate that woman.”

“I know. But do we have anyone to blame but ourselves?”

Caroline took a deep breath. Enough. “OK, stop saying ‘we’ and ‘our.’ This is not your fault. It’s mine. Entirely mine. I made the decision to use Dollar Tree. I was unable to get over my own fears to talk about the baby. I read too much into tonight and didn’t bother to discuss it with you. I went to Hawthorne before coming to you.” Caroline felt the weight of her transgressions settle on her shoulders. But so long as Malcolm was in front of her, she would plead her case and beg for forgiveness. “I own all of that. I do. I’m so very sorry. I’ve spent so many years thinking about me, I forgot to think about you, about Sarah, about Gloria. But I want to fix it. I want to be better. I know I can be better.” She took Malcolm’s hands in hers and nearly wept anew when he didn’t pull away. “I want to be your friend, your partner, your wife.” She bent down and kissed his hands, his palms, his fingers. “Just tell me how to make it up to you.”

Malcolm leaned down and kissed the back of her head, nuzzling her hair. Caroline went still when she felt his touch, uncertain if it was an invitation for more contact or mere acceptance of her touch. But then he gently pulled away from her and stood.

“So what do we do now?” Caroline asked quietly, desperately afraid of the answer.

“I don’t know.” Malcolm simply looked at her. Compressing his lips, he shoved his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “I think I should leave.”

Caroline watched him step into his jeans and walk toward the door.

“Where will you go? Please don’t leave.” Though she wasn’t sure she had a right to ask it, Caroline’s voice was pleading, urgently sorrowful.

“I love you. I’m pretty sure I have since we first met. But what’s happened here is important, and perhaps it’s happened for a reason. I need to think about this.” She heard the soft click of the door as he closed it gently behind him.




Chapter Forty-Eight

Malcolm closed the door gently behind him and leaned against the outside of it. He didn’t know what to think. What he did know was that the anger that had propelled him out of the hospital and away from his afternoon appointments had abated. And now only a deep sadness settled onto his chest. He knew marrying Caroline, marrying any woman after knowing her for less than a week, was a risk, but things had started well. Too well perhaps, he thought, pushing himself off the door.

Perhaps he shouldn’t have expected things to work. He’d gone to Gloria and Denzel because they were his friends, and they were the happiest couple he’d ever known. Surely they’d have the recipe for a successful relationship, even if the one they were asked to create had a number of complications and caveats attached. And until today he thought they’d pulled it off. Not just Gloria and Denzel, but all of them. He and Caroline included. They’d gone into the marriage with their eyes open. Understanding what was bringing them together and what they could potentially achieve once the union was created. But at no time had they discussed children. Not that he didn’t want children. He did. He’d love a houseful. But how was that possible when they couldn’t be honest and open with each other?

And they certainly hadn’t discussed business decisions that would threaten the life and wellbeing of each other or their unborn child. It seemed to him that if she valued him as family, she would have told him about Dollar Tree and the baby sooner. And he shouldn’t have had to seek her out to get the information. He should have been her first call. She wouldn’t even have had to call—she could have simply stopped in to his office, a few floors below the OBGYN and seen him.

He felt as though the rug had been pulled out from under him. He went to work thinking his marriage was good only to find out he was living with a complete stranger. Literally. There had been no violins or warning bells when he’d met Caroline. Okay, maybe a few violins, but certainly not the orchestra that should have been in full swing if his life was meant to be changed forever. But then, as a doctor, he’d learned a long time again that life often turned on a dime, and it was necessary to, on some cerebral level, prepare for anything.

Perhaps he was to blame to some degree. After all, he hadn’t in fact planned on a lot of what had happened in the past few weeks. She’d never brought up the issue of birth control, but neither had he. And he couldn’t say he’d have been overly interested in it if she had mentioned it. Not only because of the negative impact it had had on his sexual experience, but also because at the time the conversation would have had to have taken place. He was more interested in knowing who the woman was, and that included not having a condom between them. It seemed like a silly matter now that he was faced with trying to unravel the events of the last two months.

The pregnancy issue aside, he hadn’t questioned Caroline’s commitment to their marriage at all. Granted it was still in its infancy, and people might claim that they were still in the honeymoon period, but he didn’t think it was fair to use a jealous ex-girlfriend’s claims and common chatter as the basis for questioning his wife’s motives.

