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 "A BLOCKBUSTER...an absorbing and heartwarming story,"

 —Rendezvous

 "A thoroughly enjoyable read...PARADISEis a

 wonderfulway to spend a day."

 —Book Page

 "All the ingredients are here ...McNaught ... does it to a sizzling turn...."

 —HoustonPost

 "Extraordinary.... It is little wonder that JudithMcNaught has been critically acclaimed as today's most
exquisite voice in romantic fiction.... Spend a few hours inPARADISE this summer."

 —Romantic Times

 "The plot is ... riveting....PARADISE is a gem for the romance fan.... You won't want to put it down until
the end."

 —Baton RougeMorning Advocate

 A Book-of-the-Month-Club Main Selection

 "Well-developed main characters with a compelling mutual attraction give strength and charm to this
romance....McNaught is at her best with these two willful lovers...."

 —Publishers Weekly

 "... a magnificent portrait of love. . ..Almost Heaven is the ultimate reading experience."

 —Romantic Times

 "Warm and vivacious characters .. .Almost Heaven is a delightful story."

 —BirminghamPost-Herald
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 "... pageantry, chivalry and heraldry .. . grace, passion and love ... one of the best ever!"

 —Rendezvous

 "Wonderful! .. . JudithMcNaught is truly the spellbinding storyteller of our times."

 —Affaire de Coeur

 "A mesmerizing tale. ..."

 —Publisher's Weekly

 'An extraordinary story ... a must."

 —Rendezvous

 "Absolute perfection. . . . When you need a dreamOnce and Always is simply the best there is."

 —Rave Reviews

 "This delightful adventure will have you laughing, crying, and enjoying it until the very end. A must read."

 —Rendezvous

 "A love story that often heats up the page ... totally gratifying."

 —West Coast Review of Books

 "A very special and rare romance...."
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 —Romantic Times

 Books by JudithMcNaught

 Almost Heaven

 Double Standards

 AKingdomofDreams

 Once and Always

 Paradise

 Perfect

 Something Wonderful

 Tender Triumph

 Until You

 Whitney, My Love

 Published by POCKET BOOKS

 For orders other than by individual consumers, Pocket Books grants a discount on the purchase of 10
or more copies of single titles for special markets or premium use. For further details, please write to the
Vice-President of Special Markets, Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of theAmericas ,New York,NY10020
.

 For information on how individual consumers can place orders, please write to Mail Order Department,
Paramount Publishing,200 Old Tappan Road , Old Tappan, NJ 07675.
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 Dedication

 Anyone who is closely involved with me when I'm working on a novel could tell you that it requires
certain things to maintain any sort of relationship—including incredible patience, extraordinary tolerance,
and the ability to believe I'm actually working when I'm staring off into space.

 This novel is dedicated to my family and friends who possess those traits in abundance and who have
enriched my life beyond measure:

 To my son, Clayton, and my daughter, Whitney, whose pride in me has been a tremendous source of
pleasure. And relief.

 And to those very special people who offered their friendship and then had to bear more than their fair
share of the burden of that friendship—especially Phyllis and Richard Ashley, Debbie and Craig Kiefer,
Kathy and LloydStansberry , and Cathy and PaulWaldner . I couldn't ask for a better "cheering section"
than all of you.

  

 Acknowledgments

 To Robert Hyland, for a lifetime of enormous favors.

 To attorney LloydStansberry , for providing me with countless answers on the legal technicalities
involved in this novel.

 To the extraordinary department store executives across the nation who shared their time and expertise
with me, and without whose assistance this novel could never have been written.

  

 Chapter 1

  

 December 1973

 With her scrapbook opened beside her on her canopied bed, Meredith Bancroft carefully cut out the
picture from theChicagoTribune. The caption read,Children ofChicago socialites, dressed as elves,
participate in charity Christmas pageant atOaklandMemorialHospital , then it listed their names.
Beneath the caption was a large picture of the "elves"—five boys and five girls, including Meredith—who
were handing out presents to the kids in the children's ward. Standing off to the left, supervising the
proceedings, was a handsome young man of eighteen, who the caption referred to as "Parker Reynolds

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


III, son of Mr. and Mrs. Parker Reynolds ofKenilworth ."

