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   Wendy Miller adores the baby girl her dying friend left in her care, but when she loses her job, she has no choice but to call on Rory's family for help. What she doesn’t count on is that Mack Burgess wants to raise his niece.
 
   Mack’s wealthy and powerful, and he could take Rory away from her in an instant. But Rory’s attached to Wendy – so Mack’s solution is to propose that they build a family for the baby’s sake. 
 
   In order to keep her baby, can Wendy actually marry the man she's come to love – even though he doesn't love her?
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   Moments after the first tiny whimper, Wendy was already on her feet and reaching for her lightweight terry robe. She hadn’t been asleep, of course – how could anyone sleep after the sort of day she’d had? – but her limbs felt heavy nevertheless, and she blinked irritably at the night light in the baby’s room. Dim though it was, it seemed to assault her tired eyes like a lighthouse beacon.
 
   Rory’s whimpers had rapidly escalated into wails, but when she saw Wendy in the doorway, she began to wave her arms and babble, eager baby noises which almost made sense.
 
   “I thought you were going to start sleeping through the night,” Wendy said as she lowered the crib rail and picked up the child. She flicked a fingertip gently against Rory’s soft cheek. “I gave you definite instructions about that just yesterday, didn’t I?”
 
   Rory giggled and put her fist in her mouth. Wendy laughed, cuddled her close, and carried her to the tiny kitchenette to get a bottle.
 
   Rory’s fist didn’t satisfy her appetite for long, and before her bottle was warmed she was starting to wail again.
 
   Wendy popped the nipple into Rory’s mouth and settled into the rocking chair in the small living room. The baby nestled in her arms, sucking contentedly, and Wendy put her head down on the padded back of the chair and stared at the small Christmas tree in the corner. She hadn’t bothered to plug in the lights, but as the air stirred, strands of tinsel turned silently and gleamed in the dim glow which spilled in from the kitchen.
 
   How many nights had they sat there like this, sharing warmth and nourishment, comfort and hope? Rory was almost five months old now. She had been just six weeks when Marissa put her completely into Wendy’s care.
 
   “It seems like forever,” Wendy said.
 
   She heard the despairing note in her own voice, and looked down at the baby with a sudden urge to explain that she didn’t mean “forever” in a negative sense. She meant that it seemed Rory had always been part of her life, and the thought of giving up this precious child was enough to twist her heart like a soggy dishrag.
 
   To tell the truth, Wendy could hardly remember what her life had been like before Rory came into it. It hadn’t been bad, of course – she loved her job and she had her friends and plenty of interesting things to do – but she hadn’t realized how much everything changed when there was a child involved. Everything was so much more important, now that Rory was intertwined into her future.
 
   Giving up this child would be like tearing the center from her life. It would be every bit as self-destructive as driving her car off a cliff.
 
   And yet, what other choice did she have? She had gone over and over the options. In the last two days, she hadn’t thought of anything else. The problem was, there really was only one thing she could do – the one thing which would rip Wendy apart, but which would be best for Rory.
 
   On the coffee table by the rocking chair lay the pink slip she’d gotten in inter-office mail two days ago. It was not literally pink, of course; it was a letter, on ordinary company stationery, briefly informing her that in two weeks her services would no longer be required.
 
   For an instant, anger boiled up in her. Five years she’d worked for that company, and her boss hadn’t even had the decency to break the news personally.
 
   Rory stopped eating and grunted in protest at being held too tightly. Wendy took a deep breath and forced herself to relax. She really had nothing to complain of; the lack of notice hadn’t been personal. Nearly every other employee had gotten the same news, in exactly the same way. There had been no warning – just a rumor here and there in the last few months that the company wasn’t doing well, but nothing more definite. Not till two days ago, and then there had been only the curt announcement that the bankruptcy papers had been filed and the business would be liquidated, and therefore the employees would be dismissed.
 
   Two weeks before Christmas, Wendy thought bitterly. What a way to celebrate the holidays!
 
   The timing wasn’t quite as heartbreaking for her as for some others, of course. Wendy hadn’t gone overboard on her Christmas shopping, so January’s bills would be no worse than usual. Rory was too tiny to know the difference, and she would rather play with spoons and boxes than toys, anyway. But in some other homes around Phoenix tonight, things were different.
 
   Still, knowing that others had it even worse didn’t ease Wendy’s own problems.
 
   She had a savings account, but she’d invaded that a few months ago when Rory outgrew her bassinet and needed a crib and a multitude of other supplies. She’d never dreamed babies could be so expensive. Infant formula cost the earth – the price per case had shocked her even before she was faced with the loss of a paycheck. Diapers weren’t cheap either. Then there was child care – she’d still need someone to look after Rory on a regular basis, or she wouldn’t be able to interview for other jobs.
 
   What was left of her savings wouldn’t last long, and the severance pay she’d been offered was a pittance at best. Besides, she was afraid to count on it – because of the bankruptcy, it might not materialize at all.
 
   Rory placidly sucked on her bottle. Her tiny hand was curled trustingly around Wendy’s little finger. The baby had Marissa’s eyes, clear and blue as a summer sky, with the same dark ring around the iris which Marissa had always said meant she had second sight.
 
   Though the clairvoyance the young woman had claimed hadn’t been worth much in the end, Wendy thought, or she’d have sensed that car coming in time to get out of its way. Or at least she’d have seen the future clearly enough to write a will.
 
   Rory finished the bottle with a gulp. Wendy patted her back to bring up the last bubble, then changed her diaper and put her back in bed. She hovered beside the crib for a while and watched the baby in the dim light and remembered the day she had stood beside another bed...
 
   Marissa’s pretty face had escaped damage in the collision, and so it was possible to pretend that she was going to be all right. But Wendy knew from the ceaseless bustle of medical personnel, from the hissing and buzzing of the machinery, that the reality was all too grim, and not far off.
 
   They hadn’t really expected her to regain consciousness at all, but somehow Marissa had pulled herself away from the gathering darkness and clutched Wendy’s hand. In a whisper, her tone fierce even though her voice was so faint Wendy could hardly hear, Marissa said, “Take care of my baby, Wendy. Don’t let my parents get their hands on her. They’ll ruin her, too. Promise!”
 
   Wendy had tried not to wince at the bruising pressure of Marissa’s grasp, and she said, “I promise.” Then the grip had relaxed, and Marissa was gone.
 
   With shaking hands, Wendy straightened Rory’s blanket and braced herself for what she must do tomorrow. She could no longer take care of Rory in the way Marissa would have wanted. So she would break her promise to Rory’s mother, and she would break her own heart.
 
   There simply wasn’t any other choice.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Wendy hadn’t said anything yet about the company’s closing to the young woman who took care of Rory during the day. The wound was too new, too raw, to talk about in public, and Carrie had been busy with other parents whenever Wendy came. But the following morning when Wendy carried the baby into Carrie’s house, it was obvious that she had heard the news.
 
   “My husband said I had to tell you I can’t work on credit,” she said softly. She didn’t meet Wendy’s eyes; she was concentrating on unbuttoning Rory’s sweater. “I told him you wouldn’t expect me to, but he said I had to make it clear.” She looked up anxiously. “Will you still be bringing her?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll tell you as soon as I can.” Wendy kissed the baby’s cheek and handed over the bag which held the day’s supplies, and hurried out into the rain before Carrie could ask any more questions.
 
   Back in her car, Wendy put her head down against the steering wheel for a moment. Why hadn’t she told the truth? She wouldn’t be bringing Rory much longer, because Rory would be six states away.
 
   She hadn’t said it because the longer she could delay putting it into words, the longer she could pretend that she wasn’t going to make that telephone call. That she wasn’t going to give Rory up at all.
 
   But – difficult though it was to reconcile her conscience – she was going to break her promise. Marissa would understand, she told herself. Marissa would probably want her to do exactly that. Wendy couldn’t care for Rory now, not the way the baby should be cared for. No mother would want her child to live in poverty when something better was available.
 
   And as for the rest of it, about how Marissa’s parents would ruin Rory? Wendy swallowed hard. 
 
   She’d never met the Burgesses. They hadn’t even come themselves to go through Marissa’s belongings after her death; an attorney had handled the details. The only things she knew about Marissa’s family was what the young woman had said in anger and – at the last – in pain. Marissa was young and a bit self-centered, without the understanding that maturity might have brought. Perhaps, without even realizing it, she had exaggerated. In any case, Wendy would have to take the chance.
 
   She was a few minutes late to work. Not that it mattered much now, she supposed. The projects which had been so important and so timely a few days ago were as dry and worthless as last year’s news. She’d been working on next season’s catalog, and there wasn’t much sense in writing descriptions aimed at selling valves and gauges that would never be manufactured, was there?
 
   But her colleagues in the marketing department were not standing in groups around the coffee pot and the water machine, analyzing their predicament, as she had expected. If anything, the atmosphere was more harried than usual. In the rows of small cubicles, heads were bent over drawing boards and desks. They were all updating their resumes, Wendy concluded.
 
   Her boss came out of his glass-walled office and crossed to her cubicle. “You’re late,” he accused.
 
   Stress and anger and worry and lack of sleep all stirred together made a potent explosive, and Wendy spoke before she thought. “So fire me.”
 
   He frowned. “Don’t be impudent.”
 
   Wendy bit her tongue. Under the circumstances, she needed the best reference Jed Landers could give her. “Sorry, Jed. It’s the shock, that’s all. What’s going on?”
 
   “We need to plan a campaign to sell out the last of the inventory.”
 
   “Sort of a final clearance?” She frowned. “Doesn’t the bankruptcy receiver take care of that?”
 
   “You don’t want to work, Miller?”
 
   “I was just asking.” She hung her raincoat on a hook. Even if the assignment was meaningless, it would be better than doing nothing. Just putting in time for the next two weeks would drive her around the bend. “Jed? Is there going to be any company support for job-hunting? Any counseling or help in finding contacts?”
 
   “Not that I’ve heard about. If there is, I’ll let you know.” He put a stack of computer paper on the corner of her desk. “Here are the inventory records as of yesterday.”
 
   Wendy reached for the stack and a pencil. It was mid-afternoon before she managed even a lunch break, and then she merely toyed with a tuna-salad sandwich for a while before returning to her desk. The only advantage to the whole situation, she thought, was that no one asked what on earth was making her so blue. They all knew – or thought they did. Or else they were too absorbed in their own troubles even to notice hers.
 
   She finished her part of the sales campaign and took it into Jed’s office. He took it with a grunt, not even glancing at her. Wendy reminded herself that Jed, too, was going to be out of a job soon. At his age, and with a couple of kids in college... well, it was no wonder he was grumpy.
 
   Besides, it wasn’t really Jed’s moodiness that was bothering her. It was the telephone call she had to make.
 
   She went back to her cubicle, took a slip of paper out of her raincoat pocket, and spread it on the desk blotter. She had gotten the number last night from directory assistance, just as soon as she had made her decision. She couldn’t put it off any longer.
 
   But it might be too late to call, she thought, and looked hopefully at the clock. She had only a business number; the Burgess home telephone was unlisted. And since it was an hour later in Chicago than it was in Phoenix, Samuel Burgess might be gone. If he kept bankers’ hours...
 
   He wasn’t precisely a banker, though. Wendy wasn’t quite certain what he was. In fact, she had known Marissa for months, and they’d even shared the apartment for a while, before she’d had any information about the girl’s family. Not that it mattered, of course. In the circles they moved in, no one asked questions about origins or connections or ancestry.
 
   But once a month or so, Marissa got mail from a place called The Burgess Group – expensive linen envelopes with the return address engraved in sleek script and her name crisply typed. No computer labels and no cheap ink-jet print. The contents frequently made Marissa swear, and that was what finally sent Wendy’s curiosity into orbit and prompted her to ask if there was a family connection, since it wasn’t exactly a common name.
 
   “Just my father, damn it,” Marissa had said. “He likes to play with people’s lives as well as their money.” Then she stalked off.
 
   In the year Wendy had known her, Marissa had said little more about her family or her origins. But after the accident, when the hospital started asking about next-of-kin, Wendy had been able to point them in the right direction. It had made her feel a little less inadequate. And now that she had to do something about Rory, at least she knew where to look for the child’s grandfather.
 
   It would be better to contact Marissa’s father than her mother, she had reasoned. It was going to come as a shock to the Burgesses, months after their daughter’s death, to find that she had left a child they’d never heard about. But Samuel Burgess was a businessman, and Wendy was betting he’d be more level-headed about the whole thing than his wife could ever be.
 
   The Burgess Group even sounded expensive. The telephone didn’t ring, it seemed to purr, and Wendy guessed that the receptionist had had the benefit of musical training. “How may I direct your call?” she asked.
 
   Wendy took a deep breath. “I’d like to speak to Samuel Burgess, please.” She waited for the inevitable questions – who she was, what she wanted – but the receptionist merely thanked her, and the purring started again.
 
   Of course, Wendy thought. There would be another layer or two of secretaries to screen her call; Samuel Burgess would not be likely to answer his own telephone.
 
   The purring stopped, and a masculine voice murmured in her ear. She hardly registered what he said, because the voice was so different from her expectations. It was deep and rich, and yet soft – and the effect was like being wrapped in a warm blanket and lifted off her feet.
 
   “Burgess,” he said again. There was a trace of impatience this time.
 
   Wendy dried her palm on her denim skirt and shifted the telephone to the other ear, almost dropping it in the process. “Hello? Mr. Burgess, my name is Wendy Miller. I’m calling about–”
 
   “Can you speak up?”
 
   “I’m calling about–” She wet her lips. “I have to talk to you about your granddaughter.”
 
   She had expected the instant of stunned silence, but she hadn’t anticipated the chuckle which followed. Like his speaking voice, his laugh was deep and rich and warm. “My granddaughter? I hardly think so, since I haven’t got one.”
 
   Wendy cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, but there’s no easy way to put this. She’s Marissa’s daughter.”
 
   “I think you’ve been misinformed.” All the warmth and charm had died out of his voice; what was left was steel-hard and icicle-cold. It made Wendy shiver.
 
   “I know that Marissa’s dead,” she said hastily. “But—”
 
   “And you’re trying to capitalize on the situation?” Each word was clipped and harsh.
 
   “Of course not. I...” She stopped. He wasn’t even going to give her a chance.
 
   Don’t let my parents get their hands on my baby, Marissa had begged. They’ll ruin her, too.
 
   Wendy had thought Marissa must be exaggerating. Now she was beginning to understand. Little Rory was all sunshine and happiness – but how long would that last around this cold, harsh man?
 
   You don’t know if he’s really like that, Wendy reminded herself. He’d had a shock; naturally he was suspicious. He’d been perfectly charming a moment ago. Of course, then he’d been expecting her to be a client, not a spot of personal trouble.
 
   What am I doing? she thought in panic. She was giving away the most important things she possessed – a child more valuable to her than life itself, and her ethical standards as well. 
 
   A promise was a promise, and she’d been wrong to act so quickly. She’d assumed that Marissa was mistaken, that no grandparent could be anything but loving and nurturing to a darling like Rory. But she didn’t know the Burgesses. Marissa had known them – and with her dying breath she had begged.
 
   “Miss?” His voice was sharp now. “What did you say your name was?”
 
   There were worse things for a child than lack of money. Besides, Wendy had a little time before the situation really became critical. There would be a way; there would be another job. They’d make it – somehow.
 
   “Where are you calling from?”
 
   Wendy ignored him. She watched idly as Jed turned off the lights in his office and headed for the door. Jed was obviously distressed, but he wasn’t making noises about disowning his kids just because things were going to be tough for a while. The Landers family would make do, as families always had.
 
   And Wendy could do that too. For Rory’s sake. She and Rory were a family, now.
 
   “Never mind,” she said crisply. “I’ve obviously made a mistake. I’m sorry to have bothered you.”
 
   He was saying something when she hung up on him. She didn’t know what it was, and she didn’t care.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   In the next week Wendy sent out a blizzard of resumes and took a precious personal day off so she could make the rounds of all the companies in Phoenix which might be in need of a mid-level marketing executive.
 
   Nothing came of it immediately, of course. She was competing with not only the usual applicants but the entire department which had been laid off with her, and naturally other companies were not going to jump to hire anyone until they’d looked over the whole field. 
 
   But it would work out, she told herself. She was good at her job, and her education was impeccable. If only she had a little more money in reserve, so she didn’t have to worry as she waited for something to come along... But it was too late to think about that.
 
   Her mood lifted each evening, of course, when she picked Rory up from the sitter’s. There was something very ego-soothing about a baby who turned into a bundle of energy at the mere sight of her, laughing and babbling and cooing and flailing her arms and legs like a windmill in an effort to be held an instant sooner. The child really was getting to be a delight.
 
   But in the long nights, when Rory was asleep and Wendy was too exhausted to rest, things weren’t quite so clear and straightforward. She had just a few more days to work, and her last paycheck would be smaller than usual because she’d made arrangements to pay their health insurance in advance. Her savings would let them survive for a month, maybe two if she was very careful, while she looked intensively for another job in her field. But if she hadn’t been successful by then, she’d have to take whatever work came along just to feed the two of them.
 
   And if sometimes in the dead of night she thought of Samuel Burgess, and the first few moments of that conversation – when his warm, soft voice had made her start to think that Marissa had been wrong about her father – she didn’t let her mind dwell on him for long. She’d made one mistake, and she wasn’t about to make another.
 
   She had a job interview set up for Thursday afternoon, and Jed Landers had told her to slip out of the office early. It hardly mattered, now that their work was done and the final liquidation was underway. She had come to work in her best suit – the rust-colored one she’d bought early in the fall because it picked up the mahogany highlights in her hair – and she’d caught her hair up in a french braid. She looked pleasant and professional, but not too sleek; looking like a clothes horse left a bad impression with some interviewers.
 
   She was checking her leather portfolio to be certain everything was at hand when she noticed a man standing at the department’s secretary’s desk.
 
   He was about thirty, she guessed, and not bad-looking, though he appeared to be the arrogant sort – or perhaps that was just his eyebrows, dark brown and heavy and drawn together at the moment in a frown. His hair was surprisingly light, considering the shade of his eyebrows – brown, with blond streaks which spoke of hours on a beach or perhaps under a sun lamp. He was certainly put together well. He was lean and tall, and his dark gray suit had obviously not seen the inside of an ordinary department store. His shirt was blindingly white, and she’d bet his tie was silk and his briefcase the best and most delicate leather.
 
   She didn’t recognize him as a representative of any of the companies they usually dealt with. In her experience, he was too well-dressed to be a government sort, which left the probability he was one of the attorneys involved in the bankruptcy. In any case, it was nothing to do with her, and she turned back to her portfolio just as the secretary stood up and pointed to Wendy’s cubicle.
 
   Her heart missed a beat. But only, she told herself, because his business – whatever it was – was apt to make her late for her interview. She muttered a couple of words under her breath and started to stuff her portfolio back in the drawer. Then she reconsidered and left it on the blotter. She had Jed’s permission to leave early, and surely at this late date no one could blame her for not feeling much loyalty to the company.
 
   The man crossed the room without hurry and paused in the opening which passed for a door.
 
   Wendy picked up a note pad and pushed it into her portfolio. She didn’t look up. “I’m so sorry, but I’m just on my way out of the office. Someone else can help you.”
 
   “I’m afraid not, Miss Miller.”
 
   Her hands froze on the portfolio, and she thought, illogically, that he sounded different in person, without fifteen hundred miles of telephone wire between them.
 
   No. That couldn’t be. She slowly raised her head to look at him, reminding herself that this man couldn’t possibly be Samuel Burgess. He probably didn’t sound anything like him, either – not really. It was only a trick of the mind.
 
   He had braced one hand against the back of a chair and was leaning on it. “Our conversation was interrupted,” he said levelly. “I’ve come a long way to finish it.”
 
   “You’re not Marissa’s father,” she said irrationally. But his eyes were almost the same color – a bit deeper blue than Marissa’s had been, perhaps, and without the dark ring around the iris.
 
   “No. I’m her brother.”
 
   “But I talked to…”
 
   “You asked for Samuel Burgess. Since my father’s retirement, I’m the only one of that name at the Burgess Group, so the call automatically came to me. What’s the matter, Miss Miller? Would you have been more comfortable dealing with an old man? Did you think he might be starting to lose his faculties and would be easier to persuade?”
 
   “I didn’t–”
 
   “And what did you want to persuade him to do, anyway? I’m afraid I didn’t give you much of a chance to make your demands, but I’m all ears now.”
 
   She bent over the portfolio again. Her hands were shaking. She’d starve herself to death before she’d expose Rory – precious, helpless little Rory – to this sharp and sarcastic man.
 
   “Nothing,” she said. “No demands. No requests. No favors. I told you – I made a mistake.”
 
   There was a second’s pause. His voice was almost casual. “So there’s no baby?”
 
   “No.” She picked up the portfolio and stepped around the end of her desk. But the cubicle was narrow, and he was blocking her path to the opening.
 
   “That’s a monumental error, I’d say,” he mused. “And a rather strange one, too. The people at your apartment complex told me there’s a baby.”
 
   She hadn’t given an instant’s thought to how he had traced her to the office, or what he had already known about her before he came, and she had to scramble for an answer. “I meant, she’s not Marissa’s baby. She’s mine.”
 
   Another pause, and then he said levelly, “So the Burgesses have nothing to do with it.”
 
   Wendy looked him straight in the eye. “Absolutely nothing.”
 
   He seemed to relax a little.
 
   She had expected that sort of reaction – relief, perhaps, that there were no loose ends to his sister’s life after all. No wonder Marissa hadn’t wanted her family to raise her baby! Wendy was glad he wasn’t going to push it farther. Still, the easy way he’d passed over Rory’s existence, without even bothering to check it for himself, stung a little, and her voice was thick. “If you’ll excuse me, Mr. Burgess...”
 
   Trying to push past him was like attempting to shove a building out of the way. “Just to satisfy my curiosity, Miss Miller, were you intending to sell the baby to my father, or were you simply trying out a spot of blackmail?”
 
   “Neither,” she snapped. “I told you, the baby’s mine. And I’m doing just fine – I have no need to extort money from anyone.”
 
   He smiled a little. There wasn’t much humor in the expression, and the momentary flicker of white teeth had a threatening edge. “Then why did you make that phone call?”
 
   She could almost feel the net closing in around her. She turned her back on him and closed her eyes in pain. There had to be a way, an explanation which would get her out of this spot.
 
   “If she’s really your baby, Miss Miller...” he began suggestively.
 
   The silence stretched out until Wendy’s nerves were raw. “What?” Her voice cracked.
 
   “Then you won’t mind letting me see her. I’m a great admirer of babies. You might even say I’m a connoisseur.”
 
   Wendy minded. She was uneasily aware that anyone who saw that child and compared Rory’s coloring with her own would have serious questions about the child’s parentage. The eyes alone – Rory’s clear blue, Wendy’s deep golden brown – would cast doubt on the whole idea.
 
   He went on relentlessly. “Shall we say, eight o’clock, your apartment?”
 
   She swallowed hard. “She’ll be in bed.” Maybe, if he didn’t see Rory’s eyes... 
 
   But this man was no fool, and he would not settle for a casual inspection.
 
   “Then you can wake her, can’t you?” He picked up his briefcase. “And Miss Miller... Don’t try to vanish.”
 
   She put her chin up. “I wouldn’t think of it. I have nothing to hide.”
 
   The corner of his mouth quirked once more, as if he was ever so slightly amused. “Not only would it make you look very guilty,” he said gently, “it wouldn’t accomplish anything. I’ve hunted you down once. If I have to, I’ll do it again.”
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   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Wendy stayed beside her desk, spine rigid, until he was out of sight. Then she sagged into her chair.
 
   How had he found her? She’d given her name on the telephone that day, but he hadn’t seemed to hear it. And though he had asked where she was calling from, she hadn’t told him – though she supposed Phoenix would have seemed a logical place to start looking. 
 
   Oh, what did it matter? The fact was he had found her, and now she had to deal with the reality.
 
   She considered cancelling her interview, because heaven knew she wasn’t in the best frame of mind for it. But her financial situation was desperate enough as it was. If there was any chance of actually getting a job, she couldn’t afford to let it pass.
 
   In any case, she couldn’t do anything between now and eight o’clock to change the facts. She obviously couldn’t make Rory look more like her. And if she sat around for the next few hours and wondered what Marissa’s brother was likely to think or say or do, she’d simply drive herself nuts. She might as well do something positive with her time.
 
   Marissa’s brother. Why hadn’t the woman ever mentioned him? She could at least have warned Wendy about that forceful attitude of his, and the air of always getting his own way. If Wendy had known what she might be dealing with…
 
   But of course Marissa hadn’t anticipated the problem. She hadn’t expected to die. And just knowing of her brother’s existence – or even his arrogance – wouldn’t have made any difference to Wendy at all. No warning could have prepared her for the way he seemed to take up all the space in the room and raise the temperature by about ten degrees. She’d never experienced anything like it. No wonder her brain hadn’t been functioning quite right.
 
   She was thinking about that when the interviewer called her name, and she stumbled over her own feet on her way into his office. The interview went downhill from there, and by the time it was finished, her only emotion was profound gratitude that it was over and now she could go pick up Rory and get her regular dose of infant adoration.
 
   Rory, however, was tear-drenched and in no mood for smiling. “What’s the matter, darling?” Wendy asked as she cuddled the baby close.
 
   “She’s been fussy all day,” Carrie said. “I think she might be cutting a tooth.”
 
   “So early?”
 
   Carrie shrugged. “She’s a bit young, but there’s a little swelling in her gum.”
 
   Wendy put her fingertip into the baby’s mouth to check for herself, and Rory clamped down on it and gnawed as if the pressure felt good. “I see what you mean,” Wendy said wryly.
 
   “You might pick up a teething ring so you have it on hand.”
 
   Wendy went a few blocks out of her way in order to stop at a discount drugstore. Ordinarily she would have chosen the shop right on her route, but now every penny was going to count.
 
   She tossed the gel-filled ring into the freezer to chill, took off Rory’s sweater, and put the baby down on a blanket in the middle of the bedroom floor so she could change from her suit into jeans and a cotton sweater. Wendy had learned the hard way why dry-cleaners loved babies. From now on, every item that entered her wardrobe was going to have to be washable.
 
   Rory announced in no uncertain terms that she’d noticed supper was running late, and she didn’t approve. Still barefoot, Wendy scooped her up and headed for the nursery. Every piece of clothing Rory owned needed washing, and if she could take the first load down to the laundry room before she fed the baby, she might manage to be done before midnight.
 
   But one look at Rory’s face told her the laundry would have to wait at least till after her bottle, so Wendy settled into the rocking chair. Once the baby’s initial hunger was satisfied, with the warm milk soothing the ache in her gum, she was contented and again ready to gurgle and play.
 
   Wendy felt her own mood lighten a little in response. Don’t borrow trouble, she told herself. Maybe the Burgess creature wouldn’t show up after all.
 
   Rory was more interested in blowing bubbles with her cereal than in eating it, and she managed to spread it so far that a bath was the only answer. Wendy was just drying the child’s hair – and feeling distinctly grubby herself – when the doorbell rang. The baby twisted around on the changing table, trying to locate the sound.
 
   Wendy said, “Just stay still for another minute and you can see for yourself who’s out there. Though I don’t promise you’ll be thrilled with the results.”
 
   Rory grinned at her and tossed her rattle off the table.
 
   The bell had rung twice more – the last time long and impatiently – before Wendy reached the door. The man in the hallway looked her over slowly, from disheveled hair trailing in wisps from a tired french braid to bare toes twisting in the carpet. One dark eyebrow went up slightly.
 
   Wendy wanted to hit him. So what if she looked a bit harried at the moment? The baby was clean and dry and contented; nobody could possibly say Rory was neglected!
 
   Eventually he seemed satisfied with his inspection of Wendy and turned to study the baby. Rory stared back, wide-eyed and somber, and then ducked her head into Wendy’s shoulder.
 
   “A little shy, is she?” he asked.
 
   “Oh, she likes the people I like,” Wendy said before she thought. She bit her tongue hard as he stared at her, and then started over. “She seems to be cutting a tooth, so she’s a bit off-color today.”
 
   The baby peered at him, her face still mostly hidden in Wendy’s sweater. He reached into the pocket of his trench coat and drew out a set of keys, big ones made of brightly colored plastic. He dangled them casually a foot from Rory’s face, and said, “Hello, there, sprout. I believe I’m your Uncle Mack.”
 
   Wendy had known, of course, that he wasn’t likely to accept her story, but the words came as a blow nonetheless – and a surprise. “Mack?” she repeated. “I thought you said your name was–”
 
   “Samuel MacKenzie Burgess,” he said calmly. “It’s a tradition in the Burgess family to name oldest sons after their fathers.”
 
   “It would be,” Wendy muttered.
 
   He smiled a little.
 
   Rory took a left-handed swipe at the keys and missed. Mack Burgess moved them a little closer, but he was still watching Wendy.
 
   “However, the confusion caused by having two Samuels in the house would be unbearable,” he went on. “Calling me Sammy would have worked till I was old enough to object, I suppose, or Little Sam – except I’ve been taller than my father since I turned sixteen. All in all I think my mother’s solution was a better one. Make her maiden name my middle one, and use it from the beginning.”
 
   Rory pushed herself away from Wendy’s shoulder and reached for the keys. She finally got her fist around one of them, and Mack released the toy and slipped both hands under the baby’s arms.
 
   Wendy let her go. She could hardly treat the child as the rope in a tug-of-war. But she felt incredibly empty, lonely, and cold.
 
   He’d said he was a connoisseur when it came to babies, and he’d been right, she thought bitterly. That had been one of the slickest maneuvers Wendy had ever seen. Absorbed in her new treasure, Rory didn’t even seem to notice that she’d been moved. And it had been pretty smooth of him to chat about names to distract Wendy and kill a bit of time till he could get hold of the baby.
 
   “Now if you’re satisfied about my credentials,” Mack Burgess said politely, “can I ask about the baby? What’s her name?”
 
   “Rory.”
 
   He winced a little. “Well, at least it isn’t Snowflake or something totally bizarre.”
 
   “Aurora Dawn, actually.”
 
   “That sounds like Marissa. It’s completely redundant – but rather pretty. Shall we sit down and talk this whole thing over?”
 
   She didn’t realize till then that he was still standing in the hallway, with the door open. It was rather clever of him to wait till he had possession of the baby, she thought, and then ask to come inside. She certainly wasn’t going to ask him to leave while Rory was in his arms.
 
   “Won’t you come in?” she said sweetly.
 
   He almost smiled at that – she thought, in fact, that he had to bite his lip to prevent it. But he meekly followed her into the small living room. Wendy thought she saw him take an appraising look around the room, especially at the small Christmas tree and the tiny stack of gifts under it.
 
   He chose a place at the end of the couch. Rory didn’t want to sit; she braced her feet against his thighs and pushed herself upright.
 
   “There’s obviously nothing wrong with her physical development, is there?” he said.
 
   “You expected there might be?”
 
   His voice was almost gentle. “Sarcasm isn’t going to get us anywhere, Wendy.”
 
   He was right, and she knew she was being petty. She twisted her fingers together and stared at them.
 
   “It’s obvious that this is Marissa’s child,” he went on, “and I wouldn’t have any doubt of it, even if I hadn’t spent an hour at the department of vital records this afternoon and found her birth certificate. Now we have to decide what to do about it.”
 
   “There isn’t anything to do. Marissa put her into my care.” It was the truth, but Wendy was uneasily aware that without a will which named her as guardian, she had nothing to prove what Marissa had said, what she had wanted. And she didn’t think Mack Burgess was likely to take her word for it.
 
   In fact, he didn’t even bother to answer. “What about the father? The name on the birth certificate doesn’t mean anything to me.”
 
   Wendy shook her head. “I know who he is, nothing more than that. He and Marissa dated for a while. They’d broken up by the time Rory was born, and he didn’t show any interest in the baby. When Marissa was–” She had to clear her throat. It was still difficult to think of the way that young life had been snuffed out. “When she died, I called him, and he just thanked me for letting him know and hung up.”
 
   “So you kept the baby.”
 
   “I told you, Marissa put her into my care.”
 
   “But of course you don’t have any legal papers to that effect. Marissa didn’t leave a will.”
 
   “No. But she told me that’s what she wanted.”
 
   His voice was crisp. “Any witnesses?”
 
   She shook her head, reluctantly. “We were alone, in the intensive care unit. At least, as alone as anyone ever is in those places. You don’t believe me, do you?”
 
   “I don’t see why I should.” His voice was low, but there was an intensity about it which brought a lump to Wendy’s throat. “I caught you in four separate lies within half an hour this afternoon.”
 
   Wendy felt soft color rise in her face. “A woman will do anything to protect her young.”
 
   “When there’s real danger, that’s understandable. But in this case, when you have no legal right to this child—”
 
   Rory was getting restless. She had dropped her keys, and she didn’t want them back, and she was starting to whimper.
 
   Wendy said, “It’s time for her last bottle and bed.” She was a bit surprised when Mack handed the baby over without comment. But perhaps he was the kind who only liked children when they were clean and charming and fun.
 
   She dimmed the lights, wrapped Rory in a blanket and sat down with her in the rocking chair. The baby sucked thoughtfully and watched the twinkling multi-colored lights on the small Christmas tree.
 
   “Why did you make that phone call, Wendy?”
 
   She sighed and tried to minimize the damage. “I started thinking that it wasn’t right for Marissa’s family not even to know about Rory. But I wasn’t asking for anything.”
 
   “That makes five.” He leaned back on the couch and crossed his legs. “Lies,” he added helpfully, as if there could be any doubt what he’d meant.
 