Besides, it seemed logical that she had some motive for agreeing to marry him. He had to assume she did because a young, healthy, wealthy, and beautiful woman could otherwise find a husband eventually, couldn’t she? And hadn’t the entire purpose of the marriage been so that he could satisfy his own motive? He’d wanted to make sure his father was the one to provide the seed money for the woman’s center. It wasn’t a selfish motive, and he’d been clear about it from the beginning, but it was a motive. He hadn’t approached Caroline out of love. But he wanted to now. He could now.

Could she reciprocate that feeling honestly? Was he willing to give her another chance to try? He’d have to seriously consider the circumstances under which that could happen.

“Hey, man, watch where you’re goin’! You tryin’ to get killed?” The question, hollered by the irate taxi driver, was followed by the blaring of a horn. Malcolm surfaced from his thoughts and stepped back onto the curb.

He didn’t remember leaving the apartment.

He’d walked east to the Metropolitan Museum on 5th Avenue. He supposed his feet had conspired with his subconscious to get him here. As a college student he’d sat on its stairs to clear his head before an exam. As a young resident he’d sat there before a particularly difficult surgical case. To him the stairs seemed like wide open arms welcoming the masses to the famous art housed inside, but also just waiting for company. He’d always found the people-watching and the comings and goings of the cars soothing. People just came and went. They had their own conversations, their own goals, their own paths. On the stairs he could disappear and meditate. He didn’t intrude on anyone, and no one approached him.

The stairs didn’t disappoint him this time either. Malcolm chose a spot in the mid-center. Cars bustled by, jostling for position in the early evening traffic. Families ran up and down the stairs, searching for stragglers and buying snacks from street vendors. Wrapping his clasped hands around his bent right knee, he leaned back. His right foot dangling above the ground, he tilted his head back. The grasp on his knee balanced him as he sank into his spine and lost reality again.




Chapter Forty-Nine

“I thought I might find you here.”

Malcolm opened his eyes at the sound of Denzel’s voice. “What are you doing here?” Malcolm looked at his watch. It was just passed 9:30. He’d been meditating for almost an hour.

“Shouldn’t you be at the ballet?”

“Shouldn’t you be headed home to spend time with your wife?” Denzel eyed his friend carefully.

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.” Malcolm looked past him and watched a young family getting out a cab.

Denzel took a seat on the stairs beside him and watched the same family.

“You don’t have to do this, you know.”

“Do what?” Malcolm asked.

“Stay married. Beat yourself up for not seeing what you think you should have seen. Drive yourself crazy with the ‘what ifs’ and ‘well maybes.’ It’s not your fault.”

“You speak as though you know what I’m going through.”

“Not exactly, but every relationship has its ups and downs. This is definitely a down.”

“You think?” Malcolm couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice. He shook his head, telling himself to calm down. Though Gloria and Denzel had introduced him to Caroline, this turn of events wasn’t their fault.

“Look, all I’m saying is that you can walk away from this. No one would blame you.”

“Just walk away? From my wife? Our child?” Malcolm’s voice, despite his previous admonishment to himself to remain calm and centered, rose, its tone incredulous. “That sounds like a great idea. Why don’t we all just walk away from our families, from life’s surprises? Surely everyone would be better off fending for themselves. Who needs commitment? Support? Love?”

“So you’re staying? I think that’s beautiful, man. I told Gloria you’d work it out. These things happen. I have no doubt there is a logical explanation for all this.” Denzel clapped Malcolm on the back. “Congratulations, Daddy.”

Malcolm stared at Denzel and saw the circle he’d just been led around. “Nice. You realize that’s just the beginning of the conversation, right? Beyond loving her, I need to be able to trust her.”

They sat in silence for a while. As darkness settled in, the crowd died down. Malcolm and Denzel were only two of a handful of dawdlers still lingering on the steps.

“When dad died and I went to hear the reading of the will, I had no idea what he’d decide to do with his things. We’d never really discussed it, and I never really had an interest in those things he’d always valued more than me and mom. And when old man Patton said that all I had to do was get married to get it all, I seriously thought he’d misread his own handwriting. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why dad would insist on that.”