 Impartially, Meredith compared herself to the other girls in the elf costumes, wondering how they could
manage to look leggy and curvy while she looked ... "Dumpy!" she pronounced with a pained grimace. "I
look like a troll, not an elf!"

 It did not seem at all fair that the other girls who were fourteen, just a few small weeks older than she
was, should look so wonderful while she looked like a flat-chestedtroll with braces. Her gaze shifted to
her picture and she regretted again the streak of vanity that had caused her to take off her glasses for the
photograph; without them she had a tendency to squint—just like she was doing in that awful picture.
"Contact lenses would definitely help," she concluded. Her gaze switched to Parker's picture, and a
dreamy smile drifted across her face as she clasped the newspaper clipping to what would have been her
breasts if she hadbreasts, which she didn't. Not yet. At this rate, not ever.

 The door to her bedroom opened and Meredith hastily yanked the picture from her chest as the stout,
sixty-year-old housekeeper came in to take her dinner tray away. "You didn't eat your dessert," Mrs.
Ellis chided.

 "I'm fat, Mrs. Ellis," Meredith said. To prove it, she scrambled off the antique bed and marched over to
the mirror above her dressing table. "Look at me," she said, pointing an accusing finger at her reflection.
"I have no waistline!"

 "You have some baby fat there, that's all."

 "I don't have hips either. I look like a walking two-by-four. No wonder I have no friends—"

 Mrs. Ellis, who'd worked for theBancrofts for less than a year, looked amazed. "You have no friends?
Why not?"

 Desperately in need of someone to confide in, Meredith said, "I've only pretended that everything is fine
at school. The truth is, it's terrible. I'm a ... a complete misfit. I've always been a misfit."

 "Well, I never! There must be something wrong with the children in your school...."

 "It isn't them, it'sme, but I'm going to change," Meredith announced. "I've gone on a diet, and I want to
do something with my hair. It's awful."

 "It'snot awful!" Mrs. Ellis argued, looking at Meredith's shoulder-length pale blond hair and then her
turquoise eyes. "You have striking eyes and very nice hair. Nice and thick and—"

 "Colorless."

 "Blond."

 Meredith stared stubbornly at the mirror, her mind magnifying the flaws that existed. "I'm almost five feet
seven inches tall. It's a lucky thing I finally stopped growing before I became a giant! But I'm not
hopeless, I realized that on Saturday."

 Mrs. Ellis's brows drew together in confusion. "What happened on Saturday to change your mind about
yourself?"
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 "Nothing earth-shattering," Meredith said.Something earth-shattering, she thought.Parker smiled at
me at the Christmas pageant. He brought me a Coke without being asked. He told me to be sure
and save a dance for him Saturday at theEppingham party. Seventy-five years before, Parker's family
had founded the large Chicago bank where Bancroft & Company's funds were deposited, and the
friendship between theBancrofts andReynoldses had endured for generations. "Everything is going to
change now, not just the way I look," Meredith continued happily as she turned away from the mirror.
"I'm going to have a friend too! There's a new girl at school, and shedoesn't know that no one else likes
me. She's smart, like I am, and she called me tonight to ask me a homework question. She calledme, and
we talked about all sorts of things."

 "I did notice you never brought friends home from school," Mrs. Ellis said, wringing her hands in nervous
dismay, "but I thought it was because you lived so far away."

 "No, it isn't that," Meredith said, flopping down onto the bed and staring self-consciously at her
serviceable slippers that looked just like small replicas of the ones her father wore. Despite their wealth,
Meredith's father had the liveliest respect for money; all of her clothing was of excellent quality and was
purchased only when necessary, always with a stern eye toward durability. "I don't fit in, you see."

 "When I was a girl," Mrs. Ellis said with a sudden look of comprehension, "we were always a little leery
of children who got good grades."

 "It's not just that," Meredith said wryly. "It's something besides the way I look and the grades I get that
makes me a misfit. It's—all this," she said, and made a sweeping gesture that encompassed the large,
rather austere room with its antique furniture, a room whose character resembled all the other forty-five
rooms in the Bancroft estate. "Everyone thinks I'm completely weird because Father insists that Fenwick
drive me to school."

 "What's wrong with that, may I ask?"

 "The other children walk or ride the school bus."

 "So?"