   Wendy hadn’t counted, but she thought his calculation was probably low. She’d have done a lot more than lie in an effort to protect Rory, particularly since it was her own stupidity and panic that had created this problem in the first place. Rory shouldn’t suffer for that. 
 
   Still, though she wanted to declare that she had never intended to give the child up, she couldn’t quite bring herself to look straight at him and actually say it. Those ironic deep blue eyes of his seemed to look straight through her bones.
 
   “No matter what you think,” she said stiffly, “Marissa did tell me she wanted Rory to be in my care.”
 
   There was a long silence. “On the whole, and knowing Marissa, I can buy that.”
 
   She was afraid to let herself think that she’d heard him properly. “You do believe me?”
 
   “Let’s say, I can see how it’s possible. For one thing, it rings true for Marissa to tell you, not to ask. And considering the situation... you took the baby in sudden and shocking circumstances, feeling that Marissa hadn’t given you any other choice.”
 
   “She didn’t give me orders,” Wendy objected.
 
   He ignored the interruption. “Then when you had a chance to think about it, you concluded – quite sensibly – that Rory was too much responsibility. So you called for help, but once you got me on the phone, you chickened out and decided to keep her.”
 
   “I discovered you weren’t the sort I wanted to turn a baby over to!” Wendy snapped.
 
   “Or perhaps you decided that the bait had been taken and you’d get more by pretending to be unwilling to part with her.”
 
   “I beg your pardon—”
 
   “So that brings us to the moment. What do you want, Wendy?”
 
   “I want the baby. So let’s just forget I ever called you, shall we?”
 
   “That’s exactly what you can’t have.”
 
   “It’s what Marissa wanted. She begged me to keep Rory.”
 
   “But we have only your word about that, don’t we?”
 
   Tears were stinging her eyes. He’d said he believed her, but now he was snatching away even that bit of comfort. “It’s true, damn it!”
 
   “It may well be true, but it’s also beside the point. How do you think a judge would decide the question?”
 
   Wendy didn’t even have to think about that. If Marissa had only left a will, it would have been different. But Wendy wouldn’t have a prayer in a court case, and she knew it. Even if she could afford a lawyer, she couldn’t battle the sort of ammunition the Burgesses could bring to bear. No attorney could change the fact that she was only a friend; they were Rory’s family. And it was her word against theirs.
 
   He was watching her as if he could read her thoughts. His voice was almost soft. “You don’t think I’m going to just vanish, do you? I feel a responsibility for this little girl. She is my sister’s child.”
 
   “You can’t expect me just to hand her over to you this instant.”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I? You should have handed her over months ago, when Marissa died.”
 
   “Your family cared so little about Marissa that no one even came to Phoenix when she died!”
 
   His gaze flickered a little. “Obviously we should have. But at the time, the decision seemed very clear. She was gone, and the details didn’t matter.”
 
   Wendy bit her lip. She didn’t agree with that, but she could understand it. “Still, you can’t just snatch Rory like this. What do you plan to do? Check into a hotel tonight and demand a crib and a nanny and a full range of supplies?”
 
   “You don’t think the Kendrick Hotel would be up to the challenge?”
 
   She didn’t answer. She looked down at the baby, who smiled sleepily and reached up to pat her cheek. “I’m good to her,” Wendy said. Her voice had a rough edge.
 
   “I understand that, and I’m not belittling it. But she has a family. You said yourself that they shouldn’t be closed out of her life.”
 
   Wendy couldn’t look at him.
 
   He sighed. “Would you mind if I got a glass of water?”
 
   “In the kitchen. There’s soda in the refrigerator if you’d rather have that.”
 
   “Water’s fine.” She heard the cabinet doors open and close till he found a tumbler, and she thought he stayed so long in the kitchen to give her a chance to pull herself together. It was thoughtful of him, if that was what he’d intended – though it didn’t make a lot of difference to Wendy. A few minutes couldn’t soothe the ache she felt.
 
   When he came back to the living room, he wasn’t carrying a glass. “There’s a piece of dried-out toast covered with peanut butter on the counter next to the infant seat,” he said.
 
   “Don’t worry. I wasn’t feeding peanut butter to Rory.”
 
   “It never occurred to me that you might try. Was that your dinner?”
 
   Rory’s bottle was empty, and she was almost asleep. “There wasn’t time for anything else,” Wendy admitted.
 
   He didn’t comment. He sat down again, reached for the telephone book, and riffled through the pages till he found the section listing restaurants which delivered. “Is Chinese all right?” he said. “Or would you prefer pizza?”
 
   Wendy would prefer dry toast with peanut butter, if he’d just take himself away so she could eat it in peace. But of course that meant Rory would go, too. “Chinese,” she said.
 
   She waited till the order was placed before she set Rory’s bottle aside and slid carefully to the edge of her chair. “I’m going to put her to bed.” The words were commonplace, but the tone was almost defiant – as if she’d announced that he would not take the baby tonight, at least not without a struggle.
 
   “She might as well be comfortable while we’re waiting,” Mack said genially. He didn’t add anything about what would happen afterward, but it was perfectly clear to Wendy what he meant.
 
   Rory murmured sleepily and rooted around till she got into her favorite position, with her head firmly lodged against the padded corner of her crib and her fist curled next to her cheek. Wendy thought the baby liked to keep her thumb handy just in case she needed something to suck.
 
   She stayed beside the crib for a moment – any longer and she’d burst into tears. Then she gathered up a basket full of sleepers and shirts and tiny socks. She could at least keep her hands busy for a while – though it would serve Mack Burgess right if she packed everything up and sent it with him just as it was. Let him cope with laundry on top of everything else... though of course he’d just turn it over to the hotel staff.
 
   Or maybe he was experienced. He’d said he was a connoisseur of babies, and the way he’d used that simple toy to bamboozle Rory into making friends had definitely not been amateur. For all Wendy knew, he could have half a dozen kids of his own. Rory would fit right in – or be lost in the crowd.
 
   He didn’t wear a wedding ring. Wendy hadn’t realized till then that she’d noticed.
 
   He was sitting on the edge of his chair, his elbows braced on his knees, his fingertips stroking his temples as if his head hurt.
 
   Wendy paused in the doorway, the basket propped on her hip, and looked at him. He looked tired, too, and drained... 
 
   Damn it, she didn’t want to feel sympathetic for the man who was going to destroy her life. “I’m going down to the laundry room,” she said crisply. “If she wakes...”
 
   He only nodded.
 
   By the time she’d treated all the stains – how did a baby who couldn’t yet move herself from one end of a room to the other manage to get so dirty, anyway? – and started the machine, the restaurant delivery man was at her door. She helped Mack unload the bags on the coffee table and went to get plates and napkins.
 
   Mack speared his first bite of Peking duck. “You’re not at all what I expected, you know.”
 
   Wendy shot a look at him. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I expected any friend of Marissa’s would be just like her. Heedless, short-sighted, and with no visible means of support.”
 
   The cynical note in his voice bothered her. If that was what he thought of Marissa... And he’d said something else unflattering about her, too, just a few minutes ago.
 
   But if she took the description at face value, Wendy wasn’t so sure that she was different from what he’d expected. As far as being heedless and short-sighted – if she’d thought things all the way through she’d never have made that phone call. And with her job gone...
 
   “Marissa didn’t seem to have trouble making ends meet,” she said mildly. “At least, she never borrowed money from me.”
 
   “Did she work?”
 
   “Well, no.”
 
   “That’s what I mean. She no doubt complained about Mother and Dad being leeches on society, and at the same time she was cheerfully spending the income from her trust fund. At least, there didn’t seem to be much of it left when the attorney closed out her bank account.”
 
   Wendy shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “There was the baby to take care of,” she pointed out. But there wasn’t any value in pursuing that line of argument; Marissa was gone, and how she had spent her money hardly mattered now.
 
   Mack didn’t seem to want to talk about it anymore either, and they lapsed into silence. The food was good; it had been so long since Wendy had had a really hot dinner that she had almost forgotten what a pleasure it could be. But each bite was also spiced with sadness, for every morsel brought her closer to the moment when he would stand up and say that he was ready to go... and take Rory with him.
 
   He scooped the last bite of duck onto his plate and pushed the cardboard container away. “I’m going back to Chicago tomorrow.”
 
   No amount of time to prepare herself would have diminished the black despair which surged over Wendy now that the moment was at hand.
 
   He looked at her very directly. There was compassion in his eyes, and for a moment she almost hated him for it. If he felt so sorry for her, why was he doing this?
 
   “I don’t want to take the baby with me this time.”
 
   For a moment, Wendy thought she was hallucinating.
 
   “You’re right about the shock this is going to be to my parents,” Mack said. “They’re not young, and even good news can be traumatic. I think it will be better to break it to them first, and not just hand them an infant. In the meantime...” His voice trailed off as if he didn’t know what he wanted to say.
 
   Wendy swallowed hard. “Do you mean you might trust me to keep her for a while longer?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   She knew she shouldn’t ask, but she couldn’t keep silent. “Why? After I lied to you, and –”
 
   “I guess because I didn’t have any trouble finding you.”
 
   Wendy frowned. “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I came out here prepared to hunt you down, no matter what it took or where the trail led. But all I had to do was look up Marissa’s old address in the city directory, and here you were.” He smiled a little. “If you’d been planning to hide Rory, you’d at least have moved.”
 
   She shook her head, not quite understanding. “But you didn’t even know my name. How did you know who you were looking for?”
 
   “I didn’t catch your whole name when you called, no. But the attorney who took care of winding up Marissa’s affairs knew that she had a roommate named Miller.”
 
   “I’m amazed he remembered,” Wendy said. “The only thing he was interested in was getting her name off the lease. He didn’t even care what happened to her clothes – I packed everything up for the charities.”
 
   “He didn’t even come out here?”
 
   “Of course not. I never saw the man.”
 
   “No wonder he didn’t know about the baby,” Mack said. “I’ll have a few things to tell him about that.” He stood up. “Just one thing, Wendy. Don’t make any mistakes now. When I get back, Rory had better be right here.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Wendy knew better than to let herself hope, but she couldn’t help it. All weekend, as she tended the baby and took her for walks in the park and played with her, there was a little bubble of hope growing larger within her. As the hours went by and there was no telephone call, no knock on the door, the little voice grew stronger. It whispered that perhaps he wasn’t coming at all. Perhaps the family wasn’t interested in Marissa’s baby. Maybe they just wanted to let the whole episode die.
 
   Mack had said his parents were old, and that the news would be a shock. Maybe they’d have a family conference and decide to let her keep Rory after all. Maybe Mack had even told them how happy the baby was with Wendy. 
 
   She knew she was a fool, but when Monday, too, passed without a word – no phone call, and no handsome arrogant man invading her cubicle at work – she stopped trying to keep her hopes within bounds. Why dwell on the bad possibilities? she asked herself. Everything might work out all right yet.
 
   She left the office a little early, picked up Rory, and took her to see Santa at one of the downtown malls. It was silly, perhaps; the baby was more curious than impressed, and she would never remember her first visit with the jolly old man. But Wendy would always have the picture to treasure – Rory with her knitted cap askew, her tiny forehead wrinkled in puzzlement, and one hand tugging at a very realistic silver beard.
 
   Back at home, she gave Rory her last bottle of the day and sang her to sleep, and she was sitting on the floor in the living room, watching a Christmas special and folding tiny clothes into neat stacks, when the doorbell rang.
 
   Her heart plunged to her toes. There was something about the urgent sound of it which told her who was standing there.
 
   “You knew he’d be back,” she reminded herself. “You always knew anything else was only a dream.”
 
   She waited a moment, trying to compose herself, practicing a smile. She couldn’t greet him with honest cheerfulness, but she could try to be pleasant. And maybe she could keep herself from crying, when the moment came to say goodbye. It looked as if her pride was all she was going to have left, so at least she could try not to shred what little remained.
 
   She opened the door. She’d forgotten how tall Mack was and how he seemed to generate an electrical current just by standing still. Then she saw the blazing anger in his eyes, and the plastic smile melted from her face. 
 
   “Where the hell have you been?” he stormed.
 
   Unwillingly, Wendy backed away from him, and he stepped across the threshold.
 
   “What do you mean? I’ve been right here!”
 
   “The neighbors said they hadn’t seen you since yesterday.”
 
   “Then they weren’t looking,” Wendy snapped.
 
   “Damn it, I told you not to go anywhere!”
 
   She was stunned, and then a gurgle of almost hysterical laughter escaped her. “Good heavens, you can’t have meant it literally! You actually expected Rory and me to stay inside these four walls till you showed up again? I had to go to work, you know – and by the way, you could have found me there all day.”
 
   “Haven’t you considered that I might have other things to do myself?”
 
   “So in the meantime, while you do your important things, I’m supposed to sit and wait for you? What an incredible ego you have! Or was something else bothering you instead?”
 
   He frowned.
 
   “You thought I’d run away, didn’t you?” She put her hands on her hips and stared up at him. “You said you trusted me with her,” she reminded. “What happened to that?”
 
   “That was before I knew you were still telling lies.”
 
   Wendy was honestly astonished. “What?”
 
   He pulled a newspaper from the pocket of his raincoat and thrust it at her. “Read this,” he ordered, “and tell me you’re not still playing games with the truth!”
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   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   Wendy hadn’t even seen a newspaper that day. Usually she managed to glance at the headlines, at least, but she couldn’t remember the last time she’d sat down and thoroughly read an entire edition. Certainly she hadn’t had time in the last few months.
 
   She took the paper carefully, as if it might burn her hand, and froze as she saw the story which spread across the bottom of the front page – an in-depth survey of what the bankruptcy and closing of the company she worked for would do to the local economy.
 
   “Oh,” she said lamely.
 
   “You said you were doing just fine, and that you had no need to extort money from anyone.” Mack’s voice was clipped, each word painfully distinct.
 
   “That was the truth. I never intended to ask for money!”
 
   She turned away and her toe bumped a stack of Rory’s stretchy sleepers, sending them cascading into disorder again. Automatically she sat down on the floor and started to fold them once more. It seemed very important that they be neat.
 
   He was standing over her, hands in the pockets of his raincoat.
 
   Wendy didn’t look up. “I called you after I lost my job because I intended to give Rory up – no strings attached – because I thought it would be best for her. Then when you were so almighty condescending, I changed my mind. I thought it was better for her to be loved, no matter how poor we were.”
 
   He said something under his breath.
 
   Wendy didn’t bother to listen. “Then when you showed up and said you were going to take her no matter what, my circumstances didn’t make a difference any more. So I didn’t tell you.” She looked down at the tiny playsuit in her lap. Her voice trembled just a little. “It’s none of your concern whether I have a job or not.”
 
   There was a long silence. Then Mack took his raincoat off and flung it over a chair. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I panicked. I thought something had happened to both of you.”
 
   “You mean, you thought I’d kidnapped her.”
 
   He shook his head. “No.”
 
   She simply looked at him, unbelieving.
 
   “May I go and peek at Rory?”
 
   “Don’t worry, I haven’t spirited her away and substituted a rag doll.”
 
   “I said I’m sorry, Wendy.” He walked quietly down the hall toward the baby’s room.
 
   By the time he came back, Wendy was a little calmer, but she still couldn’t look straight at him. “I only took her to see Santa Claus, Mack. If I’d had any idea it would cause all this trouble...” Her voice trailed off, but then she added firmly, “I’d have done it anyway, because it was no big deal!”
 
   He sat on the edge of a swivel chair. “All right, I should have called you as soon as I got into town, but I was tied up in a business conference. Can we just let go of it?”
 
   She was angry, but not particularly surprised that the Burgess Group’s affairs would come before Rory. What else had she expected, after all? “It’s nice to know you’re being so efficient,” she said coolly, “and combining business with... I was going to say pleasure, but Rory’s more like an obligation, isn’t she? Damn it, why didn’t I have the sense to believe Marissa and leave you out of it?” She pounded her fist on the stack of tiny sleepers.
 
   He waited till she was quiet once more, her hands resting on the stack of baby clothes and her head drooping. “I told my parents over the weekend. They want Rory, of course.”
 
   Wendy bit her lip. It was strange, but now that the blow had actually landed, it didn’t hurt as badly as she had expected. Either she’d prepared herself better than she’d thought, or she was just numb and the ache would come later. “They’re going to raise her themselves?”
 
   “Any better suggestions?”
 
   “I thought perhaps you...” She looked up. “I thought maybe you had a family.”
 
   He shook his head. “What made you assume that, I wonder?”
 
   “Does it matter?” She straightened her shoulders and tried to keep her voice level and matter-of-fact. “When are you going to take her?”
 
   Some of the tension seemed to go out of him, as if he was relieved she was taking it calmly after all. “My business will keep me tied up till Wednesday. I’m planning to catch a flight that afternoon.”
 
   “That’s the day before Christmas Eve.” If she had stopped to think about it, Wendy would have realized the Burgesses would want Rory by Christmas. But the idea hadn’t occurred to her, and the words were like a stab straight to her heart. “But it’s so close,” she whispered. “And it’s her first Christmas!”
 
   He nodded. “That’s what they said, too.”
 
   She couldn’t blame the Burgesses, of course. The first Christmas after their daughter’s death would be a difficult time at best. To suddenly find that she was not completely gone after all, that she had left a child, was a gift beyond price. Of course they wanted Rory to share the holidays with her family.
 
   But they would have all the Christmases of Rory’s life, Wendy thought. Was it asking too much for her to have one? Just one single memory...
 
   Of course, she was being unrealistic. And the calendar didn’t matter anyway. Rory didn’t know one day from another, so Wendy would simply declare tomorrow to be Christmas – if Mack would agree to let her keep the baby forty-eight more hours, till he went back to Chicago. She wet her lips. “May I have her until you leave?”
 
   She was supposed to work tomorrow; it was scheduled to be her last day on the job. But she’d find a way to get around that, if he would only agree. If she could have one last long, full day with Rory...
 
   He stared at her for a long time, as if trying to read her intentions, and finally nodded.
 
   Had he seen the haunted, begging look in her eyes and adjusted his plans for her sake? Or had he decided to take a chance because it was easier than arranging a couple of days of child care while he finished his business? 
 
   She told herself not to be cynical, but it didn’t help much.
 
   “Thank you.” Her voice cracked a little. “It will take a while just to get her things packed up.”
 
   “Don’t bother with anything that isn’t portable,” he said quickly. “It’s easier to buy new than to pack everything up and move it.”
 
   That seemed to be the Burgess attitude about lots of things, Wendy thought, remembering the way the attorney had so lightly disposed of all Marissa’s personal belongings. Not that Mack wasn’t right, of course, at least where the furniture was concerned. It would probably cost more to crate and ship Rory’s crib than it was worth – especially since Wendy hadn’t been able to afford the kind she would have liked to buy.
 
   “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if Marissa’s own crib is still around somewhere,” he mused. “I wonder if Mother’s thought of that.”
 
   “I’m sure it’s much nicer than this one.” Wendy tried not to let bitterness creep into her voice, but she knew she failed.
 
   He put a hand out as if in sympathy, and then drew it back without touching her. Slowly, he said, “This is going to be hard on Rory, you know. Leaving everything that’s familiar, all at once.”
 
   Tears stung Wendy’s eyes. “You think I don’t already know that? She relies on me. I’ve been the center of her world since she was six weeks old.” She broke off, her voice choked with tears.
 
   “My parents have invited you to come for Christmas, to help her make the adjustment.”
 
   “How gracious of them. I suppose it’s something like taking along her security blanket.”
 
   His mouth tightened. “As a matter of fact, I think it was gracious. You’ve kept their granddaughter away from them for months. They’ve got no reason to feel fond of you.”
 
   Wendy felt as if she’d been slapped. “No, thank you.” She jumped up from the floor.
 
   He was on his feet instantly. “Wendy, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so clumsy. I know you’re sensitive about losing her.”
 
   “You haven’t any idea what I’m feeling, Mack Burgess! I doubt you’re even capable of understanding what it means to love somebody so much that you’d die for her!” She clenched her fists till her nails cut her skin.
 
   “Then surely, for Rory’s sake, you’ll come.”
 
   Was she so selfish that she wasn’t willing to extend her own pain if it would make things easier for Rory? She had no illusions about the reception she was likely to get; the Burgesses might maintain the polite fiction that she was a guest, but her visit was apt to be stiff and unpleasant. 
 
   But what did that matter? Even if she had to suffer a few days of scorn, a few thinly-veiled insults, surely she could stand it if in the long run Rory would be better off. What other options did she have? 
 
   Would going to Chicago really do any good, though, or would her presence just increase the tension and make the baby unhappier still? She sat down on the edge of a chair and shook her head a little in confusion.
 
   Mack took it as a refusal. “Is there somewhere else you need to be at Christmas? With your family, maybe?”
 
   “No.” There wasn’t any family left, but he wouldn’t be interested in that fact.
 
   “A boyfriend, then?” His voice was crisp, as if he was about to accuse her of immoral conduct around the baby.
 
   Wendy managed a half-smile. The mere thought of a romantic interest had its humorous side; since Rory came into her life, she’d almost forgotten what it was like to date. She hadn’t even had time to notice men in general, much less get interested in any one of them. Mack was the first man she’d spent any time with, in all the months since Rory had become the center of her life. Maybe that explained why she’d felt such an overwhelming sensation a few minutes ago when she opened the door and saw him.
 
   “Obviously,” she said, “you don’t understand how fast men vanish when there’s a baby taking priority. No, it was just going to be Rory and me.”
 
   “Then why not come? For her sake.” He dropped to one knee beside her chair. “You’d have a few more days with her. Maybe you’d even come to see that my parents aren’t quite the ogres Marissa described.”
 
   She lifted her eyebrows doubtfully.
 
   “Or is that what you’re afraid of? Would you rather nurse your resentments instead of trying to overcome them?” His tone was cool. “Perhaps you’re more like Marissa than I thought.”
 
   She glared at him. “If that’s a challenge, I accept it.”
 
   “Good.” He stood up. “I’ll stop by tomorrow to see the baby, and I’ll let you know then what time our flight will be.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Like all babies, Rory could feel stress in the air no matter how much Wendy tried to hide it, and she reacted badly. On Wednesday, as Wendy was rushing around trying to pack her own clothes, Rory started to scream. Nothing comforted her – not a bottle, not a pacifier, not a lullaby – and she kept up the noise till she was hot and red-faced and trembling. 
 
   When Mack appeared at the door Wendy was actually glad to see him. The sensation took her by surprise for an instant; why should she be happy, when the man was wrenching her life apart? 
 
   She dismissed the feeling and thrust the baby at him. “Here,” she said. “You deal with this. I’m busy.”
 
   The abrupt change of caretaker didn’t make Rory any happier. Mack followed Wendy down the hall, the baby in his arms. “What’s wrong with her?” he asked over the din.
 
   “She seems to have antennae specially tuned to pick up stress.”
 
   “Oh. Well, in a minute we can all relax. The taxi’s waiting.”
 
   “Maybe you can relax,” Wendy muttered. She looked from him to the hopeless tangle of clothing on her bed, next to the suitcase. Her nerves were so frazzled she couldn’t even begin to think about what she might need in Chicago. She’d put in sweaters and slacks and her new rust-colored suit, of course, but what else should she take?
 
   She shot a look at Mack. He was more casually dressed than she’d seen him before, in chinos and a soft sweater over an open-necked shirt. The shoulder of his sweater was already spotted by Rory’s tears, but Mack hadn’t noticed yet, so she didn’t point it out.
 
   Wendy slammed the suitcase closed. What she had already packed would just have to do. It wasn’t likely she’d be traveling in high society, anyway. Even if the Burgesses did, they weren’t apt to want to show her off to their friends.
 
   She took a lightweight trench coat out of her closet.
 
   “You’ll want something heavier than that,” Mack warned. “It’s winter in the Midwest.”
 
   “I’ve always lived in Arizona, Mack. I don’t own anything heavier.”
 
   “I suppose that goes for Rory, too?”
 
   “I looked yesterday,” Wendy said briefly. “I didn’t find a thing. Stores in Phoenix don’t sell a lot of snowsuits, you know.”
 
   “Well, we’ll just wrap her in a blanket, I guess. Do you have one in the carry-on?”
 
   Wendy nodded. The baby had quieted in the security of Mack’s arms, but she was still giving a hiccup-like sob once in a while, as if to remind everyone how very unhappy she was. But she started to cry in earnest once more when Wendy began to put her hooded sweater and mittens on.
 
   Mack leaned over the changing table to tickle Rory’s chin. “If you don’t like your sweater, just wait till you get to Chicago, sprout,” he warned. “You’ll find out what ‘bundled up’ really means.”
 
   “She normally isn’t like this,” Wendy muttered. “She’s a very good baby, really. She likes adventures and walks...”
 
   “You amaze me, Wendy.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’d have thought you’d be telling me what a terrible child this is, so I’d have second thoughts about the trip.”
 
   “Would it make any difference?”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “Then why waste my breath?” She settled the baby securely into her safety seat and took one last look around the room. It was obviously no longer a nursery; it looked forlorn, with all of Rory’s toys and clothes and equipment packed up and ready to go. Despite what Mack had said, Wendy couldn’t bring herself to leave Rory’s belongings behind. Familiar toys and her own mobile hanging from a new crib might make a difference. Wendy hadn’t even kept a stuffed animal as a memento, for anything which held memories for her was precious to Rory, too, and she couldn’t bear to take something from the child.
 
   She took a deep breath and turned toward the door. One small suitcase for her; two large ones and a carry-on for Rory. The baby’s whole life was packed up in those three pieces of luggage.
 
   She expected Mack to complain, but he calmly watched as the taxi driver efficiently rearranged the trunk to get everything in. “It’s a good thing I’ve only got a garment bag and a briefcase,” he said finally. “Or is it a general rule that the smaller the person, the more baggage she has?”
 
   She didn’t look directly at him. “I thought if she had her own toys, at least...”
 
   She thought she saw a gentle smile tug at the corner of his mouth, but he’d turned away to pick up a suitcase before she could be sure.
 
   At the airport, the boarding area was already full, and Wendy looked around in dismay. She should have known better than to hope for a near-empty plane so close to Christmas, she supposed. The idea of Rory screaming through several hours in the air wasn’t inviting under any circumstances, but if a plane full of people had to listen to her, things would be even worse.
 
   Don’t borrow trouble, Wendy told herself. Rory was being very good at the moment, even though she was obviously over-excited by all the noise and confusion.
 
   Mack had booked them into first class where things were quieter, and once the passengers were all settled, Rory seemed to relax a little too. But though she took her bottle as the flight attendant suggested while they climbed to cruising altitude, the change in air pressure seemed to bother her. She tugged at her ears and whimpered fretfully, and they were halfway to Chicago by the time Mack got her to settle down. He did it by reclining his seat as far as possible and balancing her on his chest. Wendy supposed the baby was soothed by his warmth and the steady drum of his heartbeat.
 
   To all appearances, Mack went to sleep too, leaving Wendy with nothing but her thoughts to occupy her. She watched the billowy clouds far below the plane for a while, thinking about what kind of reception might be waiting in Chicago. For Rory, there would be hugs and tears and confusion. For Wendy, on the other hand...
 
   She didn’t expect the Burgesses to greet her warmly and try to make her feel welcome. There was no reason they should be anything more than polite. Mack had been right about that much, and Wendy was honest enough to admit it. If Marissa had been her sister and Rory her niece, and someone had deliberately kept the news of the child’s existence away from her for months, she might treat that person with frigid courtesy, but she wouldn’t be inclined to do any more. No matter how good a reason that person had, she would be wary – and she expected no more of the Burgesses. 
 
   Still, even if every minute of her stay was difficult, she didn’t regret the impulse which had made her take up Mack’s challenge and agree to come. This way she could see for herself what conditions Rory’s new life would include. At least she’d know the truth, then, and she wouldn’t be sitting in Phoenix worrying about whether the child was being well-treated.
 
   And if it didn’t seem right? Well, she’d do something about it. She wasn’t sure what, but at least she would try. 
 
   The flight attendant came by. “What a beautiful baby you have,” she said, her voice deliberately soft so she didn’t disturb Mack and Rory. “She looks so much like her daddy, too.”
 
   Wendy managed a weak smile. The flight attendant had seen a man, a woman and a baby travelling together, and had drawn the obvious conclusion; there wasn’t any point in explaining.
 
   A dusky gray twilight settled over the plane as they passed into a cloud, and all visibility vanished as abruptly as if they’d been wrapped in a blanket. The plane must be starting to descend toward Chicago, Wendy thought. But she didn’t feel any altitude change, and Rory slept on without stirring.
 
   The pilot announced cheerfully that since Chicago was experiencing moderate snowfall and gusting winds, traffic at O’Hare airport was backed up, and they’d be circling for a while before they could land.
 
   Mack shifted his position so he could put his other hand on Rory’s back to hold her secure. “That’s par for the course. I hoped we’d beat this storm.”
 
   “I didn’t even know there was one,” Wendy admitted. “Is it likely to be a problem?”
 
   He opened his eyes halfway. “Hard to say. Chicago snowstorms are legendary. I was once on a flight from Detroit to O’Hare that flew in circles for three hours and finally landed back in Detroit. We might be delayed a half hour or we might end up somewhere else altogether. The only thing I know for sure is that we won’t go back to Phoenix, because we don’t have enough fuel.”
 
   He didn’t need to talk to her like a child, Wendy thought. She knew perfectly well about airline diversions and delays; all she’d meant was that she hadn’t had time to watch a weather forecast. But what would she gain by arguing about it? “That’s hard luck for whoever’s meeting us.”
 
   He turned his head to look at her. She’d have sworn he was surprised.
 
   Wendy said, “You mean nobody’s meeting us?”
 
   “I’m a big boy, Wendy. I’m capable of getting myself to and from airports.”
 
   And after all, Wendy thought ironically, why should Rory’s grandparents be eager to see her? Though, as a matter of fact, it might be better for Rory to have their first meeting postponed to a quieter place and time. Perhaps they’d already thought of that, and Wendy was resenting them without cause.
 
   They’d been circling for nearly an hour when the pilot announced, with a great deal less good humor, that because of the snow, visibility at O’Hare had dropped below the minimum necessary for landings, and they would be diverting to a regional airport.
 
   Rory woke with a jolt and started to cry as if the pilot’s announcement had physically wounded her. “Let me take her,” Wendy said, and Mack passed the child over without hesitation. “Don’t airplanes have instruments for times like this?” Wendy fumbled in the carry-on for a bottle. “They fly in the dark, after all.”
 
   “In the dark, you can see lights,” Mack pointed out reasonably. “But in snow or fog, you can’t see anything. Therefore, beyond certain limits, it isn’t safe to land.” He had to raise his voice to be heard over Rory’s wails. “What is the matter with that child?”
 
   His irritation inexplicably made Wendy feel a little better. She’d been beginning to think he was trying out for sainthood. “Her ears probably hurt,” she said. “Didn’t you feel the change in air pressure just then?”
 
   “I guess I’m so used to it I don’t pay any attention.”
 
   “Well, Rory isn’t, and she doesn’t understand how to make it go away. Ask the flight attendant to heat her bottle, will you?”
 
   Rory cried till the nipple was in her mouth, and then greedily settled to sucking. “Blessed silence,” Mack said, and offered his finger to the baby. She clutched it tightly and stared at him.
 
   His elbow was propped on the armrest between their seats, and though he wasn’t actually touching her, Wendy could feel the warmth of his arm across her body.
 
   She stole a look at him from the corner of her eye. He looked tired. That was the strain of the trip showing, she was sure. He might even be feeling a little disillusioned, since Rory was making it plain she was not the perfect baby on the front of the cereal box. Despite what he’d said about being a connoisseur of babies, Wendy had half-expected him to be the sort who took it personally if the infant didn’t live up to expectations. But he’d been the one who’d managed to quiet Rory earlier, and there was no reason for him to be holding her tiny hand right now if he didn’t want to.
 
   Or perhaps it wasn’t the baby at all but his business that was bothering him. He’d already looked a little tired when he came to pick them up, Wendy remembered. She could see lines at the corners of his eyes – those hadn’t been there before. Part of her wanted to comfort him, to reach up and smooth away those lines, and make him smile again.
 
   How perfectly foolish that would be! But it was no wonder if silly thoughts floated through her head now and then. She’d been very much alone in the last few months, so it really shouldn’t be any surprise that spending a little time with a man, in close quarters and in serious discussions, brought up a whole lot of conflicting feelings.
 
   As if he felt the weight of her gaze, Mack looked up from Rory, and his eyes met Wendy’s.
 
   He was a very attractive man, too. In fact, if circumstances had been different, she might even have wondered....
 
   Don’t be an idiot, she thought. She’d never been the type to fall for a handsome face without looking well beyond it.
 
   “What sort of business did you have in Phoenix?” she asked, before she realized that it wasn’t the most tactful of questions. “Sorry. Not my affair.”
 
   One dark eyebrow rose slightly. “I don’t see why you shouldn’t ask,” he said mildly. “Though whether you’re really interested in the answer might be another story. The Burgess Group put some money into an expansion for a firm there. It’s a venture-capital deal, the development of a new product, and since it’s more adventurous than most of our investments, I’m keeping a close eye on how things are going. Not a very exciting affair, I’m afraid.”
 
   She arranged the baby over her shoulder to burp her, and Mack’s hand brushed Wendy’s cheek as he drew his finger out of the baby’s grasp. He didn’t seem to notice, but the touch felt like a trace of fire to Wendy. 
 
   He leaned forward to look across her and out the window. 
 
   The engine pitch had changed; they were on final approach, and snow was pounding steadily against the glass. Wendy could barely see lights below them. If these conditions were acceptable for landing, she hated to think what it must be like at O’Hare. 
 
   Rory whimpered, and Wendy patted her back and murmured, “Just another few minutes, darling, and we’ll be safe on the ground.”
 