He shook his head as though he still couldn’t believe the words. He remembered the day like it was yesterday instead of more than two months ago.

“But I think I get it now.”

He didn’t elaborate, and Denzel was forced to prompt him. “Well, don’t keep me waiting. Why’d he do it?”

“I think he wanted me—this marriage—to fail. I think he wanted to prove to me, albeit from the grave, that the distance in our family, the lack of support and love that existed between him and mom was inevitable in any relationship. This way he could show me he was never at fault. He was just doing what any man would do under similar circumstances. He wins.”

Voicing his thoughts seemed to give them life and meaning. He’d questioned his father’s motivations many times and even had the conversation with Caroline. Neither had really understood his father’s intent. He was sure his father was having the last laugh now though. He’d loved, he’d trusted, and he’d had it all thrown back in his face. And if he could, he was sure his father would point out that this had all happened in record time, no less. He could hear his father’s cackle around a swallow of Scotch and a puff of cigar smoke “At least your mother and I gave it a real try. Thirty goddamn years of hell, but we weren’t quitters.”

He didn’t want to continue his marriage to Caroline in order to spite or to prove something to his old man. Perhaps he owed it to his mother, a tireless believer in the good intentions of others, to give her, to give them, a chance. But he just wasn’t sure when he was going to be able to do it. He felt emotionally drained and mentally exhausted.

“So you let him win. Big deal. You still got the money. You have an amazing tribute to your mother. People get divorced all the time. Setting up shared custody will be easy with both of you in the City.”

Again, not helpful.

“You’re back to being the defeatist. Wouldn’t I be disregarding everything my mother taught me if I simply walked away? My mother wanted nothing more than to be able to tell her side of things to someone who would listen. No one ever listened. I didn’t even listen until it was too late.”

“That’s bullshit. You listened too much, if you ask me. You lost a lot of childhood. And I’m not saying your mother wasn’t awesome. She was. I know that. You know that. But together your parents put you through some experiences that no child should have to endure. You have a chance here not to do that to your own.” Denzel had held up his hands in surrender as he spoke, but he brought them down to his knees as if to physically end his closing argument. “All I’m saying is that twice now you’ve talked yourself into staying and allowing for the possibility of a second chance. That’s admirable. I just think you need to determine under what circumstances you can live with accepting her explanation and being a family. You’ll do more damage in the long run if you change your mind later.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes. And then Denzel said, “Now, that is the extent of any advice I can give. You know, after fifteen years of marriage, I do what my wife tells me to do, so I don’t have original thoughts of my own any more. So let’s get something to eat. I’m starving.” Denzel rubbed his stomach to emphasize his point. “You should eat, too.”

Malcolm’s stomach growled his reply. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

“All right, but I don’t want to talk about this unless I bring it up. And even then, just nod and smile. I need to work this out myself.”

Denzel nodded and smiled.

“Come on. There’s a bread and soup place on York. I don’t think I can handle anything else. And before you say anything, they serve chicken and dessert.” He turned north toward 83rd without waiting for a response.

****

Under other circumstances Denzel would have protested vociferously about his need for meat; he was a growing boy. He didn’t care how he was judged or what his breath smelled like in the morning. But he deferred and simply followed along. Because of the evening foot traffic, he was forced to walk behind Malcolm rather than beside him. He didn’t mind. He imagined his friend needed some time, and it gave him a chance to update Gloria. His fingers were working the keypad of his phone inside his pocket even as Malcolm opened the door to the restaurant.

They took seats in the wing chairs facing the front window. Denzel would have preferred the bar, but again he held his tongue. This vantage point would serve his purpose later. Malcolm ordered, and Denzel reluctantly chose the Roma. It promised chicken, tomatoes, and cheese on a thin French pancake. He would have preferred it chunky and on a plate with a side of potatoes. He told himself not to hold it against his friend—he was going through a rough time. If he had to eat a second dinner in order to be a good friend, well, he could suffer through it.

They sat in silence. Malcolm was staring through the large glass window and seemed to be watching the people pass on the sidewalk, but Denzel knew he was doing much more. Every so often he’d shake his head or lift and then drop his hand to his face. By the time their food came, he’d been still for so long, Denzel had to watch his chest for signs of life.