 "So they do notarrive in a chauffeur-driven Rolls!" Almost wistfully, Meredith added, "Their fathers are
plumbers and accountants. One of them works for us at the store."

 Unable to argue with the logic of that, and unwilling to admit it was true, Mrs. Ellis said, "But this new girl
in school—she doesn't find it odd that Fenwick drives you?"

 "No," Meredith said with a guilty chuckle that made her eyes glow with sudden liveliness behind her
glasses, "because she thinks Fenwick is my father! I told her my father works for some rich people who
own a big store."

 "You didn't!"

 "Yes, I did, and I—I'm not sorry. I should have spread that around school years ago, only I didn't want
to lie."

 "But now you don't mind lying?" Mrs. Ellis said with a censorious look.

 "Itisn't a lie, not entirely," Meredith said in an imploring voice. "Father explained it to me a long time ago.
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You see, Bancroft & Company is a corporation, and a corporation is actually owned by the
stockholders. So you see, as president of Bancroft & Company, Father is—technically—employed by
the stockholders. Do you understand?"

 "Probably not," she said flatly. "Who owns the stock?"

 Meredith sent her a guilty look. "We do, mostly."

 Mrs. Ellis found the whole notion of the operation of Bancroft & Company, a famous
downtownChicago department store, absolutely baffling, but Meredith frequently displayed an uncanny
understanding of the business. Although, Mrs. Ellis thought with helpless ire at Meredith's father, it wasn't
so uncanny—not when the man had no interest in his daughterexcept when he was lecturing her about
that store. In fact, Mrs. Ellis thought Philip Bancroft was probably to blame for his daughter's inability to
fit in with the other girls her age. He treated his daughter like an adult, and he insisted that she speak and
act like one at all times. On the rare occasions when he entertained friends, Meredith even acted as his
hostess. As a result, Meredith was very much at ease with adults and obviously at a complete loss with
her peers.

 "You're right about one thing though," Meredith said. "I can't go on tricking LisaPontini about Fenwick
being my father. I just thought that if she had a chance to know me first, it might not matter when I tell her
Fenwick is actually our chauffeur. The only reason she hasn't found out already is that she doesn't know
anyone else in our class, and she always has to go straight home after school. She has seven brothers and
sisters, and she has to help out at home."

 Mrs. Ellis reached out and awkwardly patted Meredith's arm, trying to think of something encouraging
to say. "Things always look brighter in the morning," she announced, resorting, as she often did, to one of
the cozycliches she herself found so comforting. She picked up the dinner tray, then paused in the
doorway, struck with another inspiring platitude. "And remember this," she instructed Meredith in the
rising tones of one who is about to impart a very satisfying thought, "every doghas its day!"

 Meredith didn't know whether to laugh or cry. "Thank you, Mrs. Ellis," she said, "that isvery
encouraging." In mortified silence she watched the door close behind the housekeeper, then she slowly
picked up the scrapbook. When theTribune clipping had been safely taped to the page, she stared at it
for a long moment, then reached out and lightly touched Parker's smiling mouth. The thought of actually
dancing with him made her shiver with a mixture of terror and anticipation. This was Thursday, and the
Eppingham dance was the day after tomorrow. It seemed like years to wait.

 Sighing, she flipped backward through the pages of the big scrapbook. At the front were some very old
clippings, yellowed now with age, the pictures faded. The scrapbook had originally belonged to her
mother, Caroline, and it contained the only tangible proof in the house that Caroline Edwards Bancroft
had ever existed. Everything else connected withher had been removed at Philip Bancroft's instructions.

 Caroline Edwards had been an actress—not an especially good one, according to her reviews—but an
unquestionably glamorous one. Meredith studied the faded pictures, but she didn't read what the
columnists had written because she knew every word by heart. She knew that Cary Grant had escorted
her mother to the Academy Awards in 1955, and that DavidNiven had said she was the most beautiful
woman he'd ever seen, and that David Selznick had wanted her in one of his pictures. She knew that her
mother had roles in three Broadway musicals and that the critics had panned her acting but praised her
shapely legs. The gossip columnists had hinted at serious romances between Caroline and nearly all her
leading men. There weredippings of her, draped in furs, attending a party inRome ; wrapped in a
strapless black evening gown, playing roulette inMonte Carlo . In one photograph she was clad in a
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skimpy bikini on the beach inMonaco , in another, skiing inGstaad with a Swiss Olympic Gold Medalist.
It was obvious to Meredith that wherever she went, Caroline had been surrounded by handsome men.