   “For a while,” Mack added.
 
   She watched, fascinated, as the airplane taxied toward the terminal. She’d seen snow before, of course, but never like this. There seemed to be a million tiny white darts pounding silently against the window, coming from all directions.
 
   The flight attendant was using the intercom. “Please remain seated until we are at the gate and the engines have stopped. There will be an aid station set up in the center of the terminal to assist passengers with lodging or other travel arrangements.”
 
   “Damn,” Mack said. “I was afraid of that.”
 
   Wendy was puzzled. “Isn’t that good? They could just leave us on our own, couldn’t they?”
 
   The plane reached the terminal and pulled up to the gate. Mack stood up and began retrieving their coats from the overhead bins. Wendy reluctantly interrupted Rory’s feeding and tucked the bottle safely away. When the engines died, she gathered the baby up.
 
   “Put your coat on,” Mack ordered.
 
   “We’re just going from the plane to the terminal.”
 
   “The gate will be cold.”
 
   She obediently handed the baby over so she could slip her trench coat on. Mack ignored Rory’s protests and wrapped her in a blanket like a mummy.
 
   He wasn’t joking; the frigid air inside the ramp between plane and terminal almost took Wendy’s breath away. “I see what you mean,” she gasped and hurried toward the building.
 
   It was the smallest and oldest terminal she’d ever been in, but it was blessedly warm. As they passed the security gates, Mack paused and looked around. “There,” he said. “To the right.”
 
   He had the advantage of height, and Wendy couldn’t see what he was looking at. “You’ve spotted the aid station?”
 
   “No, the bar.” He slipped a hand under her elbow and strode off down the hallway.
 
   Wendy had to lengthen her step a bit to keep up. “I can understand why you’d like a stiff scotch, but–”
 
   “I don’t want a drink, I want a television set and a weather report.”
 
   “Why?” She was trying to unbundle Rory as she walked.
 
   “Normally, with O’Hare closed because of snow, they’d just refuel the plane and hold off a while to see if conditions change enough so the airport can reopen. The fact the airline is already starting to arrange hotel rooms means they’re pretty sure O’Hare isn’t going to be open again tonight.”
 
   “So?” She uncovered Rory’s face; the baby blinked uncertainly in the light.
 
   The bar turned out to be large and open and airy – more like a coffee shop than the dim, smoky little retreat Wendy had expected. One side of the bar was lined with big windows; Mack held a chair for her at a small table well away from the expanse of glass. “If the storm is as bad as it sounds, it could be well into tomorrow before O’Hare is back in full operation, and maybe not even then. We could be stuck right here.”
 
   “Through Christmas?” Wendy looked around in distaste. The bar wasn’t as bad as she’d expected, but a holiday spent in conditions like these was not an inviting prospect. And a hotel room would be a small improvement, at best.
 
   “For days, possibly.”
 
   “Surely it can’t go on like this.”
 
   “I’ve seen storms like this end in a few hours, or go on for a week. The problem is that by the time we find out it’s getting worse instead of better, the roads will be impassible, too. But if we leave right now, before the highways close...”
 
   “And just how do you suggest we do that?”
 
   “Haven’t you ever heard of rental cars?”
 
   “Mack, if it’s not safe to fly, why are you even considering driving in this?” She waved a hand at the windows. The snow was peppering down; it looked heavier than before, and the way it swirled across the lighted windows made Wendy feel dizzy.
 
   “Honey, this is nothing, yet. Believe me, I’ve been on the roads in far worse conditions. But by tomorrow...”
 
   A waitress came to the table, and Wendy ordered pineapple juice. When it arrived, she poured part of it into Rory’s bottle, but the baby didn’t seem interested. It was past time for a more solid feeding, Wendy realized. No wonder liquids hadn’t seemed to satisfy her.
 
   “Besides,” Mack said, “do you really want to go through another takeoff and landing with the human altimeter screaming in your ear?”
 
   Wendy sighed. “Not exactly.”
 
   “That’s what I thought. Neither do I.” And as if everything was settled, he gave her a cheerful smile, picked up his coffee cup, and moved to the end of the bar where he had a better view of the television set.
 
    
 
   




 
   [bookmark: chapter04] 
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   From Mack’s point of view, Wendy thought, there probably wasn’t a shadow of a doubt that all the important decisions had been made.
 
   She dug a box of baby cereal out of the carry-on and asked the waitress to find her a small dish. By the time Mack rejoined her, she’d mixed juice with the cereal and was starting to feed Rory.
 
   “I guess you’re not ready to go,” he hazarded.
 
   Wendy didn’t even bother to answer. “How does the weather look?”
 
   “Not bad at the moment, but the storm’s coming down from the north, so the sooner we start the better off we’ll be. While you finish feeding Rory, I’ll go round up a car.”
 
   He hadn’t been gone long when a couple in their thirties came into the bar. The woman stopped to coo over Rory, who grinned obligingly and let cereal trickle down her chin. “Were you on the marathon flight from Phoenix?” the woman asked.
 
   “I’m surprised, with the noise Rory made, that you needed to ask.”
 
   The woman laughed. “Have they found a room for you yet?”
 
   Wendy shook her head.
 
   “Better get out there fast, then. With Christmas and everything, there aren’t a lot of rooms available in a town this size, and they were talking about asking people to double up.”
 
   Wendy’s feelings about driving to Chicago took an abrupt turn. If Mack couldn’t find a car, they might end up spending the holiday in the bar.
 
   An hour later she was beginning to feel panicky. Rory had long since gobbled her cereal, polished off the pineapple juice, and gone to sleep in a makeshift crib Wendy had created by pushing two chairs together. When Mack finally came in, Wendy couldn’t decide whether to scream at him for being gone so long, or hug him with joy because he hadn’t abandoned them after all.
 
   Hug him? What a thought. She must be even more tired than she’d realized, to dream that up.
 
   “Finished?” he asked. “The car’s already warm, but wrap the baby up well.”
 
   Rory protested sleepily as she was settled into her safety seat once more. Mack gathered up the carry-on bag and his briefcase and started for the main entrance.
 
   The automatic doors opened before them, and frigid air cut through Wendy’s coat and whipped Mack’s hair. “Is it always this cold here?” she gasped.
 
   “It’s the wind chill you’re feeling. It really isn’t all that cold, or it wouldn’t be snowing.”
 
   “What do you mean, it’s not really cold?”
 
   “Something about the relative humidity. I don’t remember the details, but sometimes it actually gets too cold to snow.”
 
   “Oh, I’m tickled to know that.”
 
   Mack grinned. The sparkle in his eyes was as bright as the stars – if there’d been some visible for comparison.
 
   “You seem to feel better,” Wendy murmured.
 
   “Of course I do, now that I’m back in control of my life.”
 
   The car, a dark-colored, mid-sized model, was waiting just outside the terminal – directly beside a no-parking sign – with its lights on and the engine running. Mack opened the back door and Wendy strapped the baby’s safety seat into place. All the warmth seemed to be sucked out of the car in the few moments the door was open, so she left the extra blanket snuggled around the seat.
 
   The car swerved almost sideways as Mack pulled into the traffic lane. 
 
   Wendy bit back a shriek. “Didn’t you say something about being in control?”
 
   “It’s slick right here because of all the traffic. The highway is all right.”
 
   She swallowed hard. I’ve put myself and that precious baby into the hands of a maniac, she thought. “How can you know that?”
 
   “I’ve been out on it already.”
 
   She was glad he’d tried it out; perhaps he wasn’t quite as much the daredevil as she’d been starting to think. On the other hand, if it had been worse than he expected and he’d had a wreck, she and the baby would still be sitting in the terminal, not even aware of what had happened.
 
   But he hadn’t, she reminded herself, so there was no point in fretting over it.
 
   “This is nicer than the average rental car,” she said, trying to be cheerful. It was almost a sporty model, the seats were leather, and she’d swear it had gauges she’d never seen anywhere before.
 
   “It’s not a rental. I bought it.”
 
   “You – what?” Her voice was faint.
 
   “It’s Christmas and all the rental cars were already out. So I hitched a ride into town and bought one.”
 
   “You just bought... Never mind.” If she had needed an illustration of the gap between them – of the difference between the kind of upbringing Rory had had for the past few months and what she would have for the rest of her life – this was the most effective one Wendy could think of. It was more than just a measure of his desperation to get home, that was certain.
 
   “It’s not new, of course,” he added.
 
   As if that was likely to make her feel differently.
 
   She released her seat belt and turned around for a minute to unwrap Rory’s blanket; the car was warming up fast now that they were on the road. “How far are we from Chicago?”
 
   “Two hours under normal driving conditions. Probably four or more, with the roads like this.” Mack’s hands lay loosely across the steering wheel, and he didn’t take his eyes off the highway. “I wish you’d stay belted up, just in case.”
 
   “Sure.” She snapped her seatbelt back in place, but she couldn’t resist saying, “I thought you told me this drive was perfectly safe.”
 
   “I’m not foolhardy.”
 
   Traffic was light, and it was moving slowly. The first time Wendy saw a car abandoned in the ditch she turned wide eyes on Mack.
 
   He shook his head. “Somebody panicked, that’s all. Started to slide, slammed on the brakes and ended up in the ditch. It’s not hard to do.” He glanced at her. “And it’s not hard to avoid, either. You don’t think I’d take chances with precious cargo, do you?”
 
   She turned her head to look at the sleeping baby. “Not exactly, but...”
 
   “The papers in my briefcase are probably worth half a million bucks.”
 
   But she saw the smile tugging at the corner of his mouth before she had a chance to be annoyed.
 
   The miles inched by, and the hours crept. Wendy tried not to ask Mack about their progress; instead, she watched for road signs and kept tabs as the distance to Chicago edged downward with each town they passed.
 
   “You’re awfully quiet,” he said.
 
   “I thought you were concentrating.”
 
   “I’d rather have something to distract me.”
 
   She began to talk about whatever came to mind. She told him about movies she’d like to see, and books she’d enjoyed, and asked him about his favorites. Two hours went by, then three. Dull gray twilight had long since faded into evening, but the night was not as dark as she had expected, even when there was no town near. Light from any source caught against millions of snowflakes and reflected, and so at times it hardly seemed to be night at all.
 
   Sometimes, in the lulls of conversation, the only sound was the steady, hypnotic thwack of the windshield wipers, industriously keeping the glass clear. Four hours – he’d hoped to be in the city by then, but the road signs told a different tale. Still, slow as it was, they were making progress.
 
   The car was very warm for Rory’s sake, and after a while Wendy began to feel sleepy. That was dangerous, she knew. It wasn’t any problem if she napped, but if Mack were to doze off...
 
   She started to talk again, determinedly, and after a while, when his easy answers had helped her feel more relaxed, she asked if there was anything she ought to know before they arrived at his parents’ home.
 
   He shrugged. “You want to know what to expect? Normally we have rafts of people, but it’ll be a bit subdued this year. Just the family.”
 
   With Marissa so recently gone, that was no surprise. “You and your parents,” Wendy prompted.
 
   “And my brothers, Mitch and John, and John’s wife, Tessa. I think it’ll be less formal than usual.”
 
   That wasn’t a lot of comfort; Wendy wondered what he meant by less formal. But she didn’t ask. No matter what his answer, it wouldn’t change the contents of her suitcase. She’d just have to do the best she could with what she had. Maybe her new suit would do, if she substituted her cream-colored camisole for the blouse she usually wore. Had she put that camisole in, or left it in the pile on her bed?
 
   “You did get the luggage?” she heard herself asking.
 
   “No. They weren’t unloading anything off the plane.”
 
   Wendy closed her eyes in pain. She didn’t even have a change of underclothes; there hadn’t been room left in the carry-on by the time she got all of Rory’s necessities packed. Her trousers were rumpled from the long flight, and in the terminal Rory had spit up on the shoulder of her sweater.
 
   “Oh, that’s just great,” she said wryly. “The only thing in the world which would make this whole affair worse is if you were bringing me home for your parents’ inspection.”
 
   Mack glanced at her, one eyebrow raised. “Now why should a kooky idea like that occur to you?”
 
   Embarrassed heat stung her cheeks. What had made her say such a crazy thing? If she’d stopped to think for a moment... “I haven’t the vaguest notion,” she snapped. “Native optimism, I suppose – there’s always something worse out there, and if I can find it, then I can pretend I’m not so bad off after all.”
 
   Mack considered. “I see your point.”
 
   Well, at least they’d agreed on that much. Wendy groped for something with which to change the subject. “Tell me about Marissa,” she said finally.
 
   “Why? You knew her. I hadn’t seen her in a couple of years. I only forwarded her trust fund checks once a month, after Dad retired.”
 
   The crisp edge to his voice almost made Wendy back down, but she said stubbornly, “You’ve said some things about her – some very unflattering things. I just think you should explain them.”
 
   “Since she can’t defend herself? I didn’t hate my little sister, Wendy, if that’s what you’re wondering. I just saw her more clearly than most people did, that’s all.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” He looked doubtful, and she added, softly, “Please?”
 
   “Marissa was beautiful, spoiled, and self-centered. She wasn’t evil, but she was manipulative and cold and calculating.”
 
   Wendy frowned, trying to fit that picture into what she knew of Marissa. The woman had been beautiful, Mack was correct about that. And spoiled and self-centered – well, yes, that was true enough, but weren’t most young people, to some extent?
 
   As for manipulative, cold and calculating... Had Marissa changed from the time Mack had last seen her until she met Wendy? Or had she hidden herself so well that Wendy hadn’t seen those traits?
 
   On the other hand, why was she assuming that Mack was right?
 
   “Perhaps it wasn’t entirely her fault,” he went on thoughtfully. “When a longed-for girl arrives after three boys – well, from the day she was born she was treated like a princess.”
 
   “Is that what she meant?” Wendy said, almost to herself.
 
   “Since I don’t know what she told you, I haven’t any idea what she meant.”
 
   She hadn’t intended him to hear that, but she could hardly deny what she’d said. “She didn’t want your parents to have Rory because she said they’d ruin her, too.” She put the emphasis on the last word, as Marissa had.
 
   Wendy thought she saw a tiny frown draw Mack’s eyebrows together, but he didn’t answer. They were in the city by then, driving through one residential section after another. The side streets were busier than the highway had been, and slicker, too. The snow was coming down harder, and his eyes didn’t stray from the road. It was obviously not a time for further discussion of Marissa.
 
   No longer afraid that Mack might doze off, Wendy drifted into silence herself. She studied the patterns left by tires in the street and watched the snowflakes fall in shifting formations against the streetlights – sometimes hard and thick like salt dashed from a giant shaker, sometimes more like the fragments of ivory in an old snow dome, shaken up and left to float gently down on a quiet scene.
 
   In the back seat, Rory gave a baby snore and then a couple of grunts before she settled into silence again.
 
   When Mack spoke, his voice was so soft that Wendy almost didn’t hear at first. “Thanks for coming with me. I could never have managed the trip alone.”
 
   She turned her head slowly against the leather seat and looked at him. He was staring straight ahead, and she could almost pretend that she’d been dreaming, for there was no softness in his face.
 
   She wanted to look straight into his eyes, to see if there was more behind his words than simple gratefulness. But she couldn’t; in the dimness, even if he were looking directly at her she couldn’t have read the expression in his eyes.
 
   Before she could find an answer – or even wonder why it should matter so much – Mack said, “Here we are.”
 
   The car turned abruptly into a driveway, skidding slightly as it drew to a halt. Wendy looked up at an enormous set of wrought iron gates, the biggest she had ever seen in her life. Each metal frame was at least ten feet tall and crafted of turns and spirals so delicate and elaborate the gates looked almost like lace. Beyond them, at the end of a long driveway, lay a house – an elaborate, sprawling Jacobean-style brick manor, with stone tracing around each door and window and wings going every which way.
 
   “Good heavens,” she whispered.
 
   She didn’t know she’d said anything at all till Mack answered. “It takes people that way sometimes.” He reached for his wallet and pulled out what looked like a credit card, then lowered the car window and inserted the card in a discreet black box at the edge of the drive. The gates swung silently wide.
 
   “Much more thoughtful than making the gatekeeper stand out in the cold,” Wendy said. She was babbling because she was annoyed. He could have warned her.
 
   No, she thought. Nothing could have prepared her for this. She had expected an exclusive neighborhood, a quiet street, a big house, but even if Mack had described this place, she couldn’t have imagined a country estate set in the middle of a city, complete with brick walls and acres of grounds and what looked like an enormous fountain in a courtyard by the front door. In a big stone-arched bay window, the lights of a Christmas tree gleamed.
 
   She turned her back on the scene and reached around to swathe Rory in blankets again. The child’s eyes were wide open; they looked enormous and unusually dark in the indirect light which spilled in from the courtyard.
 
   “Hello there,” Wendy said softly. “How long have you been awake?”
 
   Rory grinned and waved her arms to be picked up. She strenuously objected to being covered up with a blanket again, and she was yelling lustily by the time they reached the huge, carved front door.
 
   It swung open silently in front of them, and Wendy braced herself for the first encounter with Mack’s parents. She half-expected they might simply seize Rory from her arms.
 
   The man holding the door was tall and very erect and formally dressed in dark evening clothes. His neat precision made Wendy feel even more grubby, and she tightened her hold on Rory. The child needed to be changed, she was certain – and she couldn’t bring herself to think about that wonderful tailoring encountering a wet diaper.
 
   “Good evening, sir,” the man said, and bowed just a little. “Good evening, miss. Mr. Burgess is in the library, Mr. Mack. I’m afraid Mrs. Burgess has already retired to her rooms, since you were delayed.”
 
   She went to bed? Wendy thought unbelievingly, and then told herself not to make rash judgments. Had Mack even called his parents to let them know what was going on? If not, his mother had good reason to assume they wouldn’t arrive till tomorrow.
 
   Mack nodded, apparently unsurprised. “You might tell her nurse that we’re here, Parker, in case she’s still awake.”
 
   Her nurse? Wendy felt a bit ashamed of herself. If Mrs. Burgess was ill, that would explain a lot.
 
   “Certainly, sir. Shall I show you into the library?”
 
   “No. Just take these coats and we’ll fend for ourselves.” He shrugged his coat off, then took the safety seat from Wendy’s arms and set it on a nearby table to unwrap the top layer of blankets. The table was dark, rich wood, polished to an almost mirror-like shine. Wendy shuddered at the thought of putting a scratch on it.
 
   Through an arched doorway she caught sight of the tree. It was both tall and broad, and there must have been thousands of pure white lights glistening like icicles on the boughs. Underneath were heaps of packages. If this was what Mack called a subdued Christmas...
 
   The butler helped her remove her coat; Wendy felt his hands tremble just a little and looked over her shoulder at him in surprise. He was watching Rory. As Mack lifted the baby out of the seat, she blinked warily in the bright light, then caught sight of Wendy and gave a breathtaking smile.
 
   “And this is Miss Marissa’s little one, sir?” Parker said softly. “We’re all so glad you’ve brought her home.” He picked up the carry-on bag Mack had set down.
 
   “I think we’ll need that,” Mack told him. “She feels a bit damp.”
 
   Wendy found a diaper and a clean sleeper in the bag, and Parker showed her into a powder room, lined with pink marble, that was far larger than the bath in her apartment. She took an extra couple of minutes to freshen Rory up. The sleeper wasn’t new, and it had never been fancy, but at least the child could be appealingly clean and neat. She wished that she’d thought of adding a hair ribbon to the supplies in the bag; Rory was starting to get a few curls now, and a ribbon might have stayed in place long enough for introductions.
 
   She stole a minute as well to touch up her own appearance. The first principle of marketing was to put the best possible face on the product, and that was as true of herself as of Rory. She didn’t want the Burgesses to think their granddaughter had been in the care of a slob. There wasn’t much she could do, of course, except touch up her braid and apply fresh lipstick – but at least she’d know she’d tried. They would probably scarcely look at her, anyway.
 
   Mack was still in the hallway, lounging against a walnut coat tree, when she came back. The mirror stretched a good two feet above his head, but it was still dwarfed by the height of the room. She glanced up at the ceiling. If she was any judge at all, that was a masterpiece of carved plaster.
 
   Mack straightened up, and his gaze lingered for a moment on her mouth. Wendy felt warmth surge over her; at least he’d noticed the effort she’d made. “Ready?” he asked softly. 
 
   She almost said no, but she took a deep breath instead and nodded.
 
   The library was warm. In the massive stone fireplace, a blaze had burned down almost to embers, and its glow mingled with pools of soft light from several lamps. A man rose from a leather wing chair beside the fire and turned to greet them. He was quite a little shorter than Mack, but there was no mistaking the family resemblance in the shape of his face and the set of his eyebrows. “Ah, there you are, Mack,” he said. “And Miss...”
 
   “Miller,” Mack supplied. “Wendy, my father.”
 
   Wendy shifted the baby a little so she could hold out her hand if Samuel Burgess offered to shake it. He didn’t, however; his eyes were on Rory. But he didn’t make a move to touch her. His hands were clasped behind his back, and he rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet as if he was uncertain of himself and annoyed at feeling that way.
 
   Rory didn’t cry or duck her head against Wendy’s shoulder, but watched him attentively. Finally she smiled – a wide, engaging, friendly grin.
 
   Samuel Burgess smiled back, and suddenly Wendy was fiercely glad that she was here to see this moment. “Perhaps you should hold her, sir,” she said gently.
 
   Mack shot her a look of surprise, which annoyed Wendy. Did he honestly think she would cling to the baby now? The sooner Rory became familiar with these new surroundings, these new people, the easier it would be for her.
 
   “Well...” Samuel Burgess cleared his throat. “Yes, I suppose.” Gingerly, he lifted the baby out of Wendy’s arms. He held her awkwardly, as if he’d forgotten how. Wendy held her breath, but Rory seemed to understand that he meant well, and she didn’t make a fuss.
 
   Within a few minutes he was chucking the baby under the chin and she was giggling at him.
 
   The child looks like a born diplomat, Wendy thought. After all that fuss on the trip, when conduct really counted she had come through like a trouper.
 
   She turned to Mack with a smile. He, too, would have seen the contrast, and he would appreciate the humor.
 
   But he was looking at her strangely. His eyes were dark and steady and there was not even a hint of humor in his face. The smile froze on Wendy’s lips, and an empty, yawning ache chewed at the pit of her stomach. Why was he studying her like that?
 
   Confused, she turned back to Samuel and Rory just as a knock sounded at the door. Samuel called permission to enter, and a young woman came in.
 
   Obviously the nurse, Wendy thought. She wasn’t quite sure how she knew, for the woman wore tailored slacks and a bright-colored blouse, not a uniform. Then she realized it was the shoes which had tipped her off; they were the kind chosen by women who spent lots of time on their feet.
 
   The nurse spoke softly to Mack. “Mrs. Burgess asks if you’ll come upstairs when you’re free, sir.”
 
   But it was Samuel who answered her. “Of course,” he said hastily and handed Rory back to Wendy without hesitation. “Yes, my boy, take Aurora up to see her grandmother.”
 
   At the foot of the massive carved staircase, Wendy hesitated and looked up. It was an incredible distance to the upper floor; the stairs were wide and shallow and there seemed to be a thousand of them.
 
   Mack paused with one foot on the lowest step and looked down at her. “Well?”
 
   “You don’t need me for this.” She held Rory out to him.
 
   Parker came down the passage, silent-footed, and Mack called his name. “I need a favor. We didn’t stop for dinner, so perhaps you could warn Mrs. Cardoza that we’ll be raiding her kitchen a little later.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do, sir.”
 
   “You’re a good man, Parker.” Mack beamed at him and turned to Wendy. He didn’t reach for the baby. “Come on. You’re only losing your nerve because you’re hungry.”
 
   She was, indeed, starving; perhaps the empty ache she’d been feeling a few minutes ago had been caused as much by hunger as the beginnings of loneliness. But she wouldn’t bet on it.
 
   She stood stubbornly at the foot of the stairs. “Surely your mother would rather just have you and Rory. If she’s not feeling well…”
 
   “Maybe. But no matter what she wants, she’s getting all of us.” He held out a hand and coaxed, “Don’t you think it’ll be easier to meet her tonight, when her mind’s on Rory? That way, by tomorrow you might be old friends.”
 
   Wendy rolled her eyes at the idea, but she supposed he was right. When she met Mrs. Burgess wouldn’t make any real difference; Wendy Miller wasn’t important enough in the Burgesses’ lives to make any kind of splash. It would be better to get it over with right away. And at least this way she’d have Mack to lean on.
 
   What was wrong with her? She’d never needed a man for moral support before!
 
   Mack led the way up the stairs and along a wide hallway which ran through the main wing of the house, and turned onto a side corridor. The passage here was only slightly narrower. It was dimly lit and lined with oak carved in a linen-fold pattern. Wendy wanted to stop and run her hand admiringly over the superb workmanship.
 
   Mack tapped on a wide, arched door, and pushed it partway open. “Mother?”
 
   “Come in, Mack.”
 
   The moment Wendy heard her speak, she knew where Mack had gotten his rich, vibrant voice. He’d inherited it from his mother, and probably learned at her knee how to use it to best effect.
 
   Mrs. Burgess would be tall and slim and elegant, Wendy thought. Despite whatever illness she was suffering, she’d be dressed in some sort of flowing satin and lace thing, and she’d sweep around the room like a model.
 
   Mack pushed the door wide. “I’ve brought someone to see you.”
 
   Wendy blinked in surprise. She had expected a fashion plate. She saw a small woman with carefully-styled white hair, wearing a blue velvet bed-jacket and sitting in a wheelchair. Her body was twisted slightly; one shoulder was higher than the other. Her hands, long-fingered and still delicate, were folded in her lap, but Wendy could see that the joints were horribly deformed.
 
   “Mother, this is Wendy,” Mack said.
 
   The woman’s eyes were like Marissa’s – and like Rory’s. No wonder Mack had felt so little doubt when he saw the baby for the first time. But Mrs. Burgess’ eyes had a distant look, as if she had drawn away from the things that hurt her.
 
   Her gaze rested on Wendy for a long moment. “I’m Elinor,” she said softly. “I’d shake hands, but I’m afraid I can’t.”
 
   “I know,” Wendy said quickly. She patted Elinor Burgess’ wrist in a feather-light touch. The woman’s skin was like crepe, textured with soft wrinkles.
 
   Elinor’s gaze slid to the baby in Wendy’s arms as if Rory was a magnet. “So you’ve brought Aurora back to us.”
 
   “Can you hold her, Mother?” Mack asked.
 
   Very carefully, Wendy set the baby onto Elinor’s lap, but she kept one hand on Rory’s shoulder, trying to keep her from squirming. She wasn’t altogether successful, and she saw flickers of pain cross Elinor’s face.
 
   But the woman didn’t give in easily. For several minutes she simply looked at the baby, and Rory stared back at her, wide-eyed and inquisitive.
 
   Elinor said, without looking up, “Have you dined?”
 
   “No,” Mack said. “We didn’t want to stop and take a chance of getting caught in the storm.”
 
   “Ring Parker and tell him to see to it immediately.”
 
   She didn’t raise her voice, but the words were clearly an order. Wendy was a bit confused – was she talking to Mack? Then she heard a soft step in the next room, and the nurse said, “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Mack bent over his mother and gently kissed her cheek. “We’ll see you in the morning, then.”
 
   Wendy automatically shifted her grip in order to pick up the baby. “Don’t,” Elinor said sharply.
 
   Wendy drew back as if she’d been slapped. It was apparent that all authority has changed hands in the past few minutes, she thought. She obviously no longer had any power at all over Rory.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Elinor said. “I didn’t mean to snap at you. I only meant that my nurse will take care of putting her to bed so you can eat in peace, and relax. You must be exhausted from the trip.”
 
   Wendy swallowed hard and managed to say quite civilly, “Of course. That’s very thoughtful of you.”
 
   And it was, as a matter of fact. She was tired, and hungry, and not quite up to coping with getting Rory settled for the night. It was perceptive of Elinor Burgess to have seen that. There wasn’t any reason for Wendy to feel shut out, or disgruntled, or anything but grateful. And yet when she brushed her fingers across Rory’s curls and said goodnight, she felt in her heart as if she were saying goodbye as well.
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   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   They did not raid the kitchen, despite Mack’s threat. Instead, he led the way to an airy breakfast room at the back of the house, where Parker was laying two places at an octagonal table which matched the shape of the room. Mack held Wendy’s chair and seated himself next to her.
 
   Parker lit the candles in the center of the table, poured two glasses of wine, and began dishing up soup from a tureen on the sideboard. “Mrs. Cardoza sends her apologies for giving you a makeshift meal, sir.” He set a dainty china soup plate in front of Wendy.
 
   She inhaled the delicate bouquet of the soup – she thought she caught a whiff of lobster, and the base was cream – and remembered the peanut butter on toast she’d been eating the night Mack first came to her apartment. Obviously Mrs. Cardoza didn’t know the first thing about truly makeshift meals.
 
   Parker served Mack’s soup. “By the way, sir, I had one of the men take the car around to the garage.”
 
   “Thanks. I’d forgotten all about it. Perhaps tomorrow they can wash it.” Mack shook out his napkin and picked up his spoon. “Until I see what it looks like in daylight, I won’t know if I want to keep it.”
 
   Wendy thought she saw a flicker of confusion pass over Parker’s face. But surely that was her imagination; by now, he must know Mack too well to be startled by anything the man might do. She’d already learned that much, herself – and she’d known him for only a few days.
 
   Even Parker’s quiet comings and goings as he served and cleared didn’t really disturb the tranquil atmosphere in the room. Wendy was too hungry for much conversation, so the butler’s presence didn’t bother her at all.
 
   The soup was followed by a green salad, topped with a tart honey and vinegar dressing and accompanied by warm whole-wheat rolls. Parker whisked her empty plate away, and Wendy was just about to declare herself satiated when he brought in a covered tray and asked, “A slice of filet, Miss?”
 
   Before she could even answer, he expertly carved several slices of beef and arranged them in the shape of a fan on a china plate. He added a spoonful of bright, barely-tender vegetables and used a towel to set the plate before her. “It’s very hot, Miss,” he warned, and turned back to create a duplicate for Mack.
 
   “When you said we’d raid the kitchen, I thought you meant leftovers,” Wendy said under her breath. “A sandwich, or something.”
 
   Mack smiled. “Mrs. Cardoza loves me. I’m such an appreciative eater, you see.”
 
   Parker took one last look around the table, gathered up his tools, and withdrew from the room. Mack reached for the wine bottle at his elbow and refilled Wendy’s glass.
 
   She nibbled at a bite of filet. It was perfectly done to suit her tastes – nicely browned on the edges, hot but still very pink and juicy in the center. It was the best she’d eaten in a long time.
 
   The silence between them was not an oppressive one, but it wasn’t peaceful either. With the butler gone, the air seemed to hold an electrical charge.
 
   Wendy shaped and discarded several comments. “What’s wrong with your mother, Mack?” she asked finally.
 
   “She has rheumatoid arthritis.”
 
   “Oh. That’s the really nasty stuff.”
 
   “It can be. She has good times and bad, and right now she’s having a bad flare-up. Stress is very hard on an RA patient, and since Marissa’s death she hasn’t been well at all.”
 
   Wendy speared a baby carrot and ate it daintily. “That’s why you wanted to break the news before you brought Rory.”
 
   Mack nodded.
 
   “Will she get better?”
 
   “I hope so. She always has before.”
 
   “Enough better to take care of a baby?”
 
   “She was diagnosed not long after Marissa was born, and she managed. There were nurses then, too, of course.”
 
   “I wonder if that’s what Marissa meant by being ruined,” Wendy mused. “Having nurses instead of her mother.”
 
   Mack’s voice was crisp. “Marissa could be a melodramatic idiot.”
 
   “But she was raised by nurses?”
 
   “I suppose so, yes.”
 
   Wendy put her fork down and said, almost gently, “And your mother’s worse now, isn’t she? You know she can’t really participate in taking care of a baby, don’t you, Mack? If just holding Rory on her lap causes her pain–”
 
   He shrugged. “She’ll work something out.”
 
   “Nurses? Nannies? Is that what you want for Rory? Your mother can’t cuddle her, and your father is mildly interested but certainly no father figure.”
 
   The breakfast room door opened, and a cheerful voice said, “So you made it after all!” A young man bounded in and slapped Mack on the shoulder.
 
   Obviously one of his brothers, Wendy concluded. This man was not as tall as Mack, and he was perhaps ten years younger – or maybe his appearance of extreme youth came from his easy-going, open expression. There was nothing about him which hinted of Mack’s settled, mature air.
 
   That made Mack sound stodgy, she thought, which he wasn’t. He was reliable, that was the word. Maybe that notion she’d had as they went up to meet Elinor hadn’t been such an odd one after all. A woman could safely lean on Mack.
 
   If she needed anyone to lean on, which of course Wendy didn’t.
 
   “All I can say is, it must have been a fancy piece of driving.” The young man held a hand out to Wendy. “Hi. I’m Mitchell.”
 
   Wendy shook it politely before she turned to glare at Mack. “You told me there was nothing to it, and it was perfectly safe.”
 
   Mack shrugged. “It’s not my fault Mitch is an amateur. I tried to teach him to drive.”
 
   Mitch turned to the sideboard to investigate the remains of their dinner. Apparently deciding it was worthy of attention, he dug a plate from the china cabinet and carved himself a healthy serving of filet. He pulled out the chair across from Wendy’s, sat down, and started to eat, regarding her all the while with an air of frank interest.
 
   Mack glanced at the plate and said, “Didn’t you have dinner?”
 
   “Only once. And it was trout tonight – not nearly as appealing as this. Why does Mrs. Cardoza always act as if you’re special?”
 