The waitress left the tray on the table between them, and they scooted their respective chairs closer to it. With his head bent over his bowl, Malcolm must have heard the front door chime, but Denzel knew he couldn’t see who entered. Malcolm couldn’t see Denzel wave the person off either. As he sat back in his chair, Denzel’s phone rang.

“Of course he’s upset. Aren’t you?” Denzel made no effort to make the conversation private. He knew his friend knew who was on the other line. Gloria was not one to play dumb or stay in the dark very long. She was working her side of this drama as much as he was his. Caroline’s tear-stained face may have been scrubbed bright before she left the apartment, but he had no doubt his wife had run her up one side and down the other before setting her on her mission.

“No, he doesn’t want to talk to you.” Denzel hadn’t asked Malcolm, but he was clearly grateful and smiled weakly in his friend’s direction to show his relief.

“Now? But we’re eating. All right, all right. Yes, love. See you.” Denzel disconnected and sat staring at his crepe. He couldn’t say he was terribly disappointed. He only wished his wife had called on time and saved him from ordering it. Better late than never, he supposed.

“We were at to the ballet when Caroline called. We can still make the second half if we’re in our seats before the end of intermission. Will you be okay? We’ll catch up after it’s over.” Denzel slid forward in his chair as he spoke.

“Sure,” Malcolm said. “No sense in destroying two marriages this evening.”

“Besides,” Denzel said, his eyes darting over Malcolm’s head, “there’s someone ready to take my place here.”

****

Malcolm caught the sheepish look on his friend’s face and knew without looking who would be taking his seat. He swallowed his last spoonful of soup and hoped he didn’t see it again soon.

“Snake,” he said as Denzel passed his chair.

“Donkey,” was the only response.

He should have known he was being set up. He closed his eyes and prepared for what he knew had to happen. His phone vibrated, and he took it out of his pocket, knowing that this set-up hadn’t been a one-man show. Sooner is always better than later. Never go to bed angry. We love you. Brunch tomorrow?

He wasn’t sure he’d ever eat again. His stomach was churning.

****

“May I sit?” Caroline stood beside his chair and hoped he wouldn’t refuse to see her. Her legs shook, and her hands trembled. She knew she must look a fright, but she’d been unconcerned with her appearance as she’d contemplated walking the streets to find him. Gloria had done her best to clean her up, if only to keep her captive long enough to share some of her thoughts. It wasn’t until she gotten a few second glances on the street that she’d stopped and looked at her reflection in a shop window. There hadn’t been a whole lot she could do, but she had pulled her hair back and wiped her face with a make-up remover cloth she’d tucked into a pocket long ago. Tears had come periodically, and there didn’t seem to be anything she could do about that. But she had managed to get her hands on some Kleenex to keep the overall effect under control.

She waited while he signaled the waitress. He ordered coffee and waved his hand toward Caroline as though to say “Order whatever you want.” She ordered water and a buttered croissant.

Malcolm scowled at her, but didn’t speak.

“Don’t frown. My mother gained thirty-four pounds with me. I have no doubt I’ll get an appetite soon.” Caroline smoothed her hands over her lap. She hadn’t intended to order anything. But Malcolm still hadn’t looked at her yet, and oddly, she felt comforted by that. He hadn’t pushed her away but hadn’t opened his arms either. She would be able to say what she needed to say without blubbering over both of them.