 The last clipping her mother had saved was dated six months after the one inGstaad . She was wearing a
magnificent white wedding gown—laughing and running down the cathedral steps on Philip Bancroft's
arm beneath a shower of rice. The society columnists had outdone themselves with extravagant
descriptions of the wedding. The reception at the Palmer House Hotel had been closed to the press, but
the columnists faithfully reported all the famous guests who were present, from theVanderbilts and
Whitneys , to a Supreme Court justice and fourU.S. senators.

 The marriage lasted two years—long enough for Caroline to get pregnant, have her baby, have a sleazy
affair with a horse trainer, and then go running off toEurope witha phony Italian prince who'd been a
guest in this very house. Beyond that, Meredith knew little, except that her mother had never bothered to
send her so much as a note or a birthday card. Meredith's father, who placed great emphasis on dignity
and old-fashioned values, said her mother was a self-centered slut without the slightest conception of
marital fidelity or maternal responsibility. When Meredith was a year old, he had filed for divorce and for
custody of Meredith, fully prepared to exert all the Bancroft family's considerable political and social
influence to assure that he won his suit. In the end he hadn't needed to resort to that. According to what
he'd told Meredith, her mother hadn't bothered to wait around for the court hearing, let alone try to
oppose him.

 Once he was granted custody of Meredith, her father had set out to ensure that she would never follow
her mother's example. Instead, he was determined that Meredith would take her place in a long line of
dignified Bancroft women who'd led exemplary fives dedicated to charitable good works that befitted
their station, and to which not a single breath of scandal had ever been attached.

 When it came time for her to start school, Philip had discovered to his annoyance that standards of
conduct were relaxing, even among his own social class. Many of his acquaintances were taking a more
liberal view of child behavior and sending their children to "progressive" schools likeBently and
Ridgeview. When he inspected these schools, he heard phrases like "unstructured classes" and
"self-expression." Progressive education sounded undisciplined to him; it foretold lower standards of
education and deportment. After rejecting both those schools, he took Meredith with him to see St.
Stephen's—a private Catholic school run by the Benedictine nuns, the same school his aunt and his
mother had attended.

 Her father had approved of all he saw the day they visited St. Stephen's: Thirty-four first-grade girls in
demure gray-and-blue-plaid jumpers, and ten boys in white shirts and blue ties, had come instantly and
respectfully to their feet when the nun had shown him the classroom. Forty-four young voices had
chorused,"Good morning, Sister." Furthermore, St. Stephen's still taught academics in the good
old-fashioned way—unlikeBently , where he'd seen some children finger-painting while the other
students, whochose to learn, worked on math. As an added benefit, Meredith would receive strict moral
training here as well.

 Her father was not oblivious to the fact that the neighborhood surrounding St. Stephen's had
deteriorated, but he was obsessed with the idea that Meredith be raised in the same manner as the other
upstanding, upright Bancroft women who had attended St. Stephen's for three generations. He solved the
matter of the neighborhood by having the family chauffeur drive Meredith to and from school.

 The one thing he didn't realize was that the girls and boys who attended St. Stephen's were not the
virtuous little beings they'd seemed to be that day. They were ordinary kids from lower-middle-class
families and even some poor families; they played together and walked to school together, and they
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shared a common suspicion of anyone from an entirely different and far more prosperous background.

 Meredith hadn't known about that when she arrived at St. Stephen's to start first grade. Clad in her neat
gray-and-blue-plaid uniform jumper and carrying her new lunch pail, she'd quaked with the nervous
excitement of any six-year-old confronting a class filled with strangers, but she'd felt little actual fear.
After spending her whole life in relative loneliness, with only her father and the servants as companions,
she was happily anticipating the prospect of finally having friends her own age.

 The first day at school went well enough, but it took a sudden turn for the worse when classes were
dismissed and the students poured out the school doors into the playground and parking lot. Fenwick
had been waiting in the playground, standing beside the Rolls in his black chauffeur's uniform. The older
children had stopped and stared—and then identified her as being rich, ergo "different."