   “Because I am a discriminating eater, and I appreciate her finer efforts. You’ll consume anything.”
 
   The insult bounced off Mitch. He turned back to Wendy. “How do you like Chicago so far?”
 
   She settled for the diplomatic answer. “I’ve hardly seen any of the city. Just snow.”
 
   “Nasty, isn’t it? You picked the worst time of the year to come and visit. I’m moving to Hawaii when I graduate. I’d be there already if Mack didn’t think I’d spend all my time surfing instead of studying. Mack, I need to talk to you about my statistics class.”
 
   “Not just now, Mitch. How about dessert, Wendy?”
 
   Parker appeared as if by magic. Wendy couldn’t figure out if he was telepathic or if Mack had used some unseen means to summon him.
 
   She shook her head. “I couldn’t eat another bite. I’ll leave you to your discussion and get some sleep, if you don’t mind.”
 
   Mitch jumped up to hold her chair. “It’s not that I want to get rid of you exactly,” he confided, “but this is sort of important, so thanks for understanding. You know, Mack, it isn’t very often you find a woman who takes a hint and doesn’t resent it. Maybe you’d better consider—”
 
   Mack interrupted ruthlessly. “Just what was it you wanted to tell me, Mitch?”
 
   Parker bowed slightly. “If you’ll come this way, Miss, I’ll have Mrs. Parker show you to your room.”
 
   Wendy glanced back as she left the breakfast room. The men had already seated themselves again, and Mitch was deep in explanation, illustrating his point by rearranging flatware on the table.
 
   Mrs. Parker was short and round and dressed in black. Obviously the housekeeper, Wendy concluded, and speculated on how many other people were employed around this house. She wondered if Mack would see the humor if she suggested the Burgesses ought to publish a guidebook, like all the best hotels did, to let guests know what services were available and who to ask for assistance.
 
   At the top of the stairs, Wendy paused. “Which way is the nursery?”
 
   Mrs. Parker pointed. “In that wing, miss, with the rooms Mrs. Burgess’ nurses use.”
 
   Wendy bit her lip.
 
   “I don’t think you need to worry about the little one tonight,” the housekeeper said comfortably. “She’s already asleep, I understand. And she’ll have the best of care.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right.” And I’d better get used to letting go of her, Wendy reminded herself. If she didn’t, it would only make things harder on both of them in the long run.
 
   “I hope you’ll be comfortable here.” The housekeeper opened an arched door and snapped on the lights inside a large sitting room. Two overstuffed chintz chairs and a small loveseat were grouped on an old Oriental rug by the fireplace, and a bench which ran the entire length of three big windows made a perfect place to curl up and look out over the fountain and courtyard in the front of the house.
 
   “The bedroom and bath are through there,” Mrs. Parker said, pointing to a door at the far end of the room. “Mr. Mack said you’ve been stranded without your luggage?”
 
   The question made Wendy want to swear. All this elegance, and she didn’t have a clean stitch to wear. “Unfortunately, that’s correct.”
 
   “I took the liberty of laying out a few things for you to use tonight. I hope you’ll find them acceptable. And if you’d like to ring when you’ve finished undressing, I’ll send a maid up for your things so they’ll be fresh in the morning.” She waved a hand at the bell beside the fireplace.
 
   Almost automatically, Wendy said, “That’s far too much trouble...” Then she broke off. She hated being a nuisance, but she was hardly in a position to refuse.
 
   Mrs. Parker was smiling – not a supercilious smile, but a genuinely friendly one. “Just ring when you’re ready.”
 
   “It’s lovely of you,” Wendy admitted. “A life-saver, in fact.”
 
   The housekeeper paused at the door. “You’ll find that all of the staff will be happy to do anything we can for Mr. Mack’s friend,” she said quietly.
 
   Had there been just the barest hesitation before that last word? Of course there was, Wendy thought. The staff wasn’t certain exactly what her position was, or why she was here. But whether the Burgesses considered her a heroine for returning Marissa’s baby to the bosom of her family, or simply a glorified nursemaid, the members of their staff were too professional to hazard an opinion.
 
   She yawned as she wandered through the rest of the suite. Mrs. Parker was as good as her word; everything Wendy might need was waiting for her. The satin comforter on the enormous canopy bed was already turned down, and spread across the fragrant linen sheets was a cream-colored cotton nightgown. The fabric was crisp and new, but the style was old-fashioned, with a multitude of tiny tucks and pleats down the front and fancy stitching around the collar and cuffs. Beside the bed stood a pair of soft slippers, and hanging on the back of the bathroom door was an oversized white terry bathrobe.
 
   And while she was in the shower, luxuriating in the strong hot spray, her clothes vanished as quietly as if little mice had stolen them away.
 
   She tucked herself into the big bed and hugged her pillow and wished that Rory wasn’t down the hall and around the corner but right here, in her crib – just in case the baby needed anything.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   She dreamed that she heard Rory crying for her, but no matter how hard she searched there were more rooms to inspect, more hallways unrolling before her, more wings sprouting from the main part of the house, and she never managed to find the child. Finally the dream faded and she sank into exhausted sleep, to wake with a jolt to light pouring in through the long windows.
 
   Rory should have been awake by now, she thought, and was instantly terrified. Why hadn’t the baby cried this morning? Something must be terribly wrong.
 
   She sat bolt upright, and only then did she remember the Burgess house and the canopy bed and the nursery down the hall and around the corner.
 
   Indeed, something was wrong, she told herself. Unfortunately, it was nothing she could fix.
 
   She heard a rustle from the adjoining sitting room, and a moment later a maid in a dark green uniform with white apron and cap came in with a tray. She stopped in the doorway when she caught sight of Wendy sitting up in bed. “I’m sorry, miss, I didn’t mean to disturb you. Mrs. Parker thought you might like coffee or tea when you woke.” She set the tray down on the bedside table.
 
   There were two thermos containers on the tray, along with a thin china cup and saucer, cream pitcher and sugar bowl in the same floral pattern, a crystal dish of lemon slices, and a small square envelope. Wendy looked at the note with trepidation.
 
   “If I’d known you were awake I’d have brought the pretty pots instead of these ugly things,” the maid fretted. “Shall I pour for you?”
 
   Wendy nodded. “Coffee, please,” she said absently and reached for the envelope. Whatever it was, she might as well face it.
 
   The paper inside was monogrammed with an elegant script, but the note itself was typed. Please forgive my informality, it said. It is sometimes difficult for me to write. Will you do me the favor of calling on me in my sitting room this morning, whenever it is convenient for you? It was signed, a bit shakily, Elinor Burgess.
 
   Wendy sipped her coffee and read the note again. It was simple and to the point, and very difficult to interpret. It could mean that Elinor wanted to have a bosom-buddy chat, or she might tell Wendy to pack her bags immediately because there was no further need for her – or it could be anything in between. There was nothing to be done but go and see what she wanted.
 
   And she might as well do it immediately, before her curiosity got the better of her and paranoia set in.
 
   The maid was still standing beside the bed, obviously waiting for further instructions. “Do you know whether my clothes have been returned?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Yes, miss. I brought them up myself earlier this morning. Shall I run a bath for you?”
 
   “Heavens, no, I can still make a faucet function.” Wendy pushed the blanket back, and the satin spread slid off the foot of the bed and into a heap on the floor. “Darn it, I didn’t mean to do that.”
 
   “Oh, it happens all the time. You should have seen how tangled it was last time one of Mr. Mack’s lady-friends was here.” The maid stopped and clamped her teeth on her lower lip.
 
   Better put a stop to that right away, Wendy thought. The emphasis the woman had put on last time clearly indicated that she thought Mack’s interest in Wendy was a romantic one. 
 
   “I’m sorry, miss. I shouldn’t have mentioned the subject to you.”
 
   “Probably not,” Wendy agreed cheerfully. “Still, since I’m not one of Mr. Mack’s lady-friends, it hardly matters to me what any of them do.” She slid out of bed.
 
   “Yes, miss.” The maid sounded a bit doubtful. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”
 
   “Not a thing, thank you.”
 
   Wendy waited till the maid was gone, then started her bath running and began to look for her clothes. She found them in the wardrobe, neatly pressed and looking better than new. She put her hair up in a braid once more – she really needed to get it trimmed, but there hadn’t been time – and did the best she could with the tiny makeup kit she carried in her handbag. The results were passable, if not exactly impressive. And at least she wasn’t keeping Elinor Burgess waiting; it was just thirty minutes after the note had arrived when she tapped on the arched door of the woman’s sitting room.
 
   The wheelchair was pulled up to a desk in the corner of the room, and there was no nurse in sight. As Wendy came in, Elinor turned her chair toward the door and looked up in surprise. “My dear girl, I didn’t intend for you to rush. You should have taken your time, and gotten your rest. The maid didn’t misunderstand me and wake you, did she?” She gestured toward a chair.
 
   At least that didn’t sound as if she were being told to leave, Wendy thought. “No, I was already awake. And I had a very restful night.” As social lies went, that wasn’t such a bad one, she thought.
 
   Elinor folded her hands together in her lap. “Mack tells me I hurt your feelings last night.”
 
   Wendy blinked in surprise. And maybe Mack should mind his own business, she thought. What had he been trying to accomplish?
 
   “He says I told you, in effect, that I didn’t want you to see or help care for Aurora.”
 
   “Well... I understand, of course. It’s a difficult—”
 
   “In fact, what I meant was that I did not want you to feel obligated for her care. I want you to enjoy your visit, and my nurses have time to spare. My doctor says I must have them close at hand, but in fact the more I can do on my own the more slowly my disease progresses. So they will be happy to take care of the baby for a few days. Once Christmas is past, there will be plenty of time to think of hiring a baby nurse.”
 
   And that leaves me still squarely in the middle, Wendy thought. Unnecessary, and very much in the way if I try to take a hand with the baby at all. “It’s not an obligation, Mrs. Burgess,” she said softly. “It’s a joy to look after Rory.”
 
   “Aurora has been very fortunate to have you.”
 
   The nurse tapped on the door and came in. In one arm she held Rory, wearing a tiny ruffled blue dress that Wendy had never seen before; in her other hand was a blanket.
 
   The baby caught sight of Wendy and started to squirm, madly waving her arms and legs as if she was trying to propel herself across the room. She babbled and giggled and cooed and smiled. 
 
   How I wish I understood what she’s telling me, Wendy thought. The wave of pure love which swept over her was too strong to deny. She didn’t care whether Elinor Burgess understood or not. Wendy could not turn away from a little girl who simply wanted to be held.
 
   Rory’s compact little body fitted as neatly against her own as if they had never been separated, and Wendy closed her eyes for a moment and buried her face in the child’s neck, breathing in the simple smells of shampoo and baby powder and – was it peaches she’d had for her breakfast?
 
   “She’s a sweetheart,” the nurse said. She stooped and spread the blanket on the thick carpet. “She fussed just a little at bedtime, but then she settled right down and slept all night.”
 
   Rory drew back a few inches and gave a tiny, dry cough. Then she smiled expectantly at Wendy.
 
   “What was that?” Elinor Burgess demanded.
 
   Wendy imitated the cough, and Rory giggled and coughed again. “She laughs when I make silly noises, and she’s discovered that I smile at her when she does the same thing – so she starts coughing now and then just to get the game going.”
 
   Elinor frowned. “Have you had her pediatrician check her over to be sure it’s not something serious?”
 
   “Of course I haven’t. It’s only a social cough. Lots of babies do that sort of thing.” Surely Elinor ought to know that, she thought. It had scared Wendy to death at first – as had a thousand other things in Rory’s short life – until she’d found the explanation in the baby book. It was no surprise Wendy hadn’t known about social coughs; she was learning about babies on the job, as it were. But surely at least one of Elinor’s four would have done the same thing. Why was she so startled by the phenomenon? Or had Mack and Mitch and John spent their childhood days with nurses, too?
 
   She put Rory down on the blanket and knelt beside her to play pat-a-cake. It was the first gentle exercise in the simple routine she tried to do every day, to encourage the baby to stretch her muscles.
 
   Elinor looked dubious, but she didn’t push the matter. She watched them thoughtfully for a few moments. “I have a favor to ask of you, Wendy.”
 
   Wendy’s stomach did a flip. She didn’t even look up from Rory’s sunny face as she said the only thing she could. “I’ll be happy to oblige.”
 
   “Since I can’t go to the stores myself, I’d like you to take care of buying winter things for the baby,” Elinor went on. “And I’m sure you’ll want some as well.”
 
   “Oh, I won’t be staying long enough to need much,” Wendy said hastily. She wasn’t going to admit that she couldn’t afford a winter wardrobe, and she wasn’t going to put herself in debt to buy clothes she’d wear for only a few days.
 
   That reminded her that she had never asked Mack about her return ticket. The invitation had been to spend Christmas with the Burgesses – but had he ever been more specific than that? She couldn’t remember. Was she expected to leave as soon as the holiday was over, or stay on for a day or two? She hadn’t even seen her airline ticket; Mack had kept it with his own.
 
   It was dumb not to ask, she told herself. She just hoped Mack had been polite enough to keep his mother informed. If Elinor asked Wendy how long she intended to stay, she wouldn’t even be able to answer. If she tried to give a date for her departure, she was certain to be wrong, and then she’d look like a fool.
 
   But Elinor wouldn’t ask that sort of tactless question. At least, Wendy fervently hoped she wouldn’t. She took hold of Rory’s tiny feet and began a gentle bicycling motion with the baby’s legs.
 
   “Of course you’ll need things,” Elinor said flatly. “You simply can’t do without proper clothing in Chicago in the winter. Mack asked me to give you a message, by the way. He wants you to keep this afternoon free for him.”
 
   Wendy blinked in surprise, wondering if Elinor realized how much her choice of words made it sound as if she was arranging a date. Of course not, Wendy told herself. The idea wouldn’t have crossed Elinor’s mind. And why it had occurred to Wendy was beyond her understanding, too. 
 
   She pushed the question aside and began the next bit of Rory’s stretching routine. “Is he around the house somewhere now?”
 
   “No, he went to work for a few hours. He had some loose ends to tie up before the holiday, he said. That’s why he wanted to be sure you didn’t make plans for the afternoon, so he can take you shopping.”
 
   Now it made sense. Elinor might even have suggested the expedition.
 
   Elinor picked up a sheet of paper from her desk. “I’ve made a list of the stores I think you’ll find useful, and the kinds of things Rory will need for cold weather.”
 
   Wendy glanced at the list, neatly typed on Elinor’s monogrammed stationery. To her, it looked more like the inventory of a children’s store than a shopping list for one small baby. But she didn’t comment; it was none of her business any more. She folded the list and tucked it in the pocket of her slacks.
 
   Elinor’s brow was furrowed a little. Wendy wondered what she was thinking. Did she find Wendy a bit ridiculous, kneeling on the blanket with the baby? Or was she looking for a polite way to dismiss her, now that her purpose had been accomplished?
 
   Elinor wouldn’t have to think about that, Wendy concluded. She’d have the right words on the tip of her tongue.
 
   But unless she was dismissed, she decided, she was going to stay right where she was – with Rory. When Elinor said her name, Wendy looked up reluctantly. The lines on Elinor’s forehead had grown deeper, as if they’d been chiseled.
 
   “Mack said you’d told him Marissa didn’t want you to bring the baby home to us.”
 
   Wendy felt slightly dizzy, as if she were wavering on the edge of a chasm which hadn’t been there a moment before. But there could be no answer but the truth. “I’m sorry,” she said softly. “But that’s right.”
 
   Elinor sighed, and her face seemed to sag a little. “I wish I understood.” There was a note in her voice which clutched at Wendy’s heart, a tone somewhere between tenderness and pain. “She was such a beautiful little girl. Willful, of course, and perhaps more spoiled than the boys. Everyone felt sorry for her, I think, and felt she’d been cheated, because I was... not well.”
 
   It was a deliberate understatement, Wendy thought, intended to avoid creating sympathy. But as she watched the twisted hands move in Elinor’s lap, Wendy could picture just how ill the woman had been in those years.
 
   “Then – it seemed to happen overnight – she turned away from us. Everything we said or did or believed in or stood for – she took the opposite approach. And she left home the moment she could.” Elinor closed her eyes for a moment. “We must have seemed uncaring – not even to try to stay in touch with her. But, you see, Wendy, we thought if we could just give her the time and the distance she demanded, that when she was ready she would come back to us. Only there wasn’t enough time.” Elinor bit her lip, and said once more, “I wish I understood.”
 
   And I wish I had an explanation, Wendy thought. Or any words at all which might bring her comfort. But she could think of nothing which might ease this sort of pain.
 
   In the moments when Wendy’s attention was focused on Elinor, the baby had managed to scoot off her blanket onto the hardwood floor. Rory gave a little crow of surprised annoyance as her hands brushed the cool wood, and Elinor looked down, laughing at the baby’s expression while she tried to discreetly brush a tear away.
 
   “She’s going to crawl early, I think,” she said, and the moment of confidence was past.
 
   They spent the rest of the morning almost companionably, chatting and playing with the baby. When Elinor announced it was time for lunch, Wendy couldn’t believe the time had passed so quickly. Unable to find an excuse to keep Rory with her any longer, she handed the baby over to one of the nurses to be fed and put down for a nap, and obediently followed Elinor’s wheelchair down the hall to the elevator.
 
   Lunch was an almost formal meal, served in the big dining room with both Elinor and Samuel Burgess present. Mack did not appear, and neither did Mitchell, and the conversation reverted to more formal topics – as if, Wendy thought, Elinor was unwilling to risk letting the subject of Marissa come up again.
 
   After lunch Elinor retreated to her room for a rest, Samuel returned to his library, and Wendy sat down by the fire in the drawing room, where she could keep an eye on the front door, to flip through a magazine and enjoy the sharp pine scent of the big tree in the bay window. By the time Mack appeared, looking a bit windblown and carrying a big box, she was at such loose ends that she jumped up from her chair and said, “Gracious, I’m glad to see you!”
 
   His eyebrows went up a bit. “Enthusiasm like that sends my pulse rate into orbit, Wendy.”
 
   The soft note of laughter in his voice did the same thing to her. The reaction took Wendy by surprise, and she had to make a conscious effort to give him a level look and say, “Don’t get too excited. It’s nothing personal.”
 
   Mack grinned and flicked a fingertip across her cheek.
 
   Instinctively, she wanted to draw away from the contact, but at the last moment, she stayed still. The spot where his fingers brushed tingled as if she’d gotten a jolt of static electricity.
 
   “Thanks for putting my mind at rest,” Mack said. “It’s a great relief. I’m late because I picked up our bags at O’Hare.”
 
   “So the plane made it? Then we could have waited and flown in this morning.”
 
   “But just think of what you’d have missed.”
 
   She reconsidered the events of the past day and couldn’t think of anything she’d have regretting missing – even though, on the whole, it hadn’t been nearly as much of an ordeal as she’d expected. “Well, you missed lunch,” she said practically. “Or are you expecting special service again today?”
 
   “I had a hamburger sent in before I left the office.”
 
   It didn’t sound like much, compared to what he had missed. The chicken salad had been tasty and attractive. The china plates it was served on were so delicate they probably belonged in a museum. The Irish linen napkins were ironed so smoothly they were almost slick.
 
   Wendy would have traded it – without even a moment’s thought – to have a hamburger with Mack.
 
   There was no reason why she should be surprised at that abrupt realization, of course. At least with Mack she knew where she stood. She didn’t have to try to be anything but herself. She wasn’t attempting to impress him, and so she was comfortable in his company. That was all, she told herself, and wondered why – if all that was so – she should be feeling a little breathless, and so terribly aware that he was watching her.
 
   “Ready for our shopping trip?” Mack asked.
 
   She eyed the box he had brought in, grateful for the distraction. “It looks as if you’ve already been.”
 
   “I just picked this up for Mother.” He set the box on the hall table and lifted the lid.
 
   Wendy said hastily, “I wasn’t trying to be nosy, Mack. What your mother buys is none of my business.”
 
   He went straight on. “It’s an early Christmas gift from her to you.” Tissue paper drifted to the polished floor as he lifted out a dark green wool coat, long and sleek. A scarf in a muted plaid was already tucked under the collar. It was beautiful, and just Wendy’s color – she could almost see the way the dark green would set off the red highlights in her hair.
 
   “I can’t take something like that,” she said.
 
   “I guarantee you’ll freeze without it. And as long as you’re going to be running errands for Mother, why shouldn’t she make it easier for you? I don’t hear you complaining about her sending me along to chauffeur and carry boxes.”
 
   “That’s different.” She said it automatically, and then caught her breath, hoping he wouldn’t ask her to explain exactly where the difference lay. Of course she couldn’t easily shop by herself in an unfamiliar city – but she was uneasily aware that wasn’t quite the real reason.
 
   “Explain it in the car, or we’ll never get finished before the stores close.” He held the coat for her, and after only an instant’s hesitation Wendy slipped into it. There wasn’t any point in being a martyr; she hadn’t forgotten how the blasts of wind had cut through her thin coat and threatened to whip her breath away.
 
   The car at the front door was not the one Mack had bought the day before. Instead, it was a low-slung sports model, the kind that Wendy would have hesitated to drive at all, much less take out on streets which might still be icy. He helped her into the car and walked around it to slide behind the wheel. “Where do we start?”
 
   Wendy consulted Elinor’s list and named a store, and Mack nodded. Though he negotiated the streets with relative ease, Wendy was glad she wasn’t the one behind the wheel. And as they went from store to store, and the pile of boxes and bags in the back of the car grew higher, she was even more glad that Mack was with her. “The bills for this expedition are going to be so high even your mother will turn pale,” she muttered finally.
 
   Mack shrugged. “We’re only buying what’s on her list.”
 
   That was true, but the fact made Wendy very thoughtful. She put down the dainty ribbon-trimmed dress she’d been holding and turned away abruptly.
 
   “What’s the matter? You don’t really think Mother will complain about the bottom line, do you?”
 
   She bit her lip and shook her head. “No, of course not. That’s the point, you know. This is all wonderfully generous – the coat for me and all the things for Rory. Did you know her new crib is draped in antique lace? But it’s not enough, Mack.”
 
   “Wendy, please.”
 
   “She’s doing it again. She’s substituting material things for what she can’t give. That must be what Marissa meant, you know.”
 
   “Marissa was–”
 
   “Immature and selfish and spoiled rotten. I’ll take your word for it. Nevertheless, she had a reason for what she said, Mack, and no matter how inadequate you think it is, she had a point. I like your mother very much, but you have to face facts. Elinor is too physically restricted to take care of a baby. She can’t give Rory the real care she should have. For one thing, she doesn’t even understand what a baby needs.”
 
   “What are you talking about? After four kids of her own...”
 
   “Maybe she’s just forgotten, but...” Wendy groped for an example. “Rory coughed this morning, and your mother wanted to call the doctor.”
 
   “What about it? She didn’t catch cold yesterday, did she?”
 
   “Of course not. She was just teasing me – it’s a little trick she learned – but your mother didn’t know the difference. She doesn’t know the baby.”
 
   “As you do, I suppose you mean,” Mack said.
 
   Wendy nodded miserably. “The nurses will handle all her physical care, but being clean and well-fed isn’t the only thing that matters. It’s not the same as having one person who loves that baby who’s tending to all her needs, emotional as well as physical. If you’re honest, Mack, you’ll admit it. You know your parents can’t take proper care of her.”
 
   “And your answer to the problem is...?”
 
   She said softly, “I want to take her back to Arizona.”
 
   “You know that’s impossible.”
 
   Wendy nodded miserably. “I wish I’d never called you.”
 
   When he finally spoke, his voice, normally so rich and soft, sounded almost flat. “I know, Wendy. Believe me, I know.”
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   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Wendy picked up the dress again, not because she intended to buy it but so she had an excuse not to look at Mack. She had to blink hard to push the tears away. That was dumb, she told herself. The only thing she had accomplished by bringing up the subject again was to ruin the cheerful companionship they’d been sharing all afternoon. 
 
   Mack had sounded disillusioned, and discouraged, and almost frustrated. That probably meant he was wishing he’d left Wendy in Arizona, where she couldn’t nag him. Or was it possible that he was honestly thinking he should have left well enough alone, and not insisted on bringing Rory to Chicago at all?
 
   Wendy knew she shouldn’t get her hopes up. Even if he was having second thoughts now, she knew perfectly well that her wishes were impossible to carry out; once the Burgesses had learned about the baby, there was no way to turn back the clock. They would never allow her to take Rory so far away. Unless...
 
   “Your mother’s rheumatoid arthritis,” she said suddenly.
 
   Mack took the dress out of her hands and added it to the pile he was carrying. “What about it?”
 
   “Surely a warmer climate would be better for her. Hasn’t she ever considered it?”
 
   “What do you have in mind? Phoenix?” He started to laugh. “I get it. All of you can live happily together in a little bungalow in the desert.”
 
   “I’ve heard of sillier ideas.” She tugged the dress away from him and hung it back on the rack.
 
   “Well, I haven’t. You were so desperate to get out of the house today you were practically pacing the hall with your coat on.”
 
   “I wasn’t! I was in the drawing room because your mother was resting and Rory was having a nap.”
 
   Mack shook his head. “The only other explanation I can see for your eagerness is that you were anxious to see me.”
 
   That odd breathlessness rose up to taunt her again. Wendy tried to ignore it. “Well, I was, sort of,” she admitted. “I wanted to ask you something.”
 
   “I knew it. That enthusiastic greeting was just for me, after all – despite everything you said about it being nothing personal.”
 
   Her heart seemed to turn over, and then she realized that the twinkle had crept back into his eyes. He was teasing; he hadn’t even noticed her odd reaction. “Don’t let it go to your head, Mack,” she said crisply. “And if you’re angling to get me to admit that I couldn’t live with your parents, don’t bother. That wasn’t what I had in mind. But if they were in the same city, surely they’d at least consider letting me keep Rory, don’t you think?”
 
   He gave a noncommittal grunt. “What’s the big deal about Phoenix, anyway? What have you got to go back to?” He set the stack of tiny clothes beside the cash register and pulled out his credit card.
 
   That was a stopper. Wendy had forgotten for a moment that she no longer had a job. She had no way to support herself, much less Rory. 
 
   If she did present this proposition to Samuel and Elinor Burgess, she’d have to ask them for financial help as well, at least for the immediate future, until she could reestablish herself – and she had no trouble predicting how that notion would be received. She’d heard the ice in Mack’s voice during that first telephone call, when he thought she was asking for money. And though she was sure he now understood she wasn’t the sort of person who tried to benefit from a child’s helplessness, she had no illusions about what the rest of his family might think.
 
   It had been a silly idea, anyway. She couldn’t quite picture herself suggesting that the Burgesses give up their house and their social network in order to move halfway across the country. The logistics alone would be a nightmare; moving the household staff would be like shifting a good-sized company from one city to another. To suggest they go to all that effort for the sake of a tiny baby who couldn’t care less where she lived… 
 
   “I’d look like a fool,” Wendy admitted.
 
   “Now that you mention it, yes, you would.” Mack handed her a shopping bag and glanced at his wristwatch before he picked up the other two bags. “That’s everything on the list, isn’t it?”
 
   “And then some, I’d say.” Wendy’s voice was dry. He’d been particularly hard to restrain in the toy store.
 
   “Do you mind if I stop at my apartment for a minute? I have to pick up my gifts for the rest of the family.”
 
   Wendy blinked in surprise. “I thought you lived with your parents.”
 
   He smiled. “Not since I left for college. I know exactly how it feels to be desperate to get out of that house.”
 
   “That’s crazy! Your parents are–”
 
   Mack stopped in the middle of the mall, ignoring the shoppers who had to swerve to avoid him, and stared at her, eyebrows raised. “Yes, Wendy?”
 
   She wrinkled her nose and said honestly, “Your parents would be difficult to live with.”
 
   “Bingo.” He extended an elbow and Wendy automatically laid her free hand on the soft wool of his coat sleeve. “But now that I can go back to my own place whenever I want, I spend holidays and weekends with them quite cheerfully. As a matter of fact, they probably see more of me than if I were living there all the time and thinking up ways to escape.”
 
   His apartment was in one of the landmark towers on the shore of Lake Michigan. In the fast-gathering darkness, the building’s polished steel and sleek glass reflected the sparkle of street lamps and headlights. A uniformed valet came running to park the car as they pulled up, but Mack shook his head. “We’ll just be a few minutes. Keep an eye on the car, will you?”
 
   “I could wait here,” Wendy offered.
 
   “And freeze? Don’t be silly. Come along, I’ll give you a drink.”
 
   The elevator whisked them upward at an ear-popping pace and opened silently on a large and luxurious lobby. Mack unlocked a door and stooped to gather up the mail which had collected under the slot. He flipped through it, then tossed the pile onto a marble-topped table in the tiny foyer and led the way into a living room which looked east to the lake. The room was small but tidy, and it was definitely a man’s domain. The furniture was sparse and large in scale – no dainty chairs or fragile tables, but solid wood and thick-padded upholstery which invited a visitor to kick off her shoes and curl up in comfort.
 
   Wendy remembered the maid’s comment this morning about Mack’s female friends, and wondered just how many of them had accepted that unspoken invitation.
 
   “Some sherry? A glass of wine?” 
 
   She shivered a little.
 
   Mack smiled. “I can take a hint. How about cappuccino?”
 
   “If it doesn’t take too long.”
 
   “It’s instant. Sorry to disillusion you, but even if I had the inclination to be a gourmet cook, I don’t have the space.” He opened a louvered door which led to a tiny gallery kitchen. “Or did you mean you’re anxious to get back to the house?”
 
   Wendy ignored the smile in his voice. She followed him into the kitchen and watched as he spooned cappuccino mix into two mugs and added hot water from a special tap at the edge of the kitchen sink. Steam rose from the mixture as he stirred it. 
 
   “Your mother did say something about going to church,” she said, “since it’s Christmas Eve.”
 
   He handed her a mug and glanced at his watch. “I suppose we’d better hurry or the rest of the family will be there by the time we get back. It’s a family tradition – the Christmas Eve services, followed by a late supper.” He waved a hand at an answering machine which blinked steadily beside the kitchen telephone. “Mind if I listen to my messages?”
 
   “Of course not. I’ll wait in the living room.”
 
   “You needn’t. I’m not expecting anything embarrassing.”
 
   Wendy gave him an ironic look over her shoulder as she let the louvered door swing shut behind her. She moved to the windows which overlooked the lake. Darkness had settled over the city in the past few minutes, and reflections of the building’s lights shifted and shattered on the water as waves lapped against the shoreline.
 
   She wasn’t purposely listening, but even from that distance no one could have ignored the sultry feminine voice which came from the answering machine. “Hello, darling. Happy Christmas! I will see you on the holiday, won’t I? I’ve got the most wonderful gift for you.”
 
   Mack laughed.
 
   If the woman had dipped herself in molasses, Wendy thought, she couldn’t have sounded any sweeter. Though of course it was none of her business if Mack’s taste ran to that sort of thing.
 
   There were a lot of messages; Wendy had almost finished her cappuccino by the time the machine shut off. When Mack emerged from the kitchen, he was tucking a slip of paper into his pocket. Wendy couldn’t help wondering which calls he was planning to return. She’d bet on the molasses-voiced sweetheart, for one.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “That took longer than I expected.”
 
   While he stacked gaily-wrapped packages in a large box, Wendy quietly rinsed the mugs and put them in the dishwasher. She was buttoning her coat by the time he finished.
 
   “Mack,” she said finally, “do you think your brother and his wife might take Rory?”
 
   He paused as if considering the idea. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Something your mother told me this morning. She said Tessa – is that her name?”
 
   Mack nodded.
 
   “She told me Tessa couldn’t wait to meet Rory. I don’t know, it just sounded as if…” Her voice trailed off.
 
   Mack picked up her scarf and wrapped it warmly around her throat. “Anything’s possible. I wouldn’t like to bet on what John and Tessa might do. If Tessa was to take a notion she’d like to have a baby, a ready-made one just might be to her taste.”
 
   He didn’t sound surprised, Wendy thought. So he’d obviously at least considered the idea and thought it was a possibility.
 
   She chewed on her lower lip. Mack’s assessment didn’t make John and Tessa sound much like the warm and loving caretakers Rory needed. But it was hardly fair to form an opinion of these people before she’d ever met them. Maybe she’d jumped to conclusions. Perhaps they weren’t interested in raising Rory, just in meeting the newest member of the family. And even if they did want her…
 
   Just because Tessa Burgess isn’t you doesn’t mean she couldn’t be a good mother to Rory, Wendy reminded herself.
 
   And in any case, whatever happened to Rory, the decision wasn’t hers to make. It wasn’t even Mack’s – but no matter how careless he had sounded just then, she was certain he wouldn’t stand by while Rory was turned over to just anyone. She would simply have to trust him.
 
   It wasn’t until they were at the gates of the Burgess house that Wendy remembered the moment of confusion this morning about how long she’d be staying in Chicago. “About my return ticket, Mack.”
 
   He frowned a little. “What about it?”
 
   Wendy was a bit annoyed; surely she shouldn’t have to explain to him why she was asking. “I’d like to know how long I’ve been invited to stay, before there’s an embarrassing question about it. I wouldn’t like to be the last to know when my welcome wears out.”
 
   The car slid to a halt in front of the house, and Mack got out and came around to open her door.
 
   “Just the date on the ticket is all I need to know. The details can wait.”
 
   He helped her out and leaned into the back of the car to gather up shopping bags. “I didn’t buy one.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” The phrase came automatically to her lips, but Wendy had heard him quite clearly – she just didn’t comprehend the answer. “Mack–”
 
   One of the housemen came down the steps. “I’ll take care of that, sir.”
 