“I love you. And I don’t want to lose you.” Caroline said her words quietly, intently. She meant them. “I’ll admit that, like you, I had my own reason for accepting this arrangement.” She watched his face as she spoke. “I’ll also say yours was far less self-serving than mine, but I don’t think mine was entirely unpredictable.” She took a deep breath. “Nevertheless the way I pursued it was unnecessarily divisive and hurtful.” A tear slid down her cheek. She swiped at her cheek and nose in one motion. She’d made it this far, and if she could have a few more seconds of clarity she might finish. “I know you’re hurt, and all I can say is that I’m sorry.” She sniffed. “Please don’t read into my mistakes that there is someone else I’d rather have this child with. Nothing could be further from the truth.” Caroline dared to look at his face again. He was looking at hers this time. But his expression was stolid. She pushed on, not knowing if what she was saying was having any impact whatsoever. “When Gloria mentioned her idea, I thought what the hell? He’s gorgeous, intelligent, wealthy, healthy—who would make a better father? But given my own experience with my parents, I’ll admit I never saw you in that picture or even thought you’d want to be in that picture. We would be married, but we’d have separate lives. I was okay with that. ” Her face crumbled. Tears filled her eyes, and she blinked rapidly to keep them from taking over her face. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings or seem incapable of understanding how her thoughts hadn’t considered his. But she was determined to be honest. “Until we spent time together. And then I was overwhelmed with how I felt about you, what I really wanted, and not knowing if you wanted the same things. Then I found out about the baby. And I was thrilled.” She let out a small laugh and held her hand to her stomach. She closed her eyes as though she was having a private conversation with the baby.

“But I didn’t know how to tell you then. It seemed unfair to you because we hadn’t discussed it in advance. And I surely didn’t do anything to prevent it. I wanted to share it all with you, but I didn’t know how you’d react.” She looked at him pleadingly. “I know I was being a coward in not telling you, and letting you find out this way was horrible. I’m really sorry.” She blew her nose quietly. She stared at her hands in her lap.

“As for Dollar Tree … I was desperate, or thought I was. I was embarrassed, and I felt like a failure. Before you and the baby, the business was all I had. I mean, there’s Sarah and Gloria, but they have their own lives, their own families. The business was mine. And before you, no one ever offered to help, to stand by me, to be there, if I needed anything. Not since dad.” Caroline sniffled. “I know that doesn’t absolve me from putting you and the baby at risk, but if someone would have told me that I’d be married and pregnant in less than six months from the time I signed the papers, I would have laughed. And then not signed. But….” Her voice trailed off.

“I think regardless of what decision we make, we need to make one soon so that we can prepare for this change in our lives. I love you, and I want you to be in our child’s life whatever happens between us.” She looked at Malcolm and hoped he wouldn’t make her sit in silence too long. She’d known what she wanted to say, but wasn’t sure anything had come out right. She just knew she didn’t want to lose him.

****

Malcolm sat forward in his chair. She’d said so much and yet not enough. But there was a lot hanging in the balance, and he wasn’t sure he wanted or needed to address every issue. He pushed the plates and glasses on the table aside so there was literally nothing between them. His hands clasped together, then fell between his legs as he rested his elbows on his knees. He held Caroline’s gaze. The timbre of his voice was deep and low when he spoke.

“I’m not angry. I’m disappointed. I know we don’t have a traditional relationship, but before today I would have told anybody who asked that I thought we understood each other and that that went a long way.” Malcolm paused. He’d listened to her and had felt his resolve to stay silent melt away. He felt she was being open, and he knew he had to do the same, or they’d reach an impasse that would ultimately make any future together impossible.

“And you know I understand the impact our personal experiences have had on the choices we’ve made. But I need to know that in the future, our decisions are made with us in mind. Me, you, and our child. Not excused by our past, but justified by what’s best for our family. If we can agree to that, I can forget the rest.”

Caroline was nodding before he finished. When he stopped talking he sat back and waited for her. He’d put the ball in her court on purpose. He didn’t doubt her sincerity, but he wanted her to have an opportunity to take control. His breath caught, and he nearly reached out when she stood and pulled her coat tighter around herself. But instead of walking away, she slipped in front of him and onto his lap. She reached her arms around his neck and kissed her agreement. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her closer.




Epilogue

Malcolm reclined in the vinyl covered visitors’ chaise. He pulled the fleece blanket over his form and watched his wife and child across the room. Caroline had given birth without any complications. To Malcolm she had never been more beautiful. He knew they had a long way to go, but the last few months had been promising. And neither was ready to give up what anyone would call a perfect match. They understood they were human and bound to make mistakes. But they could address those times when they came. In the meantime, his beautiful wife lay sleeping with a little pink bundle on her chest. Meera woke frequently to nuzzle her mother, but had been relatively patient after making her initial entrance. Malcolm nestled down in his own makeshift bed and waited patiently for the next feeding when he could meet his wife and child again like it was the first time.

The End
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