 That alone was enough to make them wary and distant, but by the end of the week, they'dalso
discovered other things about "the rich girl" that set her apart: For one thing, Meredith Bancroft spoke
more like an adult than a child; in addition, she didn't know how to play any of the games they played at
recess, and when she did play them, her unfamiliarity made her seem clumsy. Worst of all, within days,
she was teacher's pet because she was smart.

 Within a month, Meredith had been judged by all her peers and branded as an outsider, an alien being
from another world, to be ostracized by all. Perhaps if she'd been pretty enough to inspire admiration, it
would have helped in time, but she wasn't. When she was nine she arrived at school wearing glasses. At
twelve she had braces; at thirteen, she was the tallest girl in her class.

 A week ago, years after Meredith had despaired of ever having a real friend, everything had changed.
LisaPontini had enrolled in the eighth grade at St. Stephen's. An inch taller than Meredith, Lisa moved
like a model and answered complicated algebra questions like a bored scholar. At noon that same day,
Meredith had been sitting on a low stone wall on the perimeter of the school grounds, eating her lunch,
exactly as she did every day, with a book open in her lap. Originally, she'd started bringing a book to
read because it dulled the feeling of being isolated and conspicuous. By fifth grade she'd become an avid
reader.

 She'd been about to turn a page when a pair of scuffed oxfords entered her line of vision, and there was
LisaPontini , looking curiously at her. With Lisa's vivid coloring and mass of auburn hair, she was
Meredith's complete opposite; moreover, there was an indefinable air of daring confidence about Lisa
that gave her whatSeventeen magazine called panache. Instead of wearing her gray school sweater with
its school emblem demurely over her shoulders as Meredith did, Lisa had tied the sleeves in a loose knot
over her breasts.

 "God, what a dump!" Lisa announced, sitting down beside Meredith and looking around at the school
grounds. "I've never seen so many short boys in my life. They must put something in the drinking fountains
here that stunts their growth! What's your average?"

 Grades at St. Stephen's were expressed in percentiles carried out to a precise decimal point. "It's 97.8,"
Meredith said, a little dazed by Lisa's rapid remarks and unexpected sociability.

 "Mine's 98.1," Lisa countered, and Meredith noticed that Lisa's ears were pierced. Earrings and lipstick
were forbidden on the school grounds. While Meredith was noting all that, Lisa was looking her over
too. With a puzzled smile, she demanded bluntly, "Are you a loner by choice or are you some sort of
outcast?"

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "I never thought about it," Meredith lied.

 "How long do you have to wear those braces?"

 "Another year," Meredith said, deciding she didn't like LisaPontini at all. She closed her book and stood
up, glad the bell was about to ring.

 That afternoon, as was the custom on the last Friday of every month, the students lined up in church to
confess their sins to St. Stephen's priests. Feeling, as always, like a disgraceful sinner, Meredith knelt in
the confessional, and told her misdemeanors to Father Vickers, including such sins as disliking Sister
Mary Lawrence and spending too much time thinking about her appearance. Finished, she held the door
open for the next person, then she knelt in a pew and said her assigned prayers of penance.

 Since students were allowed to leave for the day after that, Meredith went outside to wait for Fenwick.
A few minutes later, Lisa walked down the church steps, putting on her jacket. Still flinching from Lisa's
comments about her being a loner and having to wear braces, Meredith watched warily as the other girl
looked around and then sauntered over to her.

 "Would you believe," Lisa announced, "Vickers told me to say a whole rosary tonight for penance for a
little necking? I'd hate to think what penance he hands out for French kissing!" she added with an
impudent grin, sitting down on the ledge beside Meredith.

 Meredith hadn't known that one's nationality determined the way a person kissed, but she assumed from
Lisa's remark that however the French did it, the priests definitely didn't want St. Stephen's students
doing it. Trying to look worldly, she said, "For kissing that way, Father Vickers makes you clean the
church."

 Lisa giggled, studying Meredith with curiosity. "Does your boyfriend wear braces too?"

 Meredith thought of Parker and shook her head.

 "That's good," Lisa said with an infectious grin. "I always wondered how two people with braces could
possibly kiss and not get stuck together. My boyfriend's name is MarioCampano . He's tall, dark, and
handsome. What's your boyfriend's name? What's he like?"