   Wendy threw up her hands and turned toward the house. It was her own fault that she’d waited too long to ask the question; one didn’t discuss things like that in front of the staff. She’d learned that much already, in less than a day spent in this house. In any case, it was too cold to stand out here and argue about it. But once she got him alone… 
 
   Why on earth wouldn’t Mack have bought her a round-trip ticket? Because he expected her to pay for her flight home herself? But that didn’t make sense; he knew perfectly well she couldn’t afford it just now. And he wouldn’t want her hanging around Chicago for want of funds to get back to Arizona.
 
   The hallway was full of light and soft holiday music and the warm scents of pine and vanilla, and a young woman wearing soft periwinkle blue appeared in the drawing room door. Her blonde hair was caught up in an old-fashioned twist which echoed the antique flavor of her dress, and in one hand she held a champagne glass. “You’re Wendy, of course,” she said. “Do come in, darling, you must be frozen stiff. I’m Tessa.”
 
   Wendy thought the woman looked a little like mother earth, in her delicate, lacy dress – not at all the sleek sophisticated sort she had expected from what Mack had said. And Tessa sounded down to earth and homey, her voice as warm and inviting as cinnamon toast.
 
   Surely a woman like this couldn’t help falling in love with a baby as delightful as Rory. The problem is, Wendy thought, I don’t want to like her. And I don’t want her to be perfect for Rory.
 
   Was she really as selfish as that?
 
   The butler took Wendy’s coat, and Tessa urged her into the drawing room. “I should go and change,” Wendy said feebly.
 
   “Nonsense, dear,” Elinor said. “You’re fine as you are for now.” She leaned forward a little in her wheelchair and beckoned Wendy toward her. Her black velvet skirt caught the glow of the firelight, and a cameo gleamed at the throat of her dainty old-fashioned blouse. “Come and meet our son John.”
 
   Wendy sighed a little and went forward. Beside Elinor’s chair stood a young man whose face proclaimed his membership in the family; he was shorter than Mack, and he carried a bit of extra weight around his waistline. Perhaps that was a tribute to Tessa’s talents as a cook, Wendy thought. Or, despite Tessa’s down-home appearance, there might well be a Mrs. Cardoza in her kitchen, too.
 
   She smiled at John Burgess and extended a hand. His grip was firm and his smile pleasant. There was at first glance nothing to dislike about him, any more than there had been about Tessa. Nevertheless, Wendy felt a lump rising in her throat.
 
   Mack came in, without hurry, and bent to kiss his mother’s cheek before extending a hand to his brother. Wendy didn’t hear the pleasantries because her attention was seized by a stir at the door as one of the nurses brought Rory in.
 
   “Ah, here’s the one we’ve been waiting for,” Elinor said with satisfaction. “Such a good girl, isn’t she, to have insisted on finishing her nap?”
 
   They had dressed the baby in pink this time, in a velveteen dress trimmed with dainty lace and a big white satin heart appliqued on the front.
 
   She looks so grown-up that way, Wendy thought. It hardly seemed possible that in a few hours the child could have changed so much, but Wendy would have to adjust herself to much greater changes in the future. When she saw Rory again – if she was allowed to see her again...
 
   She must ask Mack about that. Surely no one would object to her seeing Rory now and then, but it made sense to get everything clear. Or perhaps it was John and Tessa whose permission she would need.
 
   The nurse paused beside the enormous tree. Rory was staring wide-eyed at the glittering silver ornaments.
 
   Wendy stole a look at Tessa. She was watching the baby intently, but she made no move to go closer.
 
   “Wendy,” Elinor said softly. “Would you take the baby, please?”
 
   Wendy gave her one incredulous look before she hurried across the room. Rory saw her coming and broke into a beatific smile, then practically flung herself out of the nurse’s arms and into Wendy’s. 
 
   Over the baby’s happy gurgles, Wendy didn’t hear what Elinor was saying; she only caught the murmur of the woman’s lovely voice. But as she turned back toward the little group by the fire with Rory in her arms, she saw Mack leaning toward his mother, and she heard his answer. “I know, Mother,” he said. “I’m working on it.”
 
   The words sent a shiver straight to Wendy’s heart.
 
   Tessa laughed. “How perfectly darling she is!”
 
   Wendy took a deep breath and tried to will her voice to stay level and calm. “Do you want to hold her?”
 
   Tessa shook her head. “Not just now, when she’s obviously so delighted at having you. I wouldn’t dream of interfering with your reunion.” She settled onto the edge of a chair and studied Rory thoughtfully. “You know, several of my clients have asked if I’d design clothes for their children. I’ve never been inspired by babies, so I’ve always turned them down – but I must admit the idea seems a bit more appealing all of a sudden.”
 
   “Clothes?” Wendy asked.
 
   “Didn’t Elinor tell you about my business? The blouse she’s wearing is one of my designs. And this dress, too – I nearly always wear things from my own collection. It’s good promotion.” Tessa’s voice was matter-of-fact. Her eyes had narrowed as if she was mentally taking Rory’s measurements.
 
   Wendy glanced at the tiny pin-tucks which decorated Tessa’s dress. “And you must have designed the nightgown Mrs. Parker found for me last night.” Too late, she thought better of saying anything – Tessa might not approve of the housekeeper’s actions, and she’d hate to get Mrs. Parker in trouble.
 
   But Tessa was interested, not annoyed. “The one with all the embroidery? I forgot I’d left it here. Was the fabric soft enough to be comfortable?”
 
   “It was wonderful.”
 
   Tessa’s eyes lit. “Oh, grand – I was worried about that. If you liked the nightie, I’ve got some other things I’d love to have you try.”
 
   “Tessa,” Mack cut in. “Not the time for a sales pitch.”
 
   “Of course not,” Tessa said impatiently. “I’m not selling, Mack, I’m doing research. This is a perfect opportunity for me to learn about people in the Southwest – the kinds of styles and fabrics they like. I’m going to be expanding that direction someday, you know. How long will you be staying, Wendy?”
 
   Oddly enough, Wendy thought, Tessa wasn’t looking at her as she said it. She was surveying Mack from the corner of her eye.
 
   Wendy didn’t look at him herself. She waited just an instant, hoping he would answer before she was forced to. But he didn’t utter a word. “Just a few days,” she said finally. “I have things I must do in Phoenix.”
 
   Why hadn’t the man bought her a round-trip ticket?
 
   She had to admit that by not setting a deadline for her return, Mack had been more generous than she had expected. More generous, probably, than Elinor and Samuel Burgess would have been. On the other hand, that very generosity could be used as blackmail, in a way. As long as she was cautious, made no waves, caused no trouble, she could stay for a while. But the slightest difficulty and Mack wouldn’t have to wait for the date on her ticket to arrive; he could have her on a plane in a matter of hours.
 
   Don’t be silly, she told herself. He could do that anyway. And he would; Mack Burgess wouldn’t quibble about the cost of an airline ticket more or less, if that was the only price for getting rid of a young woman who suddenly became troublesome.
 
   So why hadn’t he bought a return ticket?
 
   Rory leaned out of her arms and grabbed for the pen in Mack’s shirt pocket. “Oh, you’re going for the expensive trinkets already, are you, sprout?” he teased, and when the baby babbled happily at him, he lifted her out of Wendy’s arms and nestled her comfortably against his chest.
 
   “Now if that isn’t a sight,” Tessa murmured. She jumped up. “Come upstairs, Wendy. I’ve got a dress I’d like you to see. It’s a sample, because I can’t make up my mind about putting it into production, but I think...”
 
   What was it Mack had said earlier, about not trying to predict what Tessa might do? Obviously clothes were at the center of the woman’s existence – and apparently for good reason – but shouldn’t she at least have wanted to hold the baby? If Elinor had been right...
 
   Can’t you even make up your mind, Miller? Wendy asked herself irritably. Just a few minutes ago she’d been hoping Tessa didn’t want Rory, but now, when the woman took no particular interest in the baby, Wendy was reacting as if she’d been personally insulted.
 
   By the time she came downstairs again, wearing Tessa’s creation – it really was a lovely thing, a softly styled shirt-dress in jade green, and Tessa had insisted on making it a Christmas gift – the family was gathered in the hallway, and the cars were at the door. Mack was zipping Rory into the pink snowsuit they’d bought this afternoon, and he had his hands full, as the baby had different ideas.
 
   Tessa laughed at the picture, and then sobered. “You can’t mean you’re going to take her to church, Mack.”
 
   “Why not? It’s a family tradition, and she’s a member of the family. And this is the children’s service, after all.”
 
   “But it’s not intended for babies, surely. Why not let the nurses take care of her for a couple of hours? It’s what they’re trained for.”
 
   Mack looked at Wendy, and his eyebrows lifted a millimeter. “I think the answer to the question you asked this afternoon is no,” he murmured.
 
   Obviously he didn’t think Tessa was a candidate to be Rory’s mother; Wendy was so confused she didn’t know what to think.
 
   The church was an enormous one, but the service was warm and personal, with all the children sitting on the altar carpet while the pastor retold the simple story of another, very special child. Rory didn’t grow impatient till the last quarter hour, but then she made no secret of her annoyance. After she’d been passed back and forth from Mack to Wendy a couple of times with no noticeable improvement in her mood, Mack leaned over to whisper, “Let’s just bundle her up and walk home.”
 
   A long walk in the cold was very nearly the least inviting thing Wendy could think of, but with the holiday, it might be the only chance she had to talk to Mack. The way Tessa’s eyebrows lifted as if to say, I told you not to bring her, was the final confirmation.
 
   It had started to snow again while they were in church, and huge lacy flakes drifted lazily down from a quiet sky. “A real Christmas snow,” Mack said as he arranged Rory over one shoulder and offered his other arm to Wendy.
 
   The sidewalks were still clear, but the night sounds were muted. They might have been alone in a frozen world, but for an occasional distant voice calling “Merry Christmas,” and the faint sound of bells from a faraway church tower. Rory put her head down against Mack’s shoulder and was still.
 
   Wendy tried to steel herself, but before she could do more than clear her throat a couple of times, Mack said, “You want to know why I didn’t buy you a round-trip ticket.”
 
   “No. Well, yes, I do. But what I really want to know is what’s going to happen to Rory.” The heels of her shoes were beating out an agitated rhythm on the concrete. “I heard you tell your mother you were working on it – settling Rory’s future, I suppose. But if Tessa isn’t interested...”
 
   “She’s not exactly the maternal sort,” he agreed. “Don’t get me wrong, I like Tessa a great deal.”
 
   Wendy looked up at him with pain in her eyes. A huge snowflake had caught in his lashes; Wendy found herself wanting to brush it away. She clenched her hands together instead and bit her lip. She was in no position to issue orders, or to question his actions. If she kept this up, she was likely to find herself on the next plane to Phoenix, Christmas Eve or not.
 
   But even if he became angry with her, Wendy couldn’t just let it rest, not with Rory’s future at stake. “Don’t you see, Mack? If Tessa and John don’t take her, we’re back to square one with the same problem. What’s going to happen to Rory?”
 
   She thought for a long moment that he wasn’t going to answer at all. Then he said, very quietly, “I’m going to keep her myself. I’ll adopt her, and raise her as my own.”
 
   Wendy’s eyes widened in momentary shock. The announcement made sense, of course; Mack was too attached to the baby not to have thought of it. And it wasn’t in his nature to ignore a child in need; he couldn’t turn his back on Rory. Still, as a solution to Rory’s problems, it wasn’t much of an improvement.
 
   “That’s charming,” Wendy said. “But have you considered the practical problems of being a single parent? Believe me, I know what I’m talking about. What are you going to do when business takes you out of town? Pop the baby in your briefcase and carry her along? Or do you mean you’ll just hire nurses, too?”
 
   “I don’t have to travel much anymore. At any rate, I don’t intend to be a single parent.”
 
   Of course. That made perfect sense. If he was married, Rory would have the best of all worlds –a financial security, emotional stability, two parents to love and care for her.
 
   Mack had found the ideal solution – the only solution – and Wendy told herself she ought to be adult enough to admit it and be happy for Rory.
 
   But there was a knot in the bottom of her stomach, a just-short-of-sick feeling that made her head swim and her ears buzz. Who would that second parent be? Perhaps the woman with the syrupy voice who had left the message on his answering machine? Would she – could she – truly take Rory as her own child? No matter how much she cared about Mack, it would be a shock to find out at this stage that she was getting not only a husband but an instant family. And if she didn’t love Rory…
 
   The fact that Wendy had taken an instant dislike to her voice had nothing to do with it. The woman might be perfectly nice.
 
   The knot in her stomach clenched tighter, but finally she forced herself to nod. “Rory needs to be part of a real family.” She hardly recognized her own voice.
 
   It was like tearing out a piece of her heart to finally relinquish the child she had cared for so deeply. And that was what she was doing; she wouldn’t even ask for the right to visit Rory now. 
 
   It would have been different if the child was to stay on with the Burgesses, for then there could have been a spot in her life for Wendy as a kind of surrogate mother. But with Mack’s solution, the child would have two parents and a stable family; it would be better to let her grow up unconfused by an extra person darting in and out of her life at random intervals.
 
   Mack shifted the baby in his arms in order to unlock the gates. Rory whimpered sleepily and settled down once more as they strolled up the driveway.
 
   The baby was perfectly content with him. She had been almost from the beginning, as if she had instinctively known she could trust this man to watch out for her. In a little time she would probably even forget Wendy, the funny lady with the silly cough.
 
   “I ought to have thought of it myself,” Wendy said. Her voice was high and a little shrill. “The idea of... marriage, I mean.” Why should it be so difficult to say the word? Why should it hurt so badly? She had already begun the difficult process of giving Rory up.
 
   “These are unusual circumstances,” he agreed soberly. “In the normal course of things, I don’t suppose you’d have given the idea of marrying me a moment’s consideration. But as it is... Well, I’m glad to have it settled.”
 
   The pavement under Wendy’s feet slowly began to sink and twist like quicksand pulling her down.
 
   She hadn’t heard the quiet purr of the long dark car which cruised up the driveway and idled to a stop right behind them. She didn’t even realize the car was there until Elinor spoke from the open window. “I couldn’t help hearing. It is settled, then?” she said sharply.
 
   Wendy opened her mouth, but the only sound she could make was a feeble croak. Mack said nothing at all.
 
   Elinor looked from one of them to the other, and whatever she saw in their faces seemed to satisfy her, for she turned to Wendy and held out both hands, heedless of their twisted shape and of the pain she would suffer in the embrace she invited. “Oh, my dear,” she said. “How wonderful it will be to have you as my daughter!”
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   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   Wendy would never understand how she made it up the steps to the front door. Her head was spinning so wildly that she could hardly see which direction to go. She had barely enough presence of mind to thank heaven that she wasn’t holding Rory right then – she’d have probably let the child slide right through her hands.
 
   The etiquette rule she had learned in the past twenty-four hours about talking where staff might overhear went straight out the window. The butler held the door for them, and the moment she was inside, Wendy turned on Mack.
 
   “Me?” she hissed. “You meant you wanted to marry me?”
 
   “I don’t see why you’re so surprised. You said yourself getting married was an obvious answer.”
 
   “That was before I realized you were talking about me!”
 
   “It’s the only sensible solution I’ve found. My mother would not lightly give that child up to just anyone – but even she admits that you’ve got a very special place in Rory’s heart.” He studied her over the baby’s fur-covered head. “Besides, the whole thing was your idea, really.”
 
   Wendy’s jaw dropped. “What in heaven’s name are you talking about?”
 
   “You’re the one who first suggested I keep Rory myself, and you’ve spent the entire past week looking for ways to stay involved in her life.”
 
   “That’s why you didn’t buy me a round-trip ticket?”
 
   “Not exactly. I thought leaving the arrangements open would be sensible, since no one knew how Rory would react to all the changes. You must admit, however, that my solution is neater than yours. It’s a whole lot easier to move you to Chicago than the entire Burgess household to Phoenix.”
 
   Wendy couldn’t deny that, and yet it was such a very efficient, businesslike conclusion that it left a sour taste in her mouth. “I’m not quite like the upstairs maid,” she said finally. “You can’t just hire me to fill a gap in your staff!”
 
   His voice was perfectly level. “Nobody’s asking you to be a family retainer, Wendy.”
 
   She felt a bit ashamed of herself. Elinor had greeted the news with all the bubbly enthusiasm any prospective daughter-in-law could wish, far more than the mild interest she might have felt at the hiring of a mere employee. Considering the circumstances, it was a better reception than Wendy would have dared hope for – if she’d ever given the possibility a moment’s consideration, which of course she hadn’t.
 
   She sighed. She was going around in circles again. This entire idea was the wackiest thing she’d ever heard of. At least, thank heaven, the rest of the family hadn’t arrived in time to overhear; only Elinor and Samuel had been riding in the first car, so there was a little time.
 
   As Wendy and Mack came in, two housemen had gone down the steps to help Elinor out of the car, and they were bringing the wheelchair up the ramp at the side of the entrance. The other car was already in sight, just down the driveway. In a couple of minutes, all the Burgesses would be gathered once more, and once the news was out, sober consideration would be impossible. The sooner a halt was called to this nonsense, the better.
 
   “You’ll have to tell your parents...” Wendy stopped abruptly. Perhaps she shouldn’t burn bridges till she’d had a chance to look around for alternate routes. “Tell them that I’m thinking about it.” Her voice was unsteady. “And ask Elinor not to make any announcements till I’ve thought. Please, Mack.”
 
   “I didn’t mean her to hear, you know.”
 
   Wendy nodded. “I understand. If I thought you’d done that on purpose...” She wasn’t looking at Mack, but at the bundle in his arms. Rory was starting to stir and whimper fretfully. “She’s too warm, and it’s past her bedtime. I’ll take her up to the nursery.”
 
   “Running away?” Mack asked softly.
 
   She took the baby and unzipped the snowsuit. “Maybe I am. But don’t forget you’ve had a chance to think about this. I haven’t.”
 
   “What’s to think about? It’s a partnership, for Rory’s sake. That’s all.”
 
   She had climbed half a dozen steps when Mack called her name, and she turned to look down at him. He was standing in the curve of the stairway, one hand on the newel post. “You’re a good sport,” he said.
 
   She looked down into his eyes for a long moment before she turned and started up the stairs. Her knees were shaking just a little, and she knew he stood there silently and watched her till she reached the upstairs hall.
 
   Flowery words would have rung false; she knew that trying to pretend this was a romantic match would only make everyone uncomfortable. And yet – was it so silly to wish that there was something more he liked about her than just being a good sport?
 
   But at least that compliment had come from his heart.
 
   The nursery was dim and warm and quiet, an island of security. Not even the nurses were in evidence as she extracted Rory from the furry snowsuit, changed her diaper and dressed her in one of her old familiar sleepers. The child’s eyelids were already heavy, but Wendy rocked her for a little while anyway and sang to her.
 
   If she accepted Mack’s offer... She couldn’t bring herself to call it a proposal, for it was really nothing of the sort. But whatever name they gave the arrangement was beside the point. 
 
   If Wendy agreed to his plan, she could spend the rest of her life with Rory. She could be the mother she had longed to be – and she could do so without depriving the child of anything else which was her right. Rory would have her grandparents, her name, her inheritance – and the security of two parents who loved her above all else. Even if her family wasn’t exactly like every other child’s, at least it would be close enough not to need explanation. Mack was absolutely correct; this was the best solution.
 
   And yet, to marry a man she scarcely knew, to commit herself for a lifetime...
 
   A partnership, he had called it. A partnership for Rory’s sake. Hardly a marriage at all, just a legal maneuver. If Wendy could reason it out that way, as Mack so obviously had...
 
   It wasn’t as if she was in love with anyone. In the past few months, since Rory had moved into the center of her life, there hadn’t been time to date. She’d hardly had a spare moment to think about the gaps in her social life – except to laugh about the situation once in a while.
 
   And even before that, in the years when she’d had only herself to think about, she’d never run across a man she couldn’t live without. Certainly there had never been anyone for whom she would have given up Rory, and she didn’t expect there would ever be. It seemed logical that if there was a perfect man for her, she’d have found him before now. She was twenty-eight, after all.
 
   So it wasn’t as if Mack was asking her to give up anything important by marrying him. Quite the contrary, really. She’d have the same joys and benefits as if she’d never made that telephone call – without the twin worries of financial hardship and single-parent exhaustion.
 
   And yet...
 
   She heard the sound of the dinner gong, faint and far away, and reluctantly she put Rory down in the lace-draped crib, turned on the intercom which would summon a nurse if the baby cried, and tiptoed to the door.
 
   One of the nurses was just coming in. “Mrs. Burgess sent me up,” she said.
 
   So Wendy could join her new family at dinner; that was obviously what Elinor was thinking. Wendy hoped that Mack had managed to speak to his mother before the rest of the family arrived. If he hadn’t...
 
   Entering the drawing room was like facing a gauntlet, for all the Burgesses were already there waiting for her. But there was none of the curiosity she had half-expected and no questions, only friendly faces.
 
   But Wendy’s perceptions seemed suddenly much sharper than usual. Colors were brighter, noises louder. Everything was larger than life. Earlier this evening she had been only a guest in this house, watching the action as if it were a play and she simply a spectator. Now she hovered at the edge of the curtain, trying to decide whether to take up the cue she had been given. And tomorrow...would she walk out on the stage, or leave the theater?
 
   Mack stayed at a distance for most of the evening. He was not deliberately avoiding her, Wendy was certain. But the seating arrangement at the dining room table placed them almost as far apart as they could be, and after dinner he was absorbed in a conversation with John at the far end of the room, while she was talking to Tessa by the fire. Even without looking around for him, she knew where he was – she seemed to have developed radar.
 
   Wendy wouldn’t have liked having him hover around her; that would have caused uncomfortable questions. But she couldn’t put him out of her mind, either, and when Tessa began to quiz her about the kind of clothes favored by the professional women of Phoenix, Wendy had the uncomfortable feeling that some of her answers didn’t quite make sense. Finally she excused herself and went to her room, to sit in the dark on the window seat which overlooked the front of the house and think about the future.
 
   By midnight, she had concluded that the only sensible answer for Rory’s sake was to accept Mack’s plan, and she went to bed and fell into the deepest, most dreamless sleep she could remember in months.
 
   But she didn’t sleep long, and when she woke in the dim cold darkness of early morning, she was having second thoughts. It was all very well to be logical, but they were dealing with human lives here, and sometimes logic wasn’t good enough. 
 
   She could accept the end of her own dream of being swept wildly off her feet by the man she loved, of marrying him and living happily ever after. Since she didn’t have a real person in mind to fill the role, the whole idea of falling in love was academic anyway. 
 
   But what about Mack? There was no shortage of women in his life, so it was easy to conclude that no single one was special. But what if that was wrong? What if one of those women was important to him – meant more to him, perhaps, than even he realized?
 
   Wendy knew so little about him, really. Hunches and intuitions and feelings were no foundation when lifetime choices were involved.
 
   Early on Christmas morning, she slipped into the nursery, before Rory began to stir, and stood beside the crib watching the baby sleep.
 
   She couldn’t accept this proposal. And yet, if she turned down Mack’s offer, what was she to do? Go back to Phoenix, alone, she supposed. Job-hunt and pick up her life again, and hope to see Rory now and then – if Mack allowed it, and if she could afford the trip. 
 
   But just what would that accomplish, besides feeding her own selfishness? A week or two in Rory’s life, at intervals of a year or more, would probably do nothing more than confuse the child. She wouldn’t be surprised if Mack refused to stand for it at all, especially if he married. And she supposed he soon would; Wendy might be his first choice, but he’d sounded quite firm about creating a two-parent family for Rory.
 
   She suspected, too, that there was no shortage of women who would be interested in a proposal from Mack Burgess, whether it included a ready-made family or not. She only hoped he would be careful to choose one who could love that precious little girl.
 
   But it wouldn’t be Wendy’s business any more. If she returned to Phoenix, she was turning her back on the possibility of having any meaningful relationship with Rory – ever.
 
   She could stay in Chicago, of course, even without accepting Mack’s offer. There was nothing to take her back to Arizona; Mack himself had pointed that out. She could get a job, perhaps more easily in a new location than in the glutted market she had left in Phoenix. Her training and her experience were top-notch. And then she could see Rory regularly – every week, perhaps – even if Mack married. And maybe he wouldn’t, if Wendy was nearby to fill in and help out.
 
   But was that good enough? Rory would need an anchor, someone who was steady and always there for her.
 
   Always there.
 
   The baby stirred a little and started making soft smacking sounds as if she was dreaming of a bottle. Then she opened her eyes, wide and blue and eager for a new day. She saw Wendy and gave a little crow of excitement.
 
   “Happy Christmas, darling,” Wendy whispered. “Mama’s here.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Christmas morning in the Burgess household was surprisingly informal. Mitch lounged on the carpet half-under the tree, still wearing his terry bathrobe and the brightest green pajamas Wendy had ever seen. Tessa came downstairs in a voluminous dressing gown, embroidered and trimmed in eyelet lace. And even though Elinor was dressed in gold satin hostess pajamas, even she was less formal than usual.
 
   Wendy spread Rory’s blanket in the middle of the floor and put the baby down with her bottle. Rory twisted around till she could see the tree and stared meditatively at the ever-shifting pattern of lights.
 
   Mack appeared a few minutes later, in corduroy trousers and a ski sweater which emphasized the breadth of his shoulders. Wendy’s heart started to beat faster the instant she saw him, knowing that soon she must give him her answer. Not here, of course, in the midst of the family. But soon.
 
   He looked well-rested. Of course he had no reason not to be. He’d done his thinking and made up his mind, so there was nothing remaining to disturb his sleep. He was carrying a coffee cup, and when Wendy looked at it longingly he held it out to her.
 
   “It’s black,” he warned.
 
   She shook her head. 
 
   Mack laughed. “Then you’re not as desperate as you’d like me to think, are you? Oh, go and get yourself a cup – there’s a fresh pot in the breakfast room. I’ll take over the bottle-holding detail.” He dropped to the blanket beside Rory, who grinned at him and let milk dribble out of the corners of her mouth.
 
   His hand closed gently over Wendy’s on the warm bottle, the brush of his fingers against hers startlingly intimate. The gesture sent a ripple of electricity through Wendy’s body, and it took effort not to pull away as if she’d been shocked. Instead, she let her hand slide slowly out from under his. 
 
   She stole a look at him and was relieved to see that he was watching Rory, smiling and cooing at her while paying no attention at all to Wendy. That was good; he hadn’t noticed her reaction. How perfectly embarrassing it would be if she jumped like that every time he touched her!
 
   She rose, and almost didn’t notice the way his gaze followed her. She was watching Elinor, who was sitting very straight in her chair by the fireplace, closely observing the three of them. “There’s something about a baby at this season...” the woman mused.
 
   Then a shadow crossed her face; obviously she was remembering the one family member who wasn’t there, and she turned her chair a little and reached for Samuel’s hand. He held her fingers lightly in his palm and said, “We owe Wendy a great deal, Elinor, for bringing us the most precious gift of Christmas.”
 
   Elinor nodded, and in that instant her iron control asserted itself once more. But Wendy had seen the momentary glitter of tears in her eyes, and she could also see the question which lurked in Elinor’s mind. She almost made the announcement right then, just to end Elinor’s uncertainty – but she couldn’t bring herself to blurt it out in public that way, in front of all of them at once. No, she’d have to talk to Mack alone first.
 
   But it seemed there was to be no chance at all for that.
 
   The piles of packages were sorted out and opened, one at a time. A good many of them were for Rory, and the blanket soon disappeared under a layer of clothes and toys. The baby, however, seemed to prefer the glitter of wrapping paper and ribbon; twice Wendy had to push the pile of paper away so Rory couldn’t chew it up.
 
   A surprising number of gifts appeared for Wendy herself. Mitch presented her with a gigantic guidebook on the Chicago area. “The guy at the bookstore said it was the best one,” he said, with a grin. “But I don’t know – seems to me you’ll need a big hulking bodyguard just to carry it around.”
 
   “If you’re volunteering,” Mack suggested, “perhaps you should start pumping iron right now.”
 
   There was a necklace from Elinor and Samuel – a small but fiery opal on a delicate gold chain, more expensive than any other jewelry Wendy had ever owned – and probably, in Elinor’s eyes, a very moderate gift indeed.
 
   The last box she opened was from Mack. She had left it deliberately to the end, though she expected from the appearance of the package that the gift was something ordinary – probably nice, considering Mack’s taste, but nothing which would startle the onlookers. After all, one didn’t wrap an engagement ring to look like a boot box unless the intention was to tease the recipient, and that wasn’t the case here. He probably hadn’t considered such a gift anyway; theirs was hardly the sort of arrangement which called for a ring.
 
   Still, Wendy was relieved when she folded back the crisp tissue paper to reveal a supple brown leather handbag. A perfect gift, she thought. Nice, tasteful, thoughtful, and – like the opal necklace – not so intimate or elaborate as to cause questions.
 
   When she looked up to thank Mack, however, she thought she caught a flicker of disappointment in Tessa’s eyes. But the expression was gone so quickly she couldn’t be certain.
 
   “You’d better check all the pockets,” Tessa said with a smile. “That designer puts in dozens of little dividers, and you never know what Mack might have tucked in.” She picked up the bag and frowned at the plain gold clasp. “You didn’t even have it monogrammed, Mack.”
 
   “No time, I’m afraid,” Mack said easily. “Wendy can take it in at her leisure.”
 
   After I decide what initials to put on it, Wendy thought. She noticed that Elinor was trying to hide a smile.
 
   Rory got hold of the high-tech teddy bear which John and Tessa had given her and accidentally poked its control buttons. The teddy began to talk, which scared her, and she started to wail.
 
   At least the screaming took Tessa’s attention off the handbag.
 
   Breakfast was a buffet affair, with someone jumping up every third minute to get another roll or piece of bacon, and drifting from one room to another with plates and sometimes gifts in hand. Wendy stayed in the breakfast room where it was a little quieter and mashed a banana for Rory’s breakfast. With all the excitement, however, by the time the baby finished eating she had smeared fruit from hair to toes, and she needed a bath and a full change of clothes.
 
   When Wendy came downstairs again with Rory once more clean and neat, the house was quiet. Mitch was in the drawing room, starting to lay out the pieces of a three-dimensional wooden jigsaw puzzle on a card table. Rory stared at the intriguing shapes, her eyes wide.
 
   “Don’t get ideas about my puzzle,” Mitch growled at her. “It’s the only toy Santa left for me this morning. You got zillions.”
 
   Rory giggled, till he handed her the high-tech teddy bear. Then she buried her face in Wendy’s shoulder and refused to look.
 
   Mitch tossed the bear behind the nearest chair and picked up the new woolly lamb which Wendy had brought with her, already wrapped, from Phoenix. He stroked the soft fur against Rory’s cheek, and soon she was laughing at him again.
 
   That toy had looked awfully simple against the piles of loot this morning, Wendy thought, but her judgment had been confirmed after all. The knowledge soothed her heart. “Where is everybody?” she asked.
 
   Mitch grinned. “You mean Mack?”
 
   Wendy tried not to turn pink, but it was a lost cause. And it was true she was looking for Mack, even if not quite for the reasons Mitch had in mind. “You can start with him, if you like.”
 
   “He went down to the gym.”
 
   “On Christmas?” Wendy’s voice was little more than a squeak. What kind of health club would be open on the holiday? “Did he say when he’ll be back?”
 
   Mitch had turned back to his puzzle. “Whenever he gets tired, I suppose. Why don’t you go ask him? It’s just downstairs.”
 
   Wendy didn’t know why that announcement should have surprised her. Nothing else about this house was quite like usual, so why shouldn’t it have a built-in gymnasium in the cellar as well?
 
   It wasn’t really a cellar, though; it had a swimming pool, too, which looked out through a glass wall over a rock garden at the back of the house. The gym was a more exclusive and better-equipped exercise room than some of the health clubs she’d seen. There was a weight-lifting bench, a pair of stationary bikes, a cross-country ski machine, and a whole lot of other equipment she’d never seen the like of before and had no idea how to use.
 
   Mack was using the rowing machine. His tanned shoulders were damp with perspiration, and his muscles flexed admirably as he pulled at the oars. His knees were bare too; Wendy wondered for one fleeting moment if he was wearing anything at all. Then she caught a glimpse of red exercise shorts and relaxed.
 
   When he saw her, his stroke slowed to an easy halt and he stood up and reached for a towel. “I can tell by the twin wide-eyed stares that I look pretty silly,” he said.
 
   Silly wasn’t the word Wendy would have chosen. His shorts were brief all right, but no more so than some swimsuits she’d seen, and his body was a whole lot better than most on the beach, with a trim waistline, lean hips, and just the right sprinkling of hair on his chest.... Was it warmer down here than in the rest of the house, or was it just her imagination? “I thought you’d disappeared.”
 
   “Sorry to make you come looking for me. I expected to be done by the time Rory’s bath was finished. Shall we go somewhere more comfortable?”
 
   “I think we need to really talk.”
 
   One eyebrow lifted just a little. “In that case, if you don’t mind, let’s stay here. We’re less likely to be interrupted.”
 
   She looked around the room. “Are you the only one who uses this?”
 
   “We all do, now and then. It was installed for Mother when her arthritis was first diagnosed, but in the last few years the doctors have discouraged her from anything but very gentle exercise, so she doesn’t spend much time here.” He pulled on a sweatshirt, then mopped his face with his towel and slung it around his neck.
 
   Rory babbled something nonsensical, dropped her stuffed lamb, and held out her arms to Mack, who took her. “How much does she weigh?” he asked.
 
   “About fifteen pounds.”
 
   “Ah, just right, and much more fun than lifting barbells.” He lay down on the weight-lifting bench and gently raised Rory till she was suspended at arms’ length, then lowered her to his chest again. She giggled at him, intrigued with this new game.
 