 Meredith glanced at the street, hoping Fenwick wouldn't remember that school got out early today.
Although she was uneasy with the topic of conversation, LisaPontini fascinated her, and Meredith sensed
that for some reason the other girl truly wanted to be friends. "He's eighteen and he looks," Meredith said
honestly, "like Robert Redford. His name is Parker."

 "What's his first name?"

 "That is his first name. His last name is Reynolds."

 "Parker Reynolds," Lisa repeated, wrinkling her nose. "Sounds like a society snob. Is he good at it?"

 "At what?"

 "Kissing, of course."

 "Oh. Well—yes. Absolutely fantastic."
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 Lisa sent her a mocking look. "He's never kissed you. Your face turns pink when you lie."

 Meredith stood up abruptly. "Now, look," she began angrily. "I didn't ask you to come over here, and
I—"

 "Hey, don't get into a sweat over it. Kissing isn't all that wonderful. I mean, the first time Mario kissed
me, it was the most embarrassing moment of my entire life."

 Meredith's anger evaporated now that Lisa was about to confess something about herself, and she sat
back down. "It wasembarrassing because he kissed you?"

 "No, it was embarrassing because I leaned against the front door when he did it, and my shoulder hit the
doorbell. My father pulled the door open, and I went crashing backwards into his arms with Mario still
holding onto me for dear life. It tookages to untangle all three of us on the floor."

 Meredith's shriek of laughter was abruptly terminated by the sight of the Rolls turning the corner.
"There's my—my ride," she hedged, sobering.

 Lisa glanced sideways and gaped. "Jesus, is that a Rolls?"

 Nodding uncomfortably, Meredith said with a shrug as she picked up her books, "I live a long way from
here, and my father doesn't want me to take the bus."

 "Your dad's a chauffeur, huh?" Lisa said, walking with Meredith toward the car. "It must be great to be
able to ride around in a car like that, pretending you're rich." Without waiting for Meredith to answer, she
said, "My dad's a pipe fitter. His union's on strike right now, so we moved here where the rent's even
cheaper. You know how that goes."

 Meredith had no idea "how that goes" from any personal experience, but she knew from her father's
angry tirades what effect unions and strikes had on business owners like theBancrofts . Even so, she
nodded in sympathetic reaction to Lisa's grim sigh. "It must be tough," she said, and then impulsively
added, "Do you want a ride home?"

 "Do I! No, wait—can I do it next week? I've got seven brothers and sisters, and my ma will have twenty
chores for me to do. I'd rather hang around here a little while, and then get home at the normal time."

 That had been a week ago, and the tentative friendship that began that day had blossomed and grown,
nourished by more exchanged confidences and laughing admissions. Now, as Meredith sat gazing at
Parker's picture in the scrapbook and thinking about the dance Saturday night, she decided to ask Lisa
for advice at school tomorrow. Lisa knew a lot about hair styles and things. Perhaps she could suggest
something that would make Meredith more attractive to Parker.

 She followed through with that planas they sat outside, eating their lunch the next day. "What do you
think?" she asked Lisa. "Other than having plastic surgery, is there anything I could do to myself that
would really make a difference by tomorrow night—anything at all that would make Parker see me as
older and pretty?"

 Before replying, Lisa subjected her to a long, thorough scrutiny. "Those glasses and braces aren't exactly
inspirations to passion, you know," she joked. "Take off your glasses and stand up."
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 Meredith complied, then waited in amused chagrin as Lisa strolled around her, looking her over. "You
really go out of your way to look plain," Lisa concluded. "You have great eyes and hair. If you'd use a
little makeup, take off your glasses, and do something different with your hair,ol ' Parker might just give
you a second look tomorrow night."

 "Do you really think he would?" Meredith asked, her heart in her eyes as she thought of him.

 "I said hemight." Lisa corrected Meredith with ruthless honesty. "He's an older man, so your age is a
drawback. What answer did you get for that last problem on the math test this morning?"

 In the week they'd been friends, Meredith had become accustomed to Lisa's rapid-fire changes of topic.
It was as if she were too bright to concentrate on only one topic at a time. Meredith told her the answer
she'd gotten, and Lisa said, "That's the same one I got. With two brains like ours," she teased, "it's
obvious that's the right answer. Did you know everyone in this dumpy school thinks that Rolls belongs to
your dad?"