   “I know this is sudden, Wendy.” Mack wasn’t looking at her. “I didn’t intend to push it so soon, and I have no intention of rushing you into a decision. But I know how much it’s bothered you not to have Rory’s future settled. It’s bothered me too. So here we are with a choice to make.”
 
   Wendy cleared her throat. “It’s a big one.” Funny; that wasn’t what she’d intended to say.
 
   “Yes, it is.” Mack sat up and drew one foot up on the bench, perching Rory on his knee. “I’m not asking for a commitment for just a few months, or even a few years.”
 
   “This is forever.” Despite her best efforts, Wendy’s voice trembled.
 
   “Well – that might be just a bit excessive.” He sounded as if he was trying to be reassuring.
 
   Wendy hadn’t considered it before, but even though the prospect seemed light-years away just now, Rory would grow up. One day she would be a teenager, a college student, and then a young woman on her own, with a job and perhaps eventually a family. Somewhere during those years, it would no longer matter if the people who raised her were still any kind of partners at all. “Yes, of course.”
 
   “But you’re right that it’s very serious,” Mack went on. His voice was level. “It would be far too hard on Rory if in a few years either of us decided we couldn’t make a go of it. So if you have any doubts, Wendy, now’s the time to explore them.”
 
   “Doubts?” She took a deep breath. “All right. What about my career, Mack?”
 
   “You won’t need to work.”
 
   “But what if I want to? Not right away, I mean, but later. Just now it’s like a dream come true not to be pulled in two directions – but once Rory’s in school, I’ll have a lot of time on my hands.”
 
   He flicked a glance at her. There was something in his eyes which Wendy couldn’t quite identify – it wasn’t resentment, or anger, or irritation. Was it curiosity, perhaps?
 
   “I like my work, Mack. I’ve never intended to give it up, no matter what else my life held.”
 
   “If you want to work later, that’s fine with me. I don’t have any fear of Rory being left out or neglected, no matter what you choose to do with your time.” He didn’t look at her. “If you’re worried about money…”
 
   “I wasn’t, particularly.”
 
   “I intend a full partnership there, too. What’s mine is yours and all that stuff.”
 
   Wendy was startled. Of course, Mack would expect her appearance to reflect favorably on him; she had anticipated that he would give her some sort of allowance to take care of her personal needs, and perhaps to run the household. But she hadn’t expected more than that. “That’s... very generous.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   She considered, and shook her head.
 
   “You realize that part of the promise I’m asking you to make is for complete loyalty.”
 
   Wendy looked at him for a long moment. “No messing around with men, you mean? Faithfulness?”
 
   “If you want to call it that.”
 
   Her face colored a little. The concept of fidelity implied that there was a sexual relationship to be faithful to, and Mack was making it clear that was hardly the case here. Still, that was exactly what he was asking for, even if the request was not for his own sake but for Rory’s. If Wendy had a flaming affair – or for that matter even a discreet one – the child would be affected.
 
   She told herself it was unfair to be annoyed with him for asking. Hadn’t she herself wondered about the women in Mack’s life? But her voice was tart, anyway. “Why don’t you come straight out with it, Mack? You’re wondering if I’m likely to get besotted with someone I meet in…” She groped for the most ridiculous thing she could think of. “…the frozen foods aisle at the supermarket, and run off to Rio with him.”
 
   He was definitely smiling now. “Frozen food wasn’t exactly the locale I’d considered.”
 
   Wendy wasn’t amused. “If I do this, then be assured I will not be looking around for someone to entertain me. And Rory is far too important for me to take chances with. I’m not about to throw her to the wolves for the sake of some fling.”
 
   “You’re very innocent, Wendy. What if you fall in love?”
 
   “I’ll be too busy.” She looked down at the stuffed lamb she was still holding, and began to run her fingers through the already-tangled fur. Finally, very tentatively, she added, “I could ask you the same thing, Mack.”
 
   For a moment she thought he wasn’t going to answer. “I’ve been in love,” he said slowly. “It’s not a very comfortable place to be. I think I can assure you it’s not likely to be a problem.”
 
   He hadn’t said anything about affairs, she noticed. “And... loyalty?”
 
   His voice was deeper than usual, without a trace of humor. “I swear to you that this promise comes first, Wendy, and it always will.”
 
   It sounded like a vow – more binding, and certainly more sincere, than the promise he would make in public to love her and cherish her, till death parted them. But then, this promise was really to Rory – as hers was, too.
 
   “Well?” he said. “Will you marry me?”
 
   She nodded, not quite willing to trust her voice. “When?”
 
   “As soon as possible. I’ll check on the details tomorrow – but I think it can be arranged by the middle of next week.”
 
   She couldn’t argue with that, exactly. “The sooner we can establish a normal pattern for Rory…”
 
   Mack finished the thought for her. “The less spoiled she’ll be.” He smiled a little. “And the less likely we are to get unsolicited advice from the rest of the family. I’ll tell them at dinner, if you don’t object.”
 
   She shook her head. Despite the warmth of the room, she was shivering a little, now that it was too late to back out.
 
   Mack leaned forward and cupped her cheek in his hand. The touch of his palm made her want to nestle her face into his soothing warmth. She could pick out the tang of his cologne, mixed with the aroma of warm skin and Rory’s baby lotion.
 
   For an instant, she thought he intended to kiss her. Instead, he brushed his thumb over her lips, and whispered, “It’ll be all right, Wendy. You’ll see.”
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   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   Elinor received the news with delight and promptly began making noises about church weddings and country club receptions and dance bands and invitation lists.
 
   Mack, who obviously saw the color starting to drain from Wendy’s face as she contemplated the idea, reached for her hand and suggested a very small family wedding instead, to be held at the Burgess house. Wendy clutched his fingers in gratitude and agreed. Privately, she would have preferred a civil ceremony in a judge’s chambers with two complete strangers as witnesses – but of course that was hardly realistic.
 
   Tessa, mourning the fact that she had nothing in her current collection of designs which could possibly be considered appropriate for a tiny and elegant wedding – and no time to create something – took Wendy on a whirlwind tour of the city’s most exclusive boutiques in search of a special suit.
 
   “I’m so glad it all worked out this way,” she confided over hot chocolate at mid-afternoon as they took a break from their search. “I’ll be the first to say Rory’s a doll – which must be your influence, considering what Marissa was like – but I’m simply not in the mood to settle down to kids just yet. And probably not ever,” she added after a moment’s thought. “Frankly, the fear that Elinor might expect me to volunteer to be Rory’s mama was turning my hair gray. And the idea of being compared to you with every move I made…”
 
   “Surely no one would criticize you.”
 
   “Oh, not openly. Mack doesn’t have to say a word, you know just looking at him when he disapproves. And don’t give me that confused stare,” Tessa said dryly. “Of course you haven’t noticed it, because he is so obviously enchanted by most of what you do!”
 
   Wendy blinked in surprise, before she remembered that Tessa didn’t know about some of their early discussions, like the night in Phoenix when Mack had caught her lying about her job. If Tessa knew about episodes like that, she wouldn’t think Mack was blinded by Wendy’s charm.
 
   Wendy had to admit, however, that he was being very kind about the whole thing. Of course the family knew the real reasons behind this sudden wedding, but a stranger who came into the house would have no reason to doubt that they had all the usual motives. If their behavior wasn’t exactly romantic – well, it was easy to believe that they were simply restraining themselves in public. And Mack was unfailingly polite and correct.
 
   How cold that sounded, she thought, but he wasn’t cold at all. He was gentle and always considerate of her feelings, her wishes – and though he didn’t follow her around or hang on her every word like a moonstruck teenager, he always appeared to find her interesting and attractive. And though it would have been easy to present himself as a hero, he had never implied to Wendy that she owed him a debt of gratitude for making it possible for her to stay with Rory.
 
   Mack was very special, there was no doubt about that. Sometimes when she caught sight of him unexpectedly her throat closed up in amazement at how it had all worked out.
 
   Tessa had gone straight on without waiting for an answer. “The way that baby lights up when you walk into the room...” She shook her head. “Of course it’s no wonder Mack approves of that. I could never have lived up to your example.” She checked the dainty watch on her wrist and drained her cup. “One more boutique, and then we’d better make a decision so we can start looking for shoes. Oh, and we mustn’t forget to pick up your ring. The jeweler should have it sized and cleaned by now.”
 
   Her ring... It was Elinor’s ring, actually. She had called Mack and Wendy to her sitting room on Christmas afternoon, and given her own engagement and wedding rings to Mack for his bride.
 
   Wendy caught one glimpse of the glitter of diamonds and gold in Elinor’s palm, and tried to turn down the gift. But Elinor insisted. “The rings won’t be to your taste, of course,” she said calmly. “You’ll want to have them reset. But the stones are good, and it would give me great pleasure to watch you wear them, Wendy.”
 
   And what could Wendy say after that? Only the truth – which was that the rings were lovely just as they were, and she wouldn’t dream of tearing them apart.
 
   They went to the jewelers first. As they waited in a small paneled office, beside a velvet-topped table, Wendy watched Tessa from the corner of her eye. She couldn’t help but wonder what Tessa thought of this gift. Her voice had sounded perfectly natural, without a hint of resentment, and yet... 
 
   “Do you mind, Tessa? The rings, I mean. After all, you were the first bride, and they should have been yours.”
 
   “Mind? Heavens no. I wouldn’t have wanted them – I don’t have the hands to carry off truly magnificent rocks like those, and the settings aren’t my style at all.” She waved her left hand, with its cluster of dainty stones, as if in explanation. “Besides, things like that should go to the eldest son and be passed on.”
 
   Wendy hadn’t thought of that before. They’ll go to Rory, of course, she thought. Or perhaps it would be better to pass the rings on to Elinor’s oldest grandson, whether he was John’s son, or Mitch’s.
 
   The jeweler bustled in with a velvet case in his hand, took a chair behind the tiny table, and opened the box with a flourish. “I hope you’ll be pleased with the results, Miss Miller.” There was no trace of doubt in his voice, and Wendy quickly saw why he was certain of himself.
 
   Wendy was no authority on jewels, but she had known at first glimpse that Elinor was understating the quality of the stones. They weren’t merely good, they were superb, and the setting was equally inspired. Still, the sheer brilliance and power of the newly-cleaned ring startled her. She reached for the box, and turned it slowly from side to side.
 
   At the center of the ring, set at an unusual angle, was a marquise diamond, a couple of carats in size and absolutely colorless – except now, when it caught the powerful display lights and exploded into a rainbow of fire. On each side of the center stone was a cluster of baguettes, nestled into a wide gold band.
 
   “Go on,” Tessa said. “Let’s see it on your finger.”
 
   Reluctantly, Wendy took the ring from the velvet box and slid it cautiously into place. It settled at the base of her finger as though it belonged there, and she held up her hand and turned it under the lights. Her voice was a little husky. “And the wedding ring? Is it ready?”
 
   The jeweler shook his head. “A minor problem, I’m afraid. One of the prongs has cracked, and it will be tomorrow before we’ll have it repaired. I hope it will not be a serious inconvenience?”
 
   Tessa grinned. “Not at all,” she said cheerfully. “The wedding’s not till the day after tomorrow. Though unless we find you a suit, Wendy...” She rose, with a casual farewell wave for the jeweler.
 
   “I already have a perfectly good suit,” Wendy reminded.
 
   “And it’s lovely, but you must want something new for your wedding. Why won’t you wear white? Or ivory, at least?”
 
   “I told you once, I look awful in pale colors.”
 
   Tessa studied Wendy’s face. “There’s a shade of ivory for every woman, you know. But if you insist on being stubborn, we’ll look for something deep and rich and sultry.”
 
   Wendy didn’t argue. She was just happy that Tessa had accepted her excuse instead of digging further, for the real reason ran much deeper than her dislike for pastels, and she was absolutely certain that she didn’t want to share her opinion with Tessa or anyone else.
 
   A bride in white was a creature full of sentimental hopes and dreams of a future filled with love. White dresses belonged to romantic unions, not to legal partnerships. So did cathedral trains and lace-trimmed veils, and therefore – even though no one could deny Wendy’s right to all of those things – she chose not to take part in the masquerade.
 
   But if she tried to explain that to Tessa, she was apt to sound as if she felt sorry for herself. Poor Wendy, robbed of a chance for love... No, it was much better to keep her philosophy to herself.
 
   “Besides,” she said, “where would I wear an ivory suit afterward? I wouldn’t dare put it on if Rory was around. She’d spit up on me.”
 
   Tessa rolled her eyes. “I suspect, if you play your cards right, Mack will take you out to dinner once a year or so without Rory,” she said dryly. “Honestly, Wendy, has it never occurred to you that if he wanted a nursery maid, he’d hire one?” She stopped dead, clasped one hand around Wendy’s arm, and pointed at a display window. “There, my girl, is your wedding suit. Behold!”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Tessa was right, the suit was perfect. The deep, rich teal brought out the red highlights in Wendy’s hair and did wonderful things for the creamy tint of her skin. However, the jacket was more tightly fitted than those of her other suits, and the skirt was a little shorter. She hesitated over that until she remembered that she needn’t be so careful to stick to classics any more. It didn’t matter whether this suit stayed in style for more than a season.
 
   And the way she felt when she saw herself in the mirror on her wedding day confirmed her judgment. Not that it took away the nervousness; nothing could do that, but it was comforting to know that she was looking her best. At least on the outside, she looked as if she belonged to the Burgess clan.
 
   It was evening, and darkness had already fallen when Tessa knocked perfunctorily on the door of Wendy’s room and came in. “Mack’s here,” she said. “He brought you orchids.” She set a big octagonal box down on the window seat.
 
   Wendy looked at it with foreboding. “How many orchids?”
 
   “Three, I think. Oh, if you mean this box, don’t panic. This is from me. I know what you said about veils, but this is such a little one that I thought perhaps you’d relent.” The creation she lifted out of the box was teal, the precise shade of Wendy’s suit, and no one with any imagination would have called it a mere hat. A slash of fabric swooped high on one side and low on the other, balanced by a fall of delicate lace. “If you hate it, don’t worry. I’ll pretend I never thought of it.”
 
   “It’s wonderful,” Wendy said.
 
   “Well, I thought it was, but then it’s the only hat I’ve ever done.” Tessa pinned the hat in place and stood back to admire the result. “You’ve certainly inspired me to go in new directions, Wendy. Hats, baby clothes...”
 
   The maid came out of Wendy’s bedroom. “Everything’s packed, miss,” she said.
 
   “Packed?” Tessa repeated. “Are you having a honeymoon after all?”
 
   “No.” Wendy was too aware of the maid, still within hearing range, to go into detail.
 
   “Do you mean Mack is taking you back to that boxy little apartment of his? Though I suppose it might be sort of cozy.” She pinned Wendy’s orchids in place. “We’d better go down. Mack’s probably pacing the floor by now, even though he’s the one who was late. Considering it’s his own wedding, it seems to me he could have left work a little earlier than usual.”
 
   Mack was not pacing; Wendy hadn’t expected that he would be. He was standing by the mantel holding Rory and talking to the pastor, and when Wendy came in he looked up and smiled and held out his arm to draw her into the circle. She had grown so used to seeing him in casual clothes in the past few days that his charcoal business suit almost took her by surprise.
 
   She cupped her hand over the waxy orchid blossoms at her shoulder. “Thank you, Mack,” she whispered, and he smiled down at her.
 
   The baby reached out to Wendy, but Tessa stepped in and took her instead, much to Rory’s displeasure.
 
   Mack kept his arm around Wendy through the brief ceremony. His touch was protective, not possessive, and she was glad of his support. Her knees were feeling a bit shaky all of a sudden, and when it came time for the vows, her throat was so constricted she wasn’t certain she could speak.
 
   Mack’s voice was as deep and beautiful as ever as he repeated the age-old words, but just as Wendy’s turn came, Rory burst into heart-breaking sobs, accompanied by a flood of tears. Tessa tried her best, but it was quickly apparent that Rory didn’t intend to be consoled.
 
   “You see?” Tessa muttered. “I told you I was hopeless at handling kids.”
 
   Wendy looked over her shoulder. “Perhaps she senses that something important is going on.”
 
   “Which leaves you with a choice,” Mack murmured. “Would you rather hold the baby or put up with the racket?”
 
   “We could send her upstairs.”
 
   “You don’t want to do that, do you?”
 
   “No.” She reached for Rory, who clung to her for a moment and then looked around with an angelic – if damp – grin as if telling them to proceed, now that she was in her proper position right in the center of things.
 
   And so when Wendy repeated her vows, there was no tremor in her voice, no doubts in her heart. When she shifted Rory in her arms so Mack could slip her wedding ring in place, the baby reached eagerly for the sparkling gems. And during the final blessing, she discovered that patting Wendy’s veil made it swing delightfully. The pastor’s eyes were twinkling by then. “May this new family be forever as close as they are today,” he said. “I now pronounce you husband and wife...”
 
   Rory cooed.
 
   “And – of course – daughter,” he finished. “This is a first for me, Mack, but if you’d like me to hold the baby while you kiss the bride, I’d be happy to help out.”
 
   “Good idea,” Mack said. He untangled Rory’s fingers from Wendy’s veil and handed the baby to the pastor as casually as if she’d been a bouquet.
 
   When Wendy raised her face to Mack, she was laughing at the way Rory’s eyes had widened in offended astonishment. But the dark intensity in Mack’s expression startled her into soberness. He slipped one arm around her shoulders, and his other hand came to rest very gently beneath her chin. 
 
   His kiss was firm, but almost tender – a far cry from the ceremonial brush of the lips she had expected. It lasted only a few moments, but that brief span of time seemed to stretch out forever as a sensation of warmth crept cell by cell through her body, moving as inevitably as water soaking each fiber of a thirsty towel. Even after Mack raised his head, he stood for a second with his hands on her shoulders, and she stared at him, too stunned to move, every cell of her body trembling.
 
   Someone started to applaud, and even Rory got the idea and began swinging her hands in a wild attempt at pat-a-cake. That broke the tension, and everyone was laughing as Parker came in with a tray full of champagne glasses.
 
   Tessa gave Wendy a hug. “Well, Mrs. Burgess,” she said, “welcome to a very exclusive club!”
 
   Mrs. Burgess. The name felt strange to Wendy’s ears.
 
   The wedding dinner passed in a blur, and before long it was time to go. One of the nurses brought Rory down. The baby was already fed and ready for bed, and the nurse’s eyes were damp. “It’s not easy to let her go,” she said. “Any time you need a break, miss... Oh, I’m sorry. Ma’am.”
 
   “I’d take her up on it,” Mitch said. He was leaning back in his chair and contemplating the bubbles rising in his champagne glass. “Leave the baby and go have a honeymoon.”
 
   “Mind your own business,” Mack suggested, “or people are apt to wonder if you’re contemplating a honeymoon of your own. Ready, Wendy?”
 
   The car was quiet; the motion sent Rory to sleep in moments, and there seemed to be nothing to talk about. Wendy was uncomfortably aware that it was going to be a very long ride across Chicago if they didn’t find something to discuss. “It was a pretty ceremony,” she said finally. “Despite Rory’s intervention.”
 
   “I think a poll taken of the audience would find a good percentage who believe we have a spoiled little girl.”
 
   “It’s impossible to spoil a baby that age. She’s completely unaware of anything except her own needs.” Wendy wished she could see his face more clearly. Did Mack think Rory was spoiled?
 
   “I’ll take your word for it,” he said finally.
 
   She tried to pay attention to the streets. If she wasn’t going to be house-bound, she would have to learn her way around Chicago. She couldn’t depend on Mack to be available every time she wanted to go out.
 
   But instead of cutting across to the expressway which would take them toward the heart of the city, the car was cruising along twisting side streets, full of large houses set well back on lawns still crusted by Christmas snow. In the dark, Wendy couldn’t even judge directions. At this rate, she thought, she’d never learn her way around.
 
   A few minutes later, he turned the car into a wide driveway, and Wendy looked up, startled, at a Tudor-style house. It was far smaller than the Burgess mansion, but it was still an imposing sight – two full stories, with a few small windows marking a third floor which must nestle under the steep slate roof. The front door was huge, a gothic panel carved from dark wood. Rows of leaded windows poured light out across the snow-covered grass.
 
   “Welcome home,” Mack said.
 
   Home?
 
   The shock sent ice cubes tumbling through her veins as she realized, He didn’t even ask me what I liked. So much for being partners!
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   He sounded very pleased with himself. And Wendy supposed, as the first shock settled into a numbing lump in her heart, that she was being unreasonable. Any sensible woman would be delighted; the house was gorgeous, and his apartment was too small for them to be comfortable, even for a short time. This was an extremely generous move on Mack’s part.
 
   But not particularly generous toward Wendy. He had made this decision with his own comfort in mind, and Rory’s perhaps. But not Wendy’s.
 
   If he’d been thinking of me, Wendy told herself, he’d at least have asked me what I thought, before he struck the deal.
 
   “It’s... very pretty,” she said stiffly, and pushed the car door open.
 
   Mack came around to her door. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing. I said it was pretty.” She opened the back door and started to unbuckle Rory’s safety seat.
 
   “This is no way to start, Wendy.”
 
   The chilly wind brought tears to her eyes. “All right, then,” she said fiercely. “You said we’d be partners. Maybe I don’t want a big hulking house!”
 
   “You don’t have one,” Mack said coolly.
 
   “Oh, fine, so it’s in your name. I’m not surprised.”
 
   “It belongs to a friend of mine who’s been transferred to Boston. I rented it for six months to give us a chance to look around, because I didn’t think you needed the stress of house-hunting on top of everything else.”
 
   Wendy bit her lip. One tear slid down her cheek and disappeared into the fur of Rory’s snowsuit.
 
   His voice softened a little. “And I didn’t ask you about it because it was a perfect deal to get us through a few difficult months. He even left the furniture, because he’s not sure the job in Boston will last, and he didn’t want to move everything just yet.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mack,” she managed.
 
   He selected a brass key from his ring and unlocked the big front door. But before he pushed it open he leaned against the stone casing and looked down at her. “How about it, Wendy? Shall we start over?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Then... welcome home.”
 
   She tried to smile. “It’s... a very pretty house.”
 
   Mack looked down at her for a long moment. Then, before Wendy had any idea what he was planning, he’d picked her up – Rory and all – and stepped over the threshold. She gave a little shriek and clutched at him, and he was laughing as he set her down on the polished marble floor of the entrance hall and closed the door.
 
   Wendy turned a full circle and looked around. At one side of the hall, double doors led into a large drawing room. At the other, another pair of doors opened on a long hallway; she could spot bookcases through one door and the corner of a china cabinet in yet another room. A massive staircase climbed ponderously up to a landing, and an enormous chandelier cast warm light over the room. “This is pretty impressive,” she said, almost to herself.
 
   “Better than Mother and Dad’s?”
 
   “It’s not so overwhelming,” she said. “At least I can imagine living here. I can’t imagine keeping it clean, but... How big is it, anyway?”
 
   “Six bedrooms and eight baths.”
 
   “Good heavens.”
 
   “Tom left a lot of personal stuff in one of the bedrooms, so you don’t need to worry about that one.”
 
   “What a relief,” Wendy murmured.
 
   Mack grinned. “First things first – let’s get Rory settled.”
 
   He draped his coat over a carved Elizabethan bench by the front door and led the way upstairs. “Tom doesn’t have kids, but Parker had the baby furniture moved while we were at dinner. So we only have to find it. Ah, here.”
 
   The room might have been designed as a nursery, but it obviously had been used as a guest room instead. The wallpaper was scrolled in shell pink and lavender, overpoweringly feminine shades that Wendy had never found particularly appealing. The bathroom was filled with ruffles and lace, and the wall of closets had mirrored doors.
 
   “Oh, that’s going to be fun if Rory starts to walk before we move,” Wendy said. “I can see those doors now, full of fingerprints.” She put the baby down on the changing table. Mack helped Wendy out of her coat and turned the lights down as she started to unzip Rory’s snowsuit.
 
   Intrigued by yet another new vista, Rory tried her best to keep her eyes open so she could look around. But the battle was too much for her, and she settled into her crib with a sleepy sigh.
 
   Mack tucked a blanket around her. “I’ve been meaning to ask you why she does that. With the whole crib to choose from, why does she poke her head into one corner?”
 
   “I don’t know. I expect it makes her feel secure.”
 
   “I’ve never seen a baby do that before.”
 
   She looked at him curiously. “Mack, where did you learn about babies?”
 
   He shrugged. “Here and there. Some of my friends have kids. Good friends – you’ll like them, I think.” He watched as she located both pieces of the intercom and hooked one on the end of the crib. “Where did you learn?”
 
   Wendy clipped the other half of the intercom on her skirt band so wherever she went, she would hear if the baby made a noise. “From Rory, mostly – and reading the books. I was so scared at first that every time she hiccupped I went straight into panic.”
 
   “No wonder – being alone with her like that.” He plugged in the night light and closed the door behind them.
 
   Near the top of the stairs, he paused beside a bedroom door. “I thought you’d be most comfortable here.”
 
   She peeked inside. In the dim light from the hallway she could see only that the room was large and the wall covering was a tapestry print in a dark, rich shade. A big bed stood against the far wall, and a dainty dressing table was near the door.
 
   Downstairs once more, Mack hung her coat in the closet under the stairs and picked up his own. “Parker said he’d stock the kitchen. Do you want a snack?”
 
   “Does that mean Mrs. Cardoza sent you a picnic basket?”
 
   “I can hope.”
 
   She tried to be unobtrusive about peeking into each room as they walked down the long hall. A fire was laid on the hearth in the library, ready to be lit. The china in the dining room cabinets was more contemporary than she would have chosen, but pretty nonetheless.
 
    “It feels a little strange to me, too,” he said. “Being in Tom’s house without Tom here, I mean.”
 
   “I can imagine. It’s like an elegant hotel to me, but you must feel like a permanent house guest.”
 
   Mack sighed. “I suppose we’ll get used to it. You mentioned keeping the place clean.”
 
   “Must you remind me? Maybe I’ll just keep the lights turned down low.”
 
   “I asked Parker, and he recommended a couple he knows.”
 
   Wendy knew she looked doubtful, but she couldn’t help it. Having the Burgess staff around had been altogether different; she wasn’t the one who had to tell them what to do. But dealing with employees of her own...
 
   Mack seemed to read her thoughts. “Two people, Wendy, not the hordes that Mother insists on. There’s a self-contained apartment over the carriage house, so they’d go home at night unless we wanted them. Their name is Morgan, and they’ll come to see you tomorrow. If you like them, they can start right away.”
 
   She nodded reluctantly. It was obvious she’d have to have help; no one could keep up with this house and a baby too.
 
   The kitchen was huge, far newer than the rest of the house, and off one corner of it was a gazebo-like breakfast area. On summer mornings it would be wonderful, if it wasn’t too hot. Or was she still thinking like an Arizona native? There would be so much to learn.
 
   Suddenly, Wendy was just too tired to care, and – incredibly – she found herself wanting to cry. “Mack, I don’t want food, I just want to sleep.” She smothered a yawn. “If you don’t mind...”
 
   “Of course not. I still have to put my car away, so don’t panic if you hear me going out. And by the way, the other car is already in the carriage house. If you’d rather trade it for something else, we’ll look next week.”
 
   Wendy shook her head. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. It’s a nice car.”
 
    It took all the energy she had to get up the stairs, and she closed the bedroom door behind her with a sense of relief and looked around. The wall covering which had looked so dark from the hallway turned out to be a rich mixture of green and amethyst and blue; the big bed, which she had seen only in shadow, was surprisingly modern. It was a four-poster, as she had expected, but the posts were made of crystal-clear acrylic instead of wood. A door off to one side led to a small sitting room.
 
   Her clothes had been neatly arranged in drawers and closets. Parker must have sent over quite a large crew to accomplish everything so quickly. She carefully hung up her teal suit and searched out the nightgown Mrs. Parker had laid out for her on that first night in the Burgess house. Wearing one of Tessa’s creations somehow made her feel warmer.
 
   Her wedding night. A sob rose to her throat. Oh, for pity’s sake, she told herself. It’s a rotten time to get sentimental.
 
   She was just tired, that was all – emotionally and physically exhausted. And a bit scared at the new role she had taken on. Mack’s apartment had been one thing, but to manage a house the size of this one, and a staff to boot... she hadn’t had a chance to prepare herself for that.
 
   She was brushing her hair when she heard a noise, and she tugged the velvet draperies back far enough to see the carriage house just as the lights went off. Mack came out and paused in the driveway, looking up at the house. Wendy let the drapes fall and climbed into bed.
 
   She was propped up against the satin pillows, wishing that she had something to read for a few minutes to help her unwind, when a soft tap on the door which led to the sitting room made her heart race.
 
   The door swung open. “All tucked in?” Mack said.
 
   Wendy’s mouth went dry. What was he doing here?
 
   For the first time, she found herself wondering precisely what Mack wanted from this marriage. She felt like an idiot not to have considered the question before, but it had seemed so obvious; with all his talk of loyalty and partnerships, he had never hinted at the possibility of a real marriage and a sexual union. Or had she simply not been listening?
 
   If Mack wanted a nursery maid, Tessa had told her, he’d have hired one. Instead, he had married Wendy...and what did he expect from her?
 
   He sat down on the edge of the bed beside her. He’d shed his jacket and tie, and the long sleeves of his white shirt were rolled almost to the elbow.
 
   He never even kissed me till today, she thought. He can’t possibly want to make love to me!
 
   But what a kiss that had been. Her whole body still went shivery whenever she thought of it.
 
   She shifted slightly away from him, and he leaned forward and planted a hand on the pillow beside her, his face close to hers. “Mack!” she protested, and he drew back.
 
   In his palm was the speaker half of Rory’s intercom. Wendy had placed it on her pillow so even the slightest noise would rouse her. 
 
   “I didn’t think about this till after you came upstairs. I’ll take the night watch and let you rest.”
 
   Wendy felt so small she could have climbed between the fibers of the blanket she was clutching. “Umm... thanks,” she managed, and wished frantically that he’d go away before she turned any redder.
 
   His fingertips caressed a loose lock of hair, tucking it back over her ear, and his lips brushed softly against the side of her throat. “Goodnight, Wendy,” he whispered, and he was gone.
 
   Wendy sank back against her pillow and closed her eyes in pain. Of course he hadn’t intended to make love to her. It wasn’t part of the bargain, and so even if he’d wanted to – which obviously he didn’t....What a fool she was!
 
   But a little later, as her conscious mind shut down and she slid over the brink of sleep, she wondered. If he had wanted to stay, what would she have done?
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   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   After a week of bitter weather, the cold snap had finally eased. At least, that was what the weatherman said; in Wendy’s opinion, instead of being frigid it was now merely unpleasantly cold. Still, it was better than usual, so after Rory finished her lunch, Wendy bundled her up in the stroller and went out for a walk.
 
   She’d been a little doubtful about exposing such a small child to the elements when it really wasn’t necessary, until Mack had said, “We’re not raising a hot-house flower here. The quicker she gets accustomed to some cold air now and then, the less likely she is to be affected by it later on.”
 
   Wendy had no idea if he was right about that, but she had to admit that Rory seemed to thrive on the cold. Over the weekend, Mack dragged them both out for a brisk stroll, and the baby’s pink cheeks and bright eyes – and the way she slept afterwards – had convinced Wendy that the fresh air hadn’t hurt the child.
 
   She wished she could make the adjustment so easily herself. Chicago’s wind seemed to cut straight through her flesh, no matter how many layers of clothes she put on.
 
   But today there was no wind, and thin sunshine caressed her face as she stopped to rearrange Rory’s blankets before turning back toward the house.
 
   There were a few people out; she said hello to the mailman and a couple of hardy joggers. When she was within a block of the house, a woman who was getting into a car paused and said, “You’ve just moved into Tom Exeter’s house, haven’t you?”
 
   Wendy nodded. “I’m Wendy Burgess.” The name still felt difficult on her tongue.
 
   “My name’s DeCarlo,” the woman said brusquely. “May I see the baby?”
 
   Wendy pulled the blanket back. Rory blinked sleepily in the sunlight, then screwed up her face and sneezed.
 
   “Doesn’t much resemble you,” the woman said. “She must look like her daddy.”
 
   Wendy considered saying, No, she looks like her mother. But the convolutions of her immediate family were hardly any business of the neighbors. Besides, Mack had told her just last night that Rory’s birth father had agreed to sign the papers waiving his parental rights. That meant the adoption should move along right on schedule, and within a few months Rory really would be her daughter – and Mack’s.
 
   So she nodded and smiled, instead. It was true enough, Rory did look like Mack. All the Burgesses seemed to have inherited Samuel’s coloring and Elinor’s incredible eyes.
 
   The back steps of the Tudor house hadn’t been built with strollers in mind, and it was a bit of a job to maneuver the vehicle up and inside. She was startled, however, when the door was opened for her. “There you are,” Mack said. “I was beginning to wonder why I couldn’t raise an answer anywhere.”
 
   “What are you doing home on Wednesday afternoon?” Wendy felt a bit breathless; she tried to tell herself that she must have walked farther and faster than she’d realized.
 
   He smiled and started to unbutton her coat, almost as if she’d been Rory’s age. “I got tired of paperwork. I brought it home with me, of course, but at least the scenery’s different. Mrs. Morgan doesn’t seem to be anywhere around, either.”
 
   “She went to the supermarket. And Mr. Morgan dropped her off and then took my car to have the oil changed. Anything else you’d like to know?”
 
   He turned her around and slid her coat off. “No, and I wasn’t asking for a report. The house just felt lonely, that’s all.” His voice was matter-of-fact.
 
   There was absolutely nothing about what he’d said, and especially how he’d said it, to cause her to get the quivers. He’d merely come home to work for the afternoon, where he wouldn’t be interrupted.
 
   She should be getting used to this by now. He wasn’t saying or doing anything off-limits or presumptuous. He didn’t even kiss her goodbye every morning – and it was hardly fair to call a casual peck on the cheek a kiss, anyway. And though he came into her room almost every night, there was always a good reason, and he never stayed long. She just made it a point these days not to get into bed until after he’d gone.
 
   The only blessing was he didn’t seem to realize how the merest touch seemed to send electrical impulses through every nerve. And that, Wendy reflected, was exactly how she wanted to keep it. She just needed a little more time to get used to this strange situation. In the meantime, the more light-hearted and teasing she could be, the better.
 
   “I’ll tell Mrs. Morgan you miss her,” she said.
 
   Mack lifted Rory from the stroller and grinned. “Of course I miss her. I haven’t had lunch.”
 
   “Neither have I, but I think I can manage to put something together.”
 
   Rory nestled her head into Mack’s shoulder and gave an enormous yawn. He looked at the baby speculatively. “I’d guess that means it’s time for a nap, sprout.”
 
   Wendy nodded and touched Rory’s cheek. “Have a good rest, darling. And be sure to tell Daddy about your new tooth.”
 
   Mack slid a fingertip into Rory’s mouth. “Has she got a new – ouch!”
 
   Wendy tried to smother her smile.
 
   By the time he came down again she had set two places at the table in the sunny breakfast nook, and she was dishing up steaming bowls of Mrs. Morgan’s homemade vegetable soup. On a board beside her plate was a big loaf of crusty brown bread, and nearby was a round of cheese. “It’s not grand,” she said.
 
   Mack held her chair. “But a whole lot better than average.”
 
   Wendy cut into the loaf of bread and handed him the first slice.
 
   Mack buttered it and added, “I have to go out of town next week.”
 
   Wendy’s knife paused halfway down the loaf. “Oh.” Her voice was very small. She caught herself just a moment too late, after interest sparkled to life in his eyes. “We’ll miss you,” she said, almost primly, and finished cutting the slice.
 
   It was true, too. She would miss him, and so would Rory. Though the baby’s reaction to Mack was never quite as all-encompassing as the way she greeted Wendy, she had a special smile reserved just for him. He was far more involved in Rory’s daily care than Wendy had ever expected; at least half the time it was Mack who answered the early-morning summons from the nursery as the baby welcomed a new day with bright-eyed enthusiasm.
 
   Still, Wendy knew it wasn’t just his help she would miss, but moments like this. Something about that admission nagged at her, and rather than think about it she asked quickly, “How long will you be gone?”
 
   “Just a few days. Why don’t you come with me? It’s Phoenix again.”
 
   Delight surged through her at the thought of going home, even for just a few days. To bask in warm sunshine, and see palm trees and cactus instead of this everlasting gray landscape… 
 
   Mack cut a wedge from the cheese and offered her the plate. “You’ll want to sort through the things in your apartment yourself, I’m sure.”
 
   She hadn’t had a chance to consider that yet. Her apartment was just as she’d left it two weeks ago, when she’d intended to be back in a few days. The rest of her clothes had to be packed, all her possessions sorted, the furniture disposed of or arrangements made to move it.
 
   Mack’s suggestion made perfect sense, of course. Keeping the apartment was a waste; she might as well go with him now and take care of the loose ends of her life. It was depressing to think about all that work, but it had to be done.
 
   But the prospect of work wasn’t what made her feel sad and irritable, it was the fact that he had only suggested she come with him because the apartment needed to be closed up. For a moment there, when she had thought he truly wanted her to come, just for herself...
 
   It isn’t the idea of going home that appeals to you, Wendy, she thought. It’s going with him.
 
   The fact was, she was already at home – and as long as Mack was near, she always would be.
 
   The realization hit her with the weight of a hammer. She had convinced herself that only the baby mattered, but Rory had been a convenient excuse to let Wendy do what she wanted, what she had managed to keep secret even from herself – to be Mack’s wife. She had married him for Rory’s sake, but she loved him because he was Mack.
 
   The sensation which coursed through her at his every touch was not born of discomfort or unfamiliarity – it was attraction and desire. And it wasn’t going to go away, because with every touch she wanted more.
 
   When had this happened? Her original active dislike of him hadn’t lasted long, of course. It had been replaced very soon by grudging admiration for the way he had won Rory’s affection. But when had resentful respect turned to fondness, and then to love? And how had Wendy managed to blind herself so completely that she hadn’t even suspected it was happening?
 
   Mack said, “I’m afraid I’ll be tied up with some business dinners in the evenings, too.”
 
   Wendy had to drag her attention back to him. “Of course.”
 
   “If you don’t want to suffer through those, I understand. To tell the truth, I’d avoid them myself if I could.”
 
   She wouldn’t mind, no matter how boring the business, as long as she could be with him. But she could hardly say anything of the sort. And he was giving her a very easy excuse, almost as if he hoped she’d take it. “I’ll have plenty to keep me busy.” The words were like ashes in her mouth.
 
   He nodded. “Mother’s nurses will be happy to look after Rory, unless you’d rather leave her here. In that case we’ll just borrow a nurse, and Mrs. Morgan can handle the rest.”
 
   “You mean, not take Rory with us?”
 
   “If I have to fly with her again before she turns eighteen, I’ll give serious thought to tranquilizers.”
 
   Wendy was momentarily diverted. “For you or for Rory?” 
 
   “Both. Besides, you can’t organize your stuff and look after a baby at the same time.”
 
   That was certainly true. Even with no other distractions Wendy would be lucky to get through everything in her apartment in a few days. “I’ll talk to Mrs. Morgan.”
 
   “Ask if she can take over Saturday night, too. There’s a gallery opening we should go to. Since we missed all the New Year’s Eve bashes, I’m getting some teasing about why I’ve been keeping my bride shut away from the world.” The sparkle in his eyes invited her to laugh along with him. “I just tell them I’m too jealous to let any other man have a chance with you.” 
 
   She managed to laugh, but the effort made her feel hollow. How ridiculous it was to think of Mack being jealous over her. He had asked for her loyalty, of course – but that was an entirely different thing.
 
   She had finished her soup; she couldn’t sit and play with the empty spoon. And trying to eat another slice of bread would probably choke her. She stood up quickly, mostly so she could turn her back to him for a moment till she managed to get hold of herself again. “Coffee?” she asked.
 
   “Sounds great.”
 
   Wendy reached for a paper filter and fit it into the basket. The action reminded her that the pot belonged to Tom Exeter, not to them. “Do you even own a coffee pot, Mack?” she asked. “I do, but it’s probably worth shipping back here. There are a million things like that to consider.”
 
   She was filling the glass carafe when Mack came up behind her so quietly that she didn’t hear him. When she turned, she bumped into him, and water slopped over the rim and onto the floor. He steadied her, his hands firm on her shoulders. “Sorry,” he said lightly, and his lips brushed the bridge of her nose. “I didn’t mean to make a mess.”
 
   His voice seemed to vibrate through Wendy’s body. She looked up at him, mesmerized by the warmth of his hands and the way his breath stirred the hair at her temple.
 
   “We’ll make the best of the situation,” he said softly. “Maybe there’ll be a little time for you to show me the city.”
 
   Perhaps he really did want her to come with him, for her own sake and not simply because of the loose ends to be taken care of.
 
   Realizing that she was staring at his mouth, Wendy tried to look away in an effort to shatter the spell that held her. But her gaze locked with his, and she couldn’t break free.
 
   “I’d like that.” Her voice had a throaty edge.
 
   “Would you, Wendy?”
 
   His lips touched hers very softly, like the caress of a soft spring breeze, and she hesitated for one second. She should pull away, but she didn’t want to. Did she dare let herself kiss him as she longed to do? What if Mack realized, from the way she reacted, what she was feeling? What if he guessed at the secret she had so recently discovered for herself? No, it was too dangerous.
 
   But before Wendy’s mind had sorted through the implications, her body had already answered the question. Her lips softened and opened under his. Mack urged her slightly closer, one arm slipping down from her shoulder to encircle her waist and hold her steady against him.
 
   The world seemed to revolve faster than usual, and Wendy couldn’t quite keep it in focus. Her eyelids fluttered and closed. It was heaven to be so close to him, and to dream that he was feeling the same magic.
 
   She raised her hand, intending to slip her arm about his neck and insinuate herself even closer. But she had forgotten the carafe. It tipped as she raised it, and cold water cascaded down Mack’s chest, streaking his silk tie, drenching his shirt, and flooding the front of her sweater.
 
   Wendy’s eyes widened in shock; she couldn’t have been any more stunned if she’d been dropped in an icy river, so she could imagine how Mack was feeling. He sputtered a little and held her a foot away from him. Wendy groped for a dish towel and thrust it at him.
 
   In the same instant, the housekeeper spoke from the back door. “Excuse me for intruding. Shall I just sit outside with the groceries for a while?”
 
   Mack shook his head with a rueful laugh. “No, the kitchen is all yours, Mrs. Morgan.” He left the room.
 
   Wendy, too, retreated in disarray. But she stopped as she heard Mack running lightly up the stairs, obviously going to his room to look for a dry shirt. She’d have to apologize some other time.
 
   She turned back to the housekeeper, feeling the need to exert her authority before the situation got further out of hand. “Mrs. Morgan, I’d like you to babysit on Saturday night, please. I don’t know the exact hours yet.”
 
   Mrs. Morgan was looking at her rather oddly. “That doesn’t matter. I’d be happy to help.”
 
   Wendy plunged on. “And next week Mr. Burgess and I will be out of town for a few days. We won’t be taking the baby, but if you don’t feel up to keeping her, we can leave her with... Is there something wrong, Mrs. Morgan?”
 
   “Not at all. Of course I’ll keep her.”
 
   “Thank you.” The strange look hadn’t gone away. Wendy decided it must just be a touch of shock; no doubt Mrs. Morgan wasn’t used to walking in on her employers in a clinch in her kitchen. Wendy shivered a little; her wet sweater was clinging uncomfortably close to her skin. “I’ll be in my room if you need me.”
 
   “Mrs. Burgess,” the housekeeper said hesitantly.
 
   Wendy turned back from the hallway door. “Yes?”
 
   “Are you planning to make coffee, or are you just sentimentally attached to the pot?”
 
   Wendy looked down. She was still clutching the empty carafe. She retraced her steps across the kitchen and put it back in place, her head high. She would have been fine if she hadn’t happened to look straight at Mrs. Morgan, but the twinkle in the housekeeper’s eyes was the final straw.
 
   How ridiculous they must have looked, she thought, and a bubble of hysterical laughter rose in her throat. How grateful she was that the housekeeper had interrupted. It was bad enough to have thrown herself at Mack like that – but then to lose control so completely that she hadn’t even remembered the water... No wonder the poor man had run for cover at the first opportunity.
 
   But her laughter was very close to tears, and though she went upstairs for a dry sweater, she didn’t bother to look for one. She threw herself down across the tapestry bedspread and indulged in a hearty cry instead.
 
   What kind of fool was she, that it had taken her so long to understand what was going on inside her head? An innocent one, of course, so caught up in Rory’s troubles that she had never let herself think beyond that.
 
   Or had she? Wendy forced herself to analyze the question. Consciously, at least, she’d never considered anything more than the legal partnership Mack offered – she was absolutely certain of that. But subconsciously, had she known all along that she wanted more? If so, was that why she’d been so doubtful about the wisdom of marrying him?
 
   On Christmas Eve, when Mack had told her he wanted to adopt Rory and marry in order to form a family for her, Wendy had made a split-second decision not to ask for the right to visit the child. It had taken her only moments to convince herself that it was in Rory’s best interest to leave her to bond with her new family in peace, without interference. 
 
   But hadn’t Wendy known, deep inside, that her reason really had nothing to do with Rory? If she came back to Chicago to visit the child, she would have to see Mack in the midst of a new family, and that was more than she could bear. To see Mack married, happy – without her – would have hurt too much.
 
   Now it wasn’t hard to understand why she had been so upset on the first night of their marriage when Mack came into her bedroom. She had been startled, but she had also been pleased that he had come to her. And she had wanted him to stay, wanted him to desire her as she had unconsciously desired him. When, instead, he had left her, she had been hurt.
 
   He had asked her for loyalty, no more. He had sworn to her that his commitment to Rory came first before all other things and all other people, and that it would always be that way. And Wendy had assured him that she felt the same.
 
   But that was no longer true. Much as Wendy loved and valued the child, Rory was not the most important thing in her life any more. Mack had taken that spot. He had crept into her heart while Wendy wasn’t looking, and now there was no rooting him out.
 
   Subconsciously, she had used the baby to get what she wanted –Mack. And even though her action had in no way hurt Rory, a tinge of guilt sprang to life deep inside Wendy’s mind.
 
   Now she had everything she had set out to gain. She had Rory, of course. She was Mack’s wife – even if only in name. She had his promise that she would remain his wife for the foreseeable future. Even if his vow was more to Rory than to Wendy, his word was still a binding contract. For the present, she would have to be content with that.
 
   In the future, anything might happen. Mack had enjoyed that kiss, right up to the moment when she’d drenched him. He wasn’t naturally cold, and she didn’t think he found her completely unappealing. Surely with time, as they got to know each other better, friendship, and affection, would grow.
 
   She told herself not to hope for anything more than that, but she couldn’t help remembering that love had sneaked up on her. Perhaps the same thing might happen to Mack, given the right climate. If she was very, very careful.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Walking that line was the most difficult thing Wendy had ever done. It would have been easy to overwhelm Mack with affectionate gestures. That sort of thing came naturally to her where the people she cared about were concerned, and she constantly had to remind herself that Mack might not be charmed. So she tried to think out every move, looking at all the implications and interpretations before she did anything at all.
 
   Sometimes she thought she caught a bit of puzzlement in his eyes. She wasn’t surprised at that; sometimes she herself thought she sounded like an idiot, incapable of making a quick response.
 
   She thanked heaven that she had Rory to cuddle and to talk to. Once, the little girl had filled Wendy’s entire heart. Now there was a gap around the edges, a space only Mack could fill – a space that she knew might remain forever empty. 
 
   Still, while she devoted herself to Rory, Wendy didn’t have time to fret about the empty spaces in her life. And as she watched the baby grow, changing almost hour by hour, she could make herself believe that other things could grow, too – in the fullness of time.
 
   Tessa paid a surprise visit on Friday in the middle of yet another snowstorm, sweeping in with a hug for Wendy and a quick tickle under the chin for Rory. “I absolutely never drop by without phoning first,” she began.
 
   “Of course you don’t,” Wendy said agreeably.
 
   Tessa burst out laughing. “All right, this time I have. But I had some great ideas for baby clothes, and I hoped you wouldn’t mind taking a look. And if Mrs. Morgan can scare up a cup of tea, I’d be eternally grateful.”
 
   “She’s turning out one of the rooms upstairs, and I wouldn’t dare interrupt her to ask for tea.” Wendy led the way to the kitchen and put Rory down on a blanket on the floor.
 
   Tessa swung her portfolio up onto the counter. “These are just rough ideas, you understand.”
 
   Wendy put the kettle on and looked over Tessa’s shoulder as she spread out a dozen sheets of paper. The sketches were obviously rough and quickly done, but the clothes showed Tessa’s touch in every line – pin-tucks and smocking on simple pastel cotton.
 
   Wendy frowned. “Too casual for dress-up, too elaborate for play clothes, and too expensive all the way around.” When she saw Tessa’s face, she wished that she had bit her tongue and been a bit more diplomatic. “I mean…”
 
   “No, your first reaction is what I want.” Tessa frowned at the sketches.
 
   Wendy made the tea in silence, trying to find a way to break the impasse. The last thing she needed was family trouble, and especially with Tessa, who had been nothing but kind to her. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said finally. “I reverted to type, I’m afraid. Give marketing people a new product and we automatically play devil’s advocate and point out what’s wrong with it before we even consider how to sell it.”
 
   Tessa studied her over the rim of her china tea cup for a long time before she said, “You know, Wendy, it’s a good thing I like you.”
 
   “I’m sorry I was so blunt.”
 
   “Oh, that’s got nothing to do with it. I’m a professional – if I can’t take honest criticism of my designs I’d better get out of the business.” Tessa waved a hand in a dismissing gesture. “It’s Elinor, actually.”
 
   That surprised Wendy. “What do you mean?”
 
   “She’s absolutely soppy over you – or didn’t you realize that? She told me just yesterday how perfect you are, and how lucky Mack is, and how the moment she saw you with Rory she knew how it had to turn out. It’s enough to make an ordinary daughter-in-law sob, except that, fortunately for you, my self-esteem is healthy.”  She pointed at Rory. “That baby is crawling backward, Wendy.”
 
   Wendy retrieved Rory from the floor and put her back on the blanket. “You can’t call it crawling, really. She’s beginning to get the idea of how to move herself around, she just doesn’t have her directions down pat.” She sat down again and picked up one of Tessa’s sketches, a dress with a simple smocked top and touches of delicate embroidery. The hand work alone would drive the price out of most mothers’ consideration. “Do you know how I’d market these, Tessa?”
 
   “I thought you didn’t like them at all.”
 
   “I never said that.” Wendy shuffled through the sketches. “As patterns. No, as kits -- the customer sends in her money and gets a package with all the pre-cut pieces and directions. All she has to do is put them together and she has a wonderful party dress for her little girl.”
 
   Tessa picked up a sketch by one corner. “You said they were too casual for dress-up.”
 
   “For the price you’d have to charge, yes. On the rack, I think it would look too simple. On the other hand, if a mother makes it herself...”
 
   Tessa said slowly, “She wants to believe she’s pulled off a complicated project.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I think you’ve got something there.” Tessa lifted her tea cup in a salute. “I may have to make you a partner, Wendy.”
 
   Wendy told Mack about it that evening over dinner, mostly because she thought he’d find the whole idea amusing. But Mack didn’t seem to see the humor. He wrinkled his brow a little instead.
 
   Wendy could almost read his mind. “I know this is an entirely new twist for Tessa’s business, but she’s not going to plunge into anything without thinking it through.”
 
   He laughed ruefully. “Maybe you don’t know Tessa as well as you think you do.”
 
   “She can’t, Mack. She doesn’t have a product ready to market, and if she did, she couldn’t just dump it into stores. I’m not sure stores are the right way to go anyway. Maybe a mail-order catalog, something with other crafts in it as well. But that’s only speculation. Tessa doesn’t even know who her target buyer is, and the research on how to reach that buyer could take months.”
 
   Mack was smiling faintly. “You miss it, don’t you?”
 
   “Marketing?” She looked down at the remains of the salmon steak on her plate. She hadn’t realized how absorbed she’d been in Tessa’s problem; she’d eaten most of her dinner without even noticing. “Well, it is a fascinating question. Of course clothes aren’t my specialty.”
 
   “What is?” Mack asked.
 
   “Not valves and gauges, that’s for sure,” Wendy said with a smile. “Not that it matters any more. I’d have to do a lot of studying before I was much help to Tessa.”
 
   The truth was, figuring out Tessa’s marketing strategy would be exciting, a challenge that – under different circumstances – Wendy would jump at. But it wasn’t as important as what she was doing now, and there would be other opportunities, after Rory was older. 
 
   Tessa would have other brainstorms. It was even possible that this idea would be so long in development that Wendy could be involved after all. It wasn’t as if she was giving up anything critical. 
 
   But it took effort to put a cheerful note in her voice. “If I wasn’t too busy just now with the baby, I’d be tempted to get involved. That reminds me, Rory’s going to take off crawling any day now, so don’t trust her to stay where you put her.”
 
   Mack nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   “And in the midst of her babbling this afternoon there was something that sounded awfully like Dada. Now isn’t that gratitude for you?” Wendy picked up their plates. “Do you want to have dessert and coffee here or in the library?”
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   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   The gallery opening on Saturday night was a glittering affair. Fur coats and jewels were abundant, and champagne flowed as freely as a mid-sized river. The rooms were so crowded that it was difficult to see the art.
 
   Thank heaven for Tessa, Wendy thought as she glanced around the room, more interested in the people than in the paintings. Tessa had asked what she planned to wear, and then nagged her into another shopping trip. So at least Wendy was properly dressed and looked as if she fit in, even though her bittersweet-red dress was not nearly as daring as some of the outfits around her. And though she wasn’t wearing an icing of jewels, Elinor’s diamond ring was the equal of any single other piece Wendy saw.
 
    The way she felt was something else altogether. The fact was, properly dressed or not, she was completely out of her depth among the arty set which surrounded her. She couldn’t help overhearing the conversation of a nearby couple, but she wondered how they could possibly be talking about the same garish painting she was looking at. 
 
   “Restrained passion... incredible control... masterful vision,” the couple said with reverence. To Wendy, it simply looked like paint squeezed from random tubes onto a canvas, without thought or planning.
 
   She’d simply have to take a course in art appreciation.
 
   Not knowing another single soul – except for Mack, of course – didn’t help. If she had even a nodding acquaintance with a few of these people...
 
   Familiarity would come with time, she reassured herself. She’d just have to be patient. Besides, any moment Mack would catch up with her – the crush at the cloakroom had been incredible, so he’d suggested she go on ahead – and then she’d feel much better.
 
   But she did know one other person, she realized. Only a few feet away from her was the woman who had stopped her on her walk last week, in order to admire the baby. DeCarlo – that was her name; Wendy was proud of herself for remembering it. She was with another, younger woman, and she was studying Wendy over the rim of her champagne glass as if trying to place her.
 
   Wendy smiled encouragingly. It would be no surprise if the woman didn’t recognize her. In her new red dress, Wendy must bear only a vague resemblance to the bundled-up, jeans-clad figure of a few days ago.
 
   The woman said something to her companion and strolled toward Wendy. “Well, hello, Wendy Burgess. Let me introduce you to my friend Yvette Abbott.”
 
   Wendy held out a hand. “You do remember me, then, Mrs. DeCarlo.”
 
   “Of course. You’re unforgettable.”
 
   Wendy’s smile tightened a little. Though the words were flattering, there was something about the woman’s voice which sounded almost cold. Why it should be that way was beyond her understanding, but the hair at the back of her neck was bristling in anticipation.
 
   The other woman laughed lightly. “I hear you have a most precious baby – Mrs. Burgess.”
 
   Wendy understood why she was under attack. She’d heard that voice only once before, on Mack’s answering machine – but the smooth polish and the molasses-like drawl were unmistakable.
 
   “I’m amazed you left her for a mere party,” the woman went on. “I’m sure you’d be much happier at home with her than in a place like this.”
 
   There was no need to stand there and be slashed at. “If you’ll excuse me...”
 
   “Oh, come now. You can’t start cutting all of Mack’s friends just because they raise an eyebrow about your little story. Before long, you won’t be speaking to anyone at all.” Mrs. DeCarlo raised her champagne glass and studied the bubbles rising silently in the wine. “You know, people can’t help but speculate how very convenient it is that Marissa can’t defend her reputation.”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.” The only thing Wendy understood just then was that she was feeling ill.
 
   Mrs. DeCarlo gave a ladylike snort. “It was positively ingenious of Elinor to announce that the baby is Marissa’s, to explain why the child looks so very much like Mack. Let’s face it, Marissa had no reputation left to smear.”
 
   Wendy remembered the way the woman had studied Rory’s sleepy face and commented about her looks. And she remembered her easy, diplomatic answer about who Rory resembled. It no doubt looked like an admission of guilt to a woman who was already convinced she knew the truth.
 
   The younger woman said, “If I’d realized that all it took to catch Mack was to have a baby and tell his mother...” She paused. “Though saddling him with an unwanted infant is a cheap trick.”
 
   The crowd shifted a bit, and Mack appeared at Wendy’s side. “It took a while to find you in this mess. Here’s your champagne, darling.” He pressed a tall fluted glass into Wendy’s hand, and his lips brushed her cheek.
 
   Yvette Abbott turned slightly red. The woman must be trying to figure out exactly how much Mack had heard.
 
   “Hello, Yvette,” Mack went on cheerfully. “And Mrs. DeCarlo. It’s very nice of you to welcome Wendy.”
 
   Yvette relaxed a little. “It’s such a pleasure to finally meet your wife, Mack,” she purred. “Tell me, Wendy, when do you plan to start entertaining Mack’s friends and clients? In his position, he can hardly continue to ignore them. And if he tries to keep you hidden much longer, they’ll start to wonder if you have antlers or something.”
 
   Wendy had to admire the woman’s recovery. She almost sounded sincere.
 
   “When she’s ready,” Mack said. “In the meantime, she’s very busy with the baby. And as long as we’re talking about the baby, Yvette, I must point out that saddling me with an unwanted infant would hardly be a cheap trick. Considering what we’ll have invested in Rory by the time she graduates from college, I’d call it a very expensive one. But then, since it’s not a trick, and she’s not at all unwanted, it hardly matters, does it?” He smiled sweetly and slipped a hand under Wendy’s elbow. “I’d like your opinion on a painting over here. If you’ll excuse us, ladies...”
 
   “Thanks for rescuing me.” Wendy’s voice was soft, and in the noisy room, Mack bent his head so close that his breath brushed her ear. “You know what they’re saying, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course. I wish you hadn’t heard it.”
 
   “It doesn’t bother you?”
 
   Mack sighed. “The important people know the truth. When the time’s right, so will Rory. As for the rest, no matter what they’re told, they’ll speculate. At any rate, we’re going to raise Rory as ours, so what difference does it make if a few people with little minds think she really is?”
 
   She knew he was right, but somehow it wasn’t as easy to dismiss the gossip as he obviously thought it should be. The discomfort Wendy felt puzzled her a bit, for she’d had her share of encounters with women like Mrs. DeCarlo and Yvette, and she’d always been able to brush off their venom. Of course, she admitted, no one had ever credited her with an illegitimate child before.
 
   But it wasn’t the fact that her own reputation was being unfairly tarnished which bothered her. No matter how irregular the circumstances, if Rory had actually been her child and Mack’s, Wendy would have had no hesitation in carrying the baby to term. She would never have planned such a pregnancy, of course, and she would never have schemed to capture Mack, as Yvette had implied. But she would have been proud to have his child.
 
   Too proud to have hidden behind Marissa’s tragedy, that was certain. Was it the fact that she was being called a liar which really bothered her?
 
   No, it wasn’t that either. It was difficult to explain, even to herself, but she’d be happy no matter what people thought about her – and about Rory – if this was a real marriage. If she knew Mack cared about her, the little stuff wouldn’t be important. And compared to Mack’s love, what the neighbors thought would be very small potatoes indeed.
 
   But to have only the illusion of being his wife, and to be branded an immoral liar as well... That was a double-barreled blow.
 
   “What do you think?” Mack gestured with his glass.
 
   Wendy swallowed hard and tried to concentrate on the painting he was pointing out. Unlike the others, this work was displayed flat on the floor like a rug, arranged at an oblique angle to the closest wall and surrounded by velvet ropes to keep viewers at a distance. It consisted of nothing but thick black paint on a stretched canvas; there was not even a frame.
 
   Mack had obviously shaken off the gossip, and so should she. She couldn’t dwell on this just now. The truth was, she shouldn’t dwell on it at all, since there was nothing she could do about the problem – though she thought putting it completely out of her mind was probably beyond her power. Still, she couldn’t think it through properly while she was in the public eye.
 
   “Wendy?”
 
   “I know, the painting.” She twirled her champagne glass and played for a bit of time. Mack couldn’t be thinking about buying that monstrosity, could he? What on earth would he do with it? “It’s unusual.”
 
   “Your honest opinion, Wendy.”
 
   She sighed. “All right. Call me a cretin, but I think it looks as if a workman has smeared glue all over the floor and now he’s ready to lay a batch of vinyl tile.”
 
   Mack started to chuckle. For an instant Wendy felt like a fool, till she realized that his laugh was deep and infectious. He wasn’t laughing at her, he was sharing the joke.
 
   She groped through her memory for what she’d heard the art-lovers in the crowd saying earlier. “You mean you don’t see the incredible control in his work either? And the masterful vision, and the restrained passion?”
 
   “I’d say any passion in that particular piece has been limited to glee at taking money from the poor soul who buys it. Not very nice of me, is it?” He glanced around at the crowd. “I think we’ve been seen by enough people for one evening. Let’s go home.”
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Wendy brushed her hair an extra hundred strokes that night, hoping that Mack would come to her bedroom, but he didn’t appear. He hadn’t visited since the afternoon when Mrs. Morgan had walked in on them in her kitchen – the day he’d said they’d make the best of the situation. He’d been talking about the trip to Phoenix, but Wendy knew he’d meant a great deal more than that. He’d meant the whole marriage, and she had accepted the statement at face value. Until tonight. After her encounter with Mrs. DeCarlo and Yvette, his words had taken on a more sinister meaning.
 
   Mrs. DeCarlo had spoken of Elinor Burgess as if she had been the architect of the whole scheme. It was clever of Elinor to pretend that Rory was Marissa’s baby, she’d said. 
 
   The woman had been wrong, of course – but was it possible there was a nugget of truth at the bottom of the accusation? Elinor had approved of Mack’s plan to marry Wendy and adopt the baby. Or was she even more involved than that? Elinor had overheard no more than a few words of conversation on Christmas Eve, but without an instant’s hesitation she had understood what was happening and rushed to offer her approval.
 
   Wendy had been too stunned at the time to wonder about Elinor’s reactions. But now it seemed obvious that she had known beforehand what was coming. Otherwise, wouldn’t she have taken a moment before plunging in with congratulations? Elinor wasn’t the impulsive sort.
 
   And did that mean the whole thing been Elinor’s plan – not really Mack’s idea at all?
 
   It couldn’t be, Wendy assured herself. Nobody could force Mack to do anything.
 
   But perhaps force had nothing to do with it. She knew herself how very difficult it was to refuse Elinor’s requests. She looked at the diamond ring on her left hand and remembered how hard she had tried to turn it down. But the woman was so incredibly reasonable that it was impossible to argue with her.
 
   And she would have been arguing from a position of strength. The combination of Mack and Wendy was the only one which made sense. Mitchell was too young and unstable to be a good parent; John and Tessa were too involved in their own lives. Besides, Wendy was the center of the child’s world. It would have been stupid to uproot that relationship, as long as there was a way to preserve the family’s rights, as well. And such an easy way, too.
 
   If Mack’s mother had put it to him in that form, what could he have said? It would have been such a rational request.
 
   And then there was Rory herself. One had only to look at the child – helpless, appealing, completely dependent – to know how important it was that someone take care of her. The baby’s innocence, added to Elinor’s logic, would be nearly irresistible.
 
   It doesn’t matter, Wendy told herself firmly. No matter whose idea it was, Mack had made his decision of his own free will, just as Wendy had. They would simply make the best of it – for Rory’s sake.
 
   And for her own peace of mind, Wendy would be very careful that he never suspected she wanted more than that. For if Mack ever guessed that she had fallen in love with him, the humiliation would be nothing short of disastrous.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Mack was drinking coffee and thumbing through the morning newspaper when Wendy appeared from her end of the two-bedroom suite in Phoenix’s Kendrick Hotel, dressed in jeans. “It looks as if you’re ready to pitch in and work,” he said as he poured her a cup of coffee.
 
   She took it gratefully and sank into one of the deep chairs. There was something to be said for hotels and room service, she reflected. She’d almost suggested, before they left Chicago, that they could simply stay at the apartment. Then she’d remembered there was really only one bedroom – the second one was still full of nursery furniture – and she’d been thankful that for once her tongue hadn’t run away with her.
 
   Mack finished his coffee and pushed the cup aside. “I have to be going. I’ll see you here tonight.”
 
   “You’re having dinner with your clients?”
 
   He nodded. “Do you mind?”
 
   “Of course not,” Wendy said brightly. “I’ll probably just fix myself a sandwich and keep working till late. There’s such a lot to do.”
 
   Mack checked his cuff links and reached for the silvery-gray jacket he’d draped over the back of a chair. “You could let the movers take care of it.”
 
   “Movers don’t do everything, you know. I didn’t even take the Christmas tree down before we left. Besides, most of my stuff isn’t important enough to move halfway across the country, so I’ll have to sort through it before the movers can start work at all.”
 
   She wasn’t looking at him, so she didn’t realize he’d come around behind her chair till he braced both hands on her shoulders. “If something matters to you, Wendy, it’s important enough to move.”
 
   She looked up at him, startled by the dark intensity of his eyes. She couldn’t quite identify the expression; was it doubt? concern? Or – perhaps – a dawning realization?
 
   Slowly, he bent over her, took the cup out of her hand and set it aside, and then his lips came to rest on hers.
 
   Wendy closed her eyes and warned herself to be careful. He hadn’t kissed her since that day in the kitchen, when she had lost control of the coffeepot and Mrs. Morgan had interrupted them. 
 
   This time she must be more restrained. She couldn’t take a chance on letting Mack guess how deep her feelings were. Even if her hopes were correct and he was beginning to feel something more than mere attraction for her, that awareness was so new and tender that it could be easily overwhelmed. 
 
   It would take time to develop and solidify, and in the meantime, any hint of pursuit or expectation could drive those half-formed sensations back into hiding – even from Mack himself.
 
   And yet, even if Wendy had wanted to, she could not completely deny the longing she felt. The simple act of kissing him… 
 
   What a misleading description that was! There was nothing simple about a caress that set her nerves alight and turned her insides the consistency of hot fudge sauce. His touch robbed her of physical strength, but at the same time, in some unexplainable way, it soothed her soul and gave her hope that someday things would be different.
 
   “I have to go,” Mack said. His voice was husky – or did it sound that way because Wendy’s hearing was blurred? His fingers squeezed her shoulders for a moment, and then he gathered up his briefcase and was gone.
 
   She sat for a quarter of an hour with one fingertip resting softly against her lips – as if she were holding his kiss there, unwilling to let it escape.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Wendy waded through the pile of mail which had accumulated under the slot in the front door. It was obviously mostly junk, so the first thing she did was gather it all up and shove it into a brown grocery bag. She could start to look through it over lunch; she’d need a break by then.
 
   She stood in the little entry for a moment, contemplating the work ahead. Perhaps she’d better start with her bedroom. Sorting out her clothes would take the most time, unless she just had everything shipped. The kitchen would be easy in comparison. She’d pick out the few things she wanted and call a charity organization to pick up the rest. As for the leftover food – perhaps there was a nearby food bank which could put it to use.
 
   The thought of making those calls reminded her that she’d have to arrange for the utilities to be disconnected, too. Then there was her car – what on earth was she going to do with it?
 
   “One thing at a time,” she told herself firmly. “Don’t get overwhelmed or you’ll be too paralyzed to do anything at all.”
 
   The sight of her bed, still heaped with the clothes she’d considered packing, made her want to swear. She put on a lightweight sweatshirt and began ruthlessly weeding her wardrobe.
 
   She went out at noon to run errands and pick up a sandwich, and when she came back the phone was ringing. She considered not even answering it, because the last thing she needed was to spend precious time fending off a salesman or a pollster. But it might be a friend, of course. She hadn’t sent announcements to all of them yet. So she picked up the call.
 
   “I was starting to worry,” Mack said.
 
   Wendy felt a little glow of contentment deep inside. “Oh, hi! I needed tissue paper so I can pack the Christmas ornaments as I take them off the tree.”
 
   “That sounds very domestic.”
 
   “Well, of all the things I own, those are about the most precious. Some of them belonged to my grandmother.”
 
   “In that case, we’ll carry them home.”
 
   Wendy laughed. “I thought you were the one who told me to turn everything over to the movers.”
 
   “Did I say that?”
 
   “Don’t worry, I didn’t take you seriously. You’d be amazed at the piles I’m getting rid of.” She shifted the telephone and glanced at her wristwatch. “Did your meetings go so smoothly that you’re finished, or what?” It would be wonderful if he were free. It wouldn’t take her more than fifteen minutes to get rid of her dust, and the whole afternoon stretched ahead. He’d like the botanical gardens, with the magnificent cactus displays. And after being shut up in an office building all morning, the fresh air would be welcome too. Or they could drive up toward Sedona, to the red sandstone cliffs.
 
   “I’m not finished,” Mack said, and Wendy’s heart sank. “And now I’m dragging you into it as well, I’m afraid. I’m sorry about this, Wendy, but the company president is bringing his wife to dinner tonight.”
 
   “So I’m expected as well?” Wendy had mixed feelings about that. She’d like to be a part of Mack’s evening, to meet his business acquaintances – but only if he wanted her there. And obviously this wasn’t his choice at all.
 
   But she had to admit that whatever reluctance he might feel wasn’t on display that evening. She was already dressed and waiting when he came into the suite, with the brown paper sack of mail on the coffee table in front of her and a great deal of it already scanned and in the wastebasket at her feet. And though Mack didn’t go into raptures, he obviously didn’t disapprove of the dress she’d chosen – salmon-colored, with a tiny jacket which could be whipped off to expose almost-bare shoulders if the evening was more formal than she expected. He looked her over from head to foot, then gave her a smile and a tiny nod of approval.
 
   To Wendy, it was as good as getting an award. Mack went into his bedroom to shower and change, and she settled down again with another handful of mail. A first-class envelope peeked out at her this time – a response to one of the job applications she’d sent out in that first panicked flurry. It was a standard form letter announcing that the company had no positions available.
 
   She didn’t recognize the company name on the next envelope, and she almost put it straight into the wastebasket. On a whim she opened it, finding a request for her to call at the personnel office to fill out an application. A company recruiting employees – that was a surprise.
 
   Then Wendy saw the note handwritten in the corner of the letter. “I want you on my new team as assistant marking director,” Jed Landers had written. “Together we can make things happen here, Wendy.”
 
   Wendy looked at the postmark and sighed; calling Jed a full two weeks late was going to make her look like the kind of careless employee no one could seriously want to hire – though now that she wasn’t in the job market any more, it hardly mattered. 
 
   She set the letter aside. She’d call Jed in the morning and tell him her plans had changed. In the meantime, it felt good just to know that her old boss hadn’t forgotten her in the shuffle. She should have had more faith in herself; if she hadn’t panicked and made that phone call...
 
   She never would have met Mack, and that would have been a sacrifice far more costly than losing out on a job could ever be.
 
   She was curled up with a long letter from a college friend when Mack returned, and she put it down with reluctance. But the moment she saw Mack, she forgot all about her friend’s crazy adventures. He looked so marvelous, soberly elegant in a black tuxedo, that he took her breath away.
 
   And she couldn’t have asked for a more devoted escort. Mack helped her out of the hotel’s limousine and kept his hand on her elbow as they entered the exclusive private club. And the tiny wink he gave her as their hosts came to greet them was one of encouragement, not concern.
 
   There were just the four of them and so, even though the president seated Wendy at his right, she was immediately absorbed in conversation by his wife, a well-preserved woman in her early fifties. She was also slightly dizzy, Wendy concluded after she’d listened to half an hour of gentle monologue about the woman’s children – their accomplishments, educations, jobs, houses, and offspring.
 
   Since Wendy wasn’t likely ever to meet them, she had difficulty keeping the details straight, and despite her determination to be polite, the second conversation going on at the table insistently drew her attention. It was so much more fascinating to listen to plans for the venture-capital expansion of the president’s business and the problems he was encountering in keeping the new product’s price at a reasonable level.
 
   They were having dessert when Wendy couldn’t stand it anymore. “If the product’s really better,” she said crisply, “don’t worry so much about the price.”
 
   Silence fell over the table. The president’s eyebrows had shot up almost to his hairline. Mack put his fork down and studied her thoughtfully. The president’s wife said, “Our daughter’s like that, she always has an idea. That’s why she’s done so well at her new job.”
 
   The president held up a hand to silence his wife. “Go on, please, Wendy.”
 
   “Well, if your product is clearly better than the competition–”
 
   “Of course it’s better.” He sounded indignant. “An entirely new, all-natural substitute for oils and fats that doesn’t break down when exposed to high heat, and doesn’t add a single calorie to the diet, is head and shoulders above what’s available now.”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “Then promote it as something exclusive. Worth the price, no matter what it costs.”
 
   The president laughed a little and shook his head. “That’s easy to say, my dear, but when it comes to marketing–”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “You’ll simply have to convince your customers that the consumer will pay the price.”
 
   “And how do you suggest we do that?”
 
   “This is off the top of my head, of course, but I’d say the best method is to work indirectly. Don’t argue with your customers. Bypass them and go straight to theirs. Set up your own research kitchens – rent them, rather – and run large-scale taste tests.” She held up her fork, a bite of her chocolate layer cake displayed on the tines like a trophy. “If it’s really that good, it won’t be difficult to convince people that they can eat their cake – or french fries – or deep-fried chicken – and skip the added calories. Sell consumers on the idea, and they’ll knock down the doors at bakeries and restaurants and factories, which will of course call you and beg to buy your product.”
 
   “That’s obvious,” Mack said.
 
   His flat tone annoyed Wendy, and her voice was a bit tart. “If that’s the case, I’m a little surprised you didn’t think of it yourself.”
 
   “Marketing’s not my business,” he said reasonably.
 
   “That’s right. It’s mine.” She saw the muscles tighten in his jaw, but she couldn’t stop herself. “So perhaps you shouldn’t tell me what’s obvious, Mack.”
 
   “You’re a marketing expert?” The president sounded as if all the breath had been knocked out of him.
 
   “Hardly an expert,” Wendy said. “But that’s my field, yes.”
 
   “Are you available to...?” He darted a look at Mack and sighed. “No, I suppose not. But if you’re ever interested in consulting...”
 
   “I’ll keep it in mind,” she murmured and turned back to the president’s wife. “You were telling me about your daughter?”
 
   The president insisted on driving them back to the hotel, so there was no chance for private conversation until they were inside. Even then Mack didn’t say a word, and Wendy eyed him warily as they climbed the few steps at the corner of the atrium lobby to reach their suite.
 
   Was he really annoyed? No matter how pleased the president had seemed, and no matter how helpful the idea might turn out to be, she had butted into a conversation that hadn’t included her. 
 
   Still, it wasn’t like Mack to react this way. Not the Mack she knew.
 
   But this wasn’t the Mack she had come to know over the past few weeks. This was the Samuel Mackenzie Burgess of that first telephone call, the businesslike man who had appeared in her office cubicle and carved her life into pieces. She had almost forgotten that man. Now she felt as if someone had taken away the stuffed teddy bear she’d grown accustomed to and substituted a full grown grizzly instead.
 
   “I’m sorry I put myself forward,” she said tentatively.
 
   “Why? The president seemed to love it. Brandy?” 
 
   Wendy shook her head.
 
   Mack poured himself one and stood swirling the liquid in the snifter, not even raising it to his lips. “Was food your specialty?”
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “You told me you weren’t particularly interested in marketing clothes or valves, but you never did answer my question about what you liked best.”
 
   Wendy nodded slowly. “Most of my research in college was centered around marketing food products.”
 
   “I see.” He drank his brandy thoughtfully.
 
   After a moment, Wendy said, “I think I’ll get some sleep. It’s been a long day.”
 
   For a moment she thought he hadn’t heard her. “Of course. Thank you for coming tonight, Wendy.”
 
   But the phrase was no more than polite, and his voice was level and courteous and distant.
 
   As if the kiss they had shared that morning – in this very room – had never happened. As if every bit of closeness she had treasured over the last few days had existed only in her imagination.
 
   As if he was a stranger.
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   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   While she was brushing her hair, Wendy’s tears started to fall, silently cutting hot streaks down her face. Why hadn’t she had the wit to keep her brilliant ideas to herself?
 
   That was easy; it was because she’d been in the habit of asserting herself for so long, particularly in the business world. It wasn’t at all like her to play the part of the mutely adoring little wife, and if that was what Mack wanted – well, he was doomed to disappointment.
 
   But that couldn’t be what he wanted, for all this time he’d encouraged her to speak up. Why, suddenly, would he have gone silent just because she’d said what was on her mind? Was it because her notion hadn’t been brilliant, it was ridiculous?
 
   She knew hardly anything about the concept, the research, or the company, and yet she had put herself forward as knowing the best way to market a brand-new product. That must have been what Mack meant about her idea being obvious – if she’d known a little more about the whole thing, she might not have been so quick to assume that the problems were easily solved. If that was what they’d been working on all day...
 
   But the president had been delighted at the idea of large-scale taste tests. Surely that meant her idea was reasonable, at least. Why had Mack been so standoffish?
 
   Of course, such an approach would be very expensive, but in the long run it would pay off. If the product was as superior as everyone seemed to think, the customers might just be holding out for the best price before committing themselves, and a little encouragement might take care of the problem. The first thing Wendy would want to know, if she was running this campaign, was what the customers were really thinking.
 
   But she wasn’t in charge. It was none of her business, and the sooner she forgot about it, the better off they’d all be.
 
   In the meantime, however, if shedding a few quiet tears eased her pain just a little... 
 
   Snapping off the lights, she climbed into bed and buried her face in a pillow.
 
   She didn’t hear Mack come in until he sank down on the edge of the bed, his palm resting warmly on the nape of her neck. “Don’t cry, sweetheart,” he whispered. “Please don’t cry.”
 
   He sounded as if she were Rory’s age, and that made her want to howl all the more. Why had he chosen this night, anyway? He’d said goodnight already, and he hadn’t come to her room in days – so long, in fact, that she’d felt perfectly safe to indulge herself. She pushed herself up from the pillow, but she didn’t look at him. “I’m such an idiot.” 
 
   “No, you’re not.” He bent to kiss a tear from her cheek. “It’s all right. We’ll make it all right – you’ll see.”
 
   Gentle as the caress was, it sent waves of longing through Wendy’s body, and the warm comfort of Mack’s voice helped a great deal to ease the ache in her heart. She still didn’t know what he’d been thinking, or why he’d been so quiet – but surely if he was angry he wouldn’t be here now. And if in his heart he agreed that she was an idiot...
 
   Wendy smiled a little. If he thought that, Mack wouldn’t have hesitated to tell her. “Hold me,” she whispered.
 
   He put his arms around her. Wendy released a long sigh of contentment, and a moment later when his lips brushed her temple, she turned her face up to his and relaxed into his warmth.
 
   He kissed her long and luxuriously, and Wendy basked in the glorious glow that spread slowly through her veins. Eventually, however, he stopped kissing her and laid his cheek against the top of her head. “This is not very wise.” His voice was a husky whisper which seemed to vibrate through her. “I want to do more than hold you, Wendy.” 
 
   On their wedding night, when he had come to her bedroom, she had been startled. She had pushed him away, and he had gone.
 
   But she hadn’t been frightened of Mack; she hadn’t shied from his touch that night because she couldn’t bear to sleep with a man she didn’t love. She had already known, deep inside the secret spaces in her heart, that she did love him; she simply hadn’t admitted it yet. In truth, she’d sent him away because she couldn’t bear to sleep with a man who didn’t love her as she loved him.
 
   But now she knew that love could come in many forms and infinite degrees. If desire and tenderness were all she could have, then she would make the best of it – and she would remember that she held enough love in her heart for both of them.
 
   “I know.” she whispered. She reached up to link her arms around his neck. Mack hesitated for a moment which seemed to stretch into forever, as if he thought she didn’t fully comprehend what she was doing.
 
   Wendy kissed him with all the fire and passion she had kept so carefully leashed until that moment, and repeated what he’d said a few minutes ago. “It’s all right, Mack. We’ll make it all right.”
 
   Mack gave a low groan, and caught her close.
 
   Every caress, every kiss, every whisper, felt so natural that she realized she must have practiced making love with him in her dreams. The anticipation served to heighten each sensation, and she gave herself up to the joy of loving him – an excitement like an incoming tide which rose higher with each wave until ultimately its strength was spent and no more energy was left.
 
   Luxurious exhaustion spread through her body. She could barely exert herself to raise her fingertips to his face, to trace the beloved lines of his jaw, his cheekbone, his eyebrows.
 
   Mack kissed her long and lazily – all traces of passion had vanished from him as well – and tucked the blanket around her. Wendy nestled close and enjoyed the strong beat of his heart and the soft rise and fall of his chest. No wonder Rory liked to be rocked, she thought sleepily. There was something very comforting about the rhythmic motion. It made her feel so soft and sentimental that she wanted to cry a little more – not the sort of tears she’d shed earlier, of course, but warm and happy ones.
 
   A moment later she was asleep, exhausted and too satiated to think about anything at all.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Wendy heard Mack stirring around the room, but she was so deliciously sleepy that she couldn’t bring herself to move. It was too early yet. She’d keep her eyes closed for just a few more minutes, and soon he’d come back to her – to share a cup of coffee, or to say goodbye before his day began, or perhaps to make love once more. What time was it, anyway?
 
   The distant click of a door closing roused her to full consciousness and she struggled to sit upright. “Mack?” she called.
 
   There was no answer.
 
   She scrambled out of bed and grabbed her robe. By the time she reached the sitting room, only the vague scent of aftershave in the air hinted that Mack had been there at all. There was no room service tray, no morning newspaper, no note.
 
   He’d been in a rush, no doubt – too hurried to read the paper or order breakfast, so obviously he hadn’t had time to write her a note.
 
   Or he hadn’t wanted to. It took only a moment to write a note. 
 
   Besides, Wendy didn’t think the president was the kind to be a stickler for appointments – if anything, under these circumstances, he’d be worried about keeping Mack waiting, not the other way around.
 
   Once admitted to her conscious mind, the doubt stuck to her as firmly as a bramble, and was just as annoyingly prickly. If Mack had wanted to leave her a message, he would have done so, no matter how late he might have been because of it. And since he hadn’t...
 
   What did you expect, Wendy asked herself. A rose on your pillow? Welcome to the real world!
 
   Her eyelids were still puffy from her bout of tears the night before, and her eyes stung a little. But she was tired, that was all. Once she got to the apartment and plunged in, she’d feel better.
 
   The mess which greeted her when she stepped into the apartment caused an odd mix of feelings. Even as she made a gloomy face because so much remained to be done, she felt her spirits lift, because as soon as the work was behind her, she could be truly free to take up her new life with Mack. He had encouraged her to do this, to cut the last ties and move the important things from her past into the new home they would make together. Surely that sort of thoughtfulness – that confidence in a long, shared future – was more important than notes, or roses on pillows!
 
   The determination to look at it that way gave her new energy, and she flew through the day, stopping only to warm up a can of soup for lunch and to take her few houseplants to a neighbor. It wasn’t much of a gift, Wendy admitted, as the poor things needed to be nursed back to health after their long period of neglect. But the woman seemed happy to see her, and Wendy enjoyed the break and a cup of coffee while they chatted.
 
   Then the charity people started coming to pick up donations. The couch, chairs, and kitchen table were hauled away. Then the boxes and bags of clothes and food were picked up. Finally the only furniture left – besides her bed, which was a family heirloom, and the rocker she wanted to take home for Rory’s new nursery – was the baby’s crib and changing table.
 
   She had called a nearby church about the baby things. The other stuff didn’t matter so much, but Rory’s crib and changing table held special memories, and she didn’t want to ship them off to an anonymous agency. She’d hardly begun to explain her feelings to the pastor when he stopped her. “There’s a young couple I know,” he said. “They’ve got almost nothing, and their baby’s due in a few weeks.” He brought them over himself, in a borrowed pickup truck, to get the furniture.
 
   The young mother’s face glowed when she saw the crib, and she reached out to touch it with one finger as if it might disappear like a soap bubble before her eyes. Then, her eyes full of consternation, she turned to Wendy. “Did you lose your baby? I’m so sorry...”
 
   “No,” Wendy said hastily. “Oh, no. We just moved so far away that it doesn’t make sense to ship these things.”
 
   That obviously made no sense to the woman, but she didn’t press, and Wendy saw no need to explain.
 
   “We can’t afford very much, of course, but we’d like to pay you,” the young man said.
 
   Wendy started to shake her head, and then saw the pride in his eyes and smiled. “All right. I’ll charge you one picture of your baby. And I won’t negotiate, so don’t try to talk the price down.”
 
   Just thinking about babies made her long for Rory. She’d called at least once every day, of course, but though Mrs. Morgan said the baby grew wide-eyed and stared at the telephone while Wendy talked to her, she wouldn’t make a sound at all. But in a day or two they’d be home.
 
   And things would be different after this homecoming. Wendy hugged the memories of last night close to her heart and waved goodbye from the front steps as Rory’s crib disappeared down the street.
 
   She was packing the last of the Christmas ornaments when Mack came, and automatically she looked at her watch. It was only mid-afternoon, and the instant rush of happiness she felt at seeing him was mixed with surprise.
 
   He looked just as startled. “What happened to all the furniture?”
 
   “There isn’t any sense in hanging onto a half-worn-out couch and two creaky chairs,” Wendy said briskly, “so I gave them away before I had time to get sentimental and talk myself out of it. Honestly, Mack, I’ve been so efficient today I can hardly stand it.”
 
   He didn’t smile at her joking tone.
 
   “Did something go wrong with your meetings?” she asked quietly.
 
   Mack shook his head. “We’ve done everything we can for now.”
 
   “Then it’s a good thing I’ve been efficient. I think I can finish today, if you want to book a flight for tomorrow.”
 
   “I came to talk to you about that.”
 
   His tone frightened her. Wendy laid a delicate glass ornament carefully into a nest of tissue paper. Her fingers were trembling too much to trust herself to pick up another, and her stomach had twisted into knots. “All right,” she said, trying to keep the nervous edge from creeping into her voice. “I’d ask you to sit down, but...”
 
   Mack waved a hand at the almost-empty room. “I should have said something before you did all this. I’m sorry, Wendy.”
 
   “Sorry about what?” Her fear was filtering away, replaced by frustration.
 
   “If you don’t come back to Chicago with me, it’s all right. I understand.”
 
   What was left of Wendy’s fear burned up in a flash of fury. “Meaning, of course, that you don’t want me to come! Damn it, Mack, I just got rid of everything I own and you – you do this to me?” Her voice was high and tight, and her throat ached. It wasn’t the material things that mattered. But for him to reject her – 
 
   “Of course I want you to come.” The words were flat.
 
   For Rory’s sake, she reminded herself. But he didn’t want Wendy. That was painfully clear.
 
   She wanted to scream, What about last night?
 
   The answer was instantly and painfully obvious. Last night he had hesitated as if torn between his physical desires and the knowledge that acting on those desires would be foolish, but Wendy had pushed him past the point of common sense. He must have realized from her abandoned responses that she loved him – and the prospect terrified him.
 
   She shook her head. It was bad enough to know those things; she didn’t want to hear him list them.
 
   “Until we were at dinner last night,” Mack said, “I’d never even considered that you had a life here. A perfectly normal, attractive life that you didn’t want to give up. A life I manipulated you into sacrificing.”
 
   His answer startled Wendy so much that her throat went dry. Was Mack such a gentleman that even now he was willing to take the blame to save her embarrassment? Or did he really believe what he was saying? “I didn’t even have a job, Mack. The life I gave up wasn’t all that alluring.”
 
   “But that state of affairs wouldn’t have lasted long, would it?” Mack said quietly. “You practically got a job offer last night, and there was another one waiting in the mail.”
 
   She frowned and remembered Jed’s letter. Mack had obviously seen it – she’d left it lying on the coffee table, so she wouldn’t forget to call her old boss today. But to make so much of it...
 
   “A very good offer,” he mused. “But in the meantime you’d committed yourself to me, and when you came back and saw what was waiting for you, it was too late.” His voice was very gentle. “Marketing isn’t just a job for you, is it, Wendy? It’s a gift – one you can’t turn your back on so easily.”
 
   She shook her head. Something wasn’t right, but she couldn’t clear her head enough to think straight. “My gift – if that’s what it is – didn’t bother you much a few weeks ago.”
 
   “I didn’t know how important it was to you, then. I should have made it my business to know, but I didn’t. I thought it would be enough for you to have Rory.”
 
   “Don’t you think I should decide that for myself?” She took a deep breath. “At least be honest, Mack. What’s really going on?”
 
   He hesitated for so long that she didn’t think he was going to answer at all. Finally he said, “We can give this all we’ve got, but if we aren’t both contented, it’s still not enough.”
 
   What a diplomatic way to say he was miserable. And how very like Mack to be a gentleman about it. “Then that’s all there is to say.” She managed to keep her voice level. “Thank you for being honest.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “What about Rory?”
 
   “I hadn’t thought that far yet. But better a breakup now than in a few years, don’t you think?”
 
   “I suppose so. But won’t this mess up the adoption?” How desperate he was to be free, she thought, to have put the baby’s future at risk.
 
   “I don’t know.” He cleared his throat. “I suppose we could share joint custody.”
 
   It would kill her, Wendy thought, to see him regularly and be reminded each and every time that he didn’t care for her. And yet she couldn’t turn her back on Rory. “Or you could let me bring her here, and you could forget the whole episode.”
 
   “Wendy…”
 
   “I know. We’re right back where we started. Except that I’m a more formidable opponent now, if it ends up in court. I can use your own resources against you. Not very good judgment on your part.”
 
   “Not good at all, I’m afraid.” There was no challenge in his voice, only sadness.
 
   Still, it hurt her more than she was willing to admit. Wendy turned away. “I’ll have to think about it. What’s best for Rory, I mean.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Wendy.”
 
   She heard him moving toward the door. 
 
   “Wait, Mack!” She pulled off her rings, Elinor’s elaborate marquise diamond and the matching wedding band, and held them for an instant, clenched so tightly in her palm that the stones cut grooves in her skin. She had put them on with hope, and worn them with growing confidence – but now those feelings were nothing more than dust.
 
   She turned and held the rings out to him. “Tell your mother I’m sorry it didn’t work out.”
 
   Mack flipped the rings over in his palm. “Why my mother, specifically?”
 
   Wendy turned her back on him and fought her tears. Dammit, she would not cry – not till he was gone. “The whole thing was Elinor’s idea, wasn’t it? Setting up a perfect little family for Rory?”
 
   He looked intrigued.
 
   “Come on, Mack. She obviously knew what you were planning to do.” 
 
   “Of course she knew. I told her the night I brought you to Chicago.”
 
   “And she was pushing you at every turn, wasn’t she? I heard you tell her once that you were working on it, and you sounded angry.” Then Wendy registered what he’d said, and the rock in the pit of her stomach felt as if it had turned over. “What did you tell her, Mack?”
 
   “That I was going to marry you.”
 
   She considered that flat, chilly statement, trying to find something comforting to hang onto. But even if the plan had been Mack’s after all, not Elinor’s, it was still coldly and purely logical. What difference did it make exactly when he’d reached his decision? The tiny flame of hope died down and flickered out. “Because it all made such perfect sense.”
 
   “I thought so.” He dropped the rings into his pocket. “But you have a way of turning things upside down. You know, before I ever met you, Wendy, I had figured out this neat little explanation for what you were doing.”
 
   “Blackmail,” Wendy said succinctly.
 
   “No. I never thought that – at least I didn’t after I realized how easy it was to find you. I thought you’d started out to do what Marissa had asked, but when you saw what an overwhelming job you’d taken on, you yelled for help. It was logical, and I could make myself believe it, till I actually met you and realized you’re not the sort to throw in the towel over a mere baby. Or much of anything else, either.”
 
   “Is that supposed to be an insult?”
 
   He smiled a little, almost sadly. “Hardly. You struck me from the minute I saw you as the sort who would grit her teeth and deal with anything rather than give in and ask for help.”
 
   Wendy bit her lip. For just an instant, she felt uncomfortable – as if Mack could see straight through her.
 
   “Even if you had to lie to yourself and everyone around you in order to keep slogging forward,” he went on quietly. “I admired that persistence of yours. I didn’t expect that I would come to resent it. But that’s exactly what you’ve been doing for the past few weeks, isn’t it?”
 
   Wendy shrugged. “You said yourself we’d just make the best of it.”
 
   “It’s not enough anymore.”
 
   “Too bad for both of us you didn’t figure that out a little earlier.”
 
   “I swear I didn’t intend what happened last night, Wendy. When I heard you crying, I just wanted to tell you I understood, and that it was all right if you needed to be free – that I knew I’d asked far too much, and I realized you couldn’t ever love me.”
 
   Wendy tried to breathe, but every muscle in her body seemed to have frozen solid.
 
   “Your tears were like jewels dancing in your eyes.” His voice was husky, uneven. “Then you reached out to me, and even though I knew that you were trying desperately to convince yourself, I couldn’t turn away. I let myself believe that it could be enough – there are jobs in Chicago, and you love that baby so much... But after we made love, when you started crying again, I knew that you could never really be satisfied.”
 
   “I didn’t cry,” she said.
 
   “Yes, you did. You were practically sobbing in your sleep. Then when I saw the letter this morning, the job offer...I understood why you cried.”
 
   “You fool,” she said. But her voice was no more than a thread, and perhaps he didn’t hear.
 
   “That’s when I had to admit to myself that making do wasn’t enough for me, either. I can’t bear to make you lie to me anymore, Wendy -- or to yourself.”
 
   “Stop it, Mack!”
 
   He looked tired, and much older. “Perhaps it’s best if you hear the whole truth. I knew I could be satisfied with coming second in your life, after Rory. Last night, I even told myself I could bear being third – after your work. But I can’t bear being nothing at all. I’d tear myself apart, and you, too.” He raised a hand to her cheek, a brief and tantalizing caress. “I’m sorry, sweetheart, for everything. I’ll go, now.”
 
   She had to stop him. He was moving toward the door, and if he reached it, and left her... 
 
   “Maybe you should have told me from the beginning how you felt.” Wendy hardly recognized her own voice.
 
   Mack frowned. “I could hardly have swept you off your feet and told you I’d fallen in love.”
 
   She took a couple of tentative steps toward him. “It would have saved a lot of trouble.”
 
   “Only because you’d have screamed and run.”
 
   “Maybe.” She reached out blindly, and her fingers clamped around his wrist. “Because I wasn’t smart enough to know till later that I love you.”
 
   He seemed to have turned into a statue. Only his eyes were still alive, searching her face. “But you cried,” he said uncertainly.
 
   “Because you didn’t need me! You didn’t even want me at your dinner last night, and—”
 
   “Of course I wanted you. I was just determined not to push you till you were ready. Those things are almighty boring.”
 
   “And when I opened my mouth about your new product, you went dead silent.”
 
   “I was stunned. It was a perfect answer, and you tossed it off without even thinking.”
 
   “Then when I practically begged you to make love to me, you had to stop and think about whether it was the right thing to do!”
 
   “Well,” Mack said reasonably, “just last week I got a quart of cold water over me, and all I’d done was kiss you.”
 
   Wendy gasped. “You thought I dumped the coffeepot on purpose?”
 
   “Didn’t you?”
 
   “Of course not. You were the chilly one – wandering in and out of my bedroom and never turning a hair.”
 
   “I thought if I could gradually get you used to my presence, my touch, my kiss... I was playing for high stakes, Wendy. And I was willing to wait as long as it took, only the waiting was more difficult than I thought it could be. You didn’t seem to be aware of me as a man, and finally I couldn’t stand it anymore. So I stopped torturing myself – till last night.” 
 
   Very gently, his arms closed around her. His kiss was tender, and yet so explosive that she was trembling by the time he raised his head, and the last lingering doubt which echoed through her mind had vanished forever. 
 
   “You did cry in your sleep,” he said.
 
   “If you say so. I suppose I didn’t want to accept the idea that you wouldn’t ever love me the way I love you.”
 
   He smiled down into her eyes. “If that’s what caused it, then you’ve got nothing to cry about any more, because I love you very much indeed. I think I knew it the night I came back to Phoenix to get you, and you weren’t here.”
 
   “You mean, Rory wasn’t here.”
 
   “That, too. But it wasn’t Rory’s absence which panicked me.”
 
   “Let me get this straight. When you proposed–”
 
   “I had Rory’s well-being in mind, of course. But I was also playing one gigantic hand of poker.”
 
   Wendy shook her head in disbelief. “Well, you bluff a little too well. Next time you try to seduce me, Mack, could you be just a bit more upfront about it?”
 
   For a few seconds, he simply looked at her. Then he grinned. “All right. If that’s what you want.” He let her go abruptly, stripped off his jacket and tossed it on the floor, unfastened his cuff links and rolled up his sleeves, then scooped Wendy up in his arms and sat down in the rocking chair – the one remaining piece of furniture in her living room – with her on his lap. “How’s this for starters?” 
 
   He didn’t wait for an answer; he kissed her long and hard instead, and by the time he was finished Wendy was too breathless to speak. So she snuggled close to him, secure in the warm safety of his arms, and pressed tiny kisses on the firm line of his jaw now and then as he told her all the things she’d dreamed of hearing – things that he said he’d wanted to share the night before, and through the last few weeks. All the things he had wanted to put in the note he’d written her that morning.
 
   She sat up at that news. “I didn’t find any note.”
 
   “Before I finished composing it, I saw that letter offering you a job. I thought it was why you were so upset last night, and after that, I couldn’t exactly leave you a perky little message. Not that it was anything so wonderful, anyway. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to find the right words when you want to say I love you but you can’t?”
 
   “Stupid question, Mack. As a matter of fact, I do.”
 
   “Makes me feel a bit better to know you were suffering with me.”
 
   She smiled and relaxed against him once more, luxuriating in the sudden confidence that now she could say anything she liked to him. Of course, at the moment, she wasn’t inclined to use words; there didn’t seem to be any need.
 
   After a while, Mack said, “Do you really think I couldn’t have convinced my parents to make you Rory’s guardian?”
 
   Wendy was too absorbed in the luscious sensations he was rousing to be listening. “Hmm?”
 
   “What do you suppose my mother was saying, anyway, when you thought she was giving me orders?”
 
   Color crept into Wendy’s cheeks. “I never doubted that you had a mind of your own, Mack. It was just…”
 
   “That’s beside the point. She was saying, ‘Rory already has a mother, Mack.’”
 
   “That’s when you told her you were working on it?”
 
   “Yes. And I wasn’t angry, I was frustrated because nothing was going the way I thought it should. I actually thought for a while you were eager to hand Rory over and get rid of her.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, you plopped her in my father’s arms readily enough that first night.”
 
   “I was doing my best not to make things tougher on everyone.”
 
   “I figured that out soon enough, but then I was left with the conviction that you couldn’t stand me – because if you’d found me attractive in the least, surely the only solution to the problem would have occurred to you. It did to everyone else – Mother, Tessa, even Mitch.”
 
   “Wait a minute. The only solution? You just said you could have arranged for me to be Rory’s guardian.”
 
   Mack smiled a little. “The only perfect solution, I meant. It’s far better for Rory to have two parents, don’t you think?”
 
   Wendy slanted a look up at him through her eyelashes.
 
   “All right,” Mack admitted. “It was a whole lot better deal for me, too. Now are you satisfied?”
 
   “Very.” She buried her face in his shoulder. “If it hadn’t been for Rory…”
 
   “Terrifying, isn’t it, to think how much we owe to a baby who can’t even talk yet?”
 
   Wendy nodded. “Let’s go home to our little girl, Mack.”
 
   “Do you mean right now? Or maybe a little later?” he said lazily, and kissed her once more. 
 
   “Much later, I think,” Wendy said, when she could finally breathe again. “And in the meantime, if you want to work on that seduction technique of yours, I’ve got some ideas for you to consider….”
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