 "I never told them it didn't," Meredith said truthfully.

 Lisa bit into her apple and nodded. "Why should you? If they're so dumb they think a rich kid would go
to school here, I'd probably let them think the same thing."

 That afternoon after school, Lisa was again willing to have Meredith's "father" drive her home as
Fenwick had reluctantly agreed to do all week. When the Rolls pulled up in front of the brown brick
bungalow where thePontinis lived, Meredith took in the usual tangle of kids and toys in the front yard.
Lisa's mother was standing on the front porch, wrapped in her ever-present apron. "Lisa," she called, her
voice heavily accented with Italian, "Mario's on the phone. He wants to talk to you.Hiya , Meredith," she
added with a wave. "You stay for supper soon. You stay the night, too, so your papa don't have to drive
out here late to bring you home."

 "Thank you, Mrs.Pontini ," Meredith called, waving back from the car. "I will." It was the way Meredith
had always dreamed it would be—having a friend to confide in, being invited to stay overnight, and she
was euphoric.

 Lisa shut the car door and leaned in the window.

 "Your mother said Mario is on the phone," Meredith reminded her.

 "It's good to keep a guy waiting," Lisa said, "it keeps him guessing. Now, don't forget to call me Sunday
and tell me everything that happens with Parker tomorrow night. I wish I could do your hair before you
leave for the dance."

 "I wish you could too," Meredith said, although she knew she'd never be able to prevent Lisa from
discovering that Fenwick wasn't her father if she came to the house. Each day she'd intended to confess
the truth, and each day she stalled, telling herself that the longer Lisa knew the real her, the less difference
it would make to Lisa whether Meredith's father was rich or poor. Wistfully, she continued, "If you came
over tomorrow, you could spend the night. While I was at the dance, you could do homework, then
when I got back home, I could tell you how it went."

 "But I can't. I have a date with Mario tomorrow night," Lisa remarked unnecessarily. Meredith had been
stunned that Lisa's parents permitted her to go out with boys at fourteen, but Lisa had only laughed and
said Mario wouldn't dare get out of line because he knew her father and uncles would come after him if
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he did. Shoving away from the car, Lisa said, "Just remember what I told you, okay? Flirt with Parker
and look into his eyes. And wear your hair up, so you look more sophisticated."

 All the way home, Meredith tried to imagine actually flirting with Parker. His birthday was the day after
tomorrow—she'd memorized that fact a year ago, when she first realized she was falling in love with him.
Last week she'd spent an hour in the drugstore looking for the right card to give him tomorrow night, but
the cards that said what shereally felt would have been much, much too gushy. Naive though she was,
she figured Parker wouldn't appreciate a card that said on the front "To my one and only love .. ." So
she'd regretfully had to settle for one that said "Happy Birthday to a Special Friend."

 Leaning her head back, Meredith closed her eyes, smiling dreamily as she pictured herself looking like a
gorgeous model, saying witty, clever things while Parker hung on to her every word.

 Chapter 2

  

 With a sinking heart Meredith stared at herself in the mirror while Mrs. Ellis stood back, nodding
approval. When Mrs. Ellis and she had gone shopping last week, the velvet dress had seemed to be a
glowing topaz. Tonight it looked like metallic brown velvet, and her shoes that had been dyed to match
had a matronly look with their short, stocky heels. Mrs. Ellis's taste ran to the matronly, Meredith knew;
moreover, she and Meredith had both been under her father's strictures to choose a dress that was
"suitable for a young girl of Meredith's age and upbringing." They'd brought three dresses home for
Meredith's father's approval, and this was the only one that he hadn't felt was entirely too "bare" or too
"flimsy."

 The only thing about her appearance that didn't fill Meredith with dismay was her hair. Normally she
wore her straight shoulder-length hair parted on the side with one barrette above the ear, but Lisa's
remarks had convinced her she did need a new, more sophisticated style. Tonight she'd persuaded Mrs.
Ellis to do it up in a cluster of thick curls at the crown with little tendrils at the ears, and Meredith thought
it looked very nice.

 "Meredith," her father said, walking into her room, leafing through a handful of opera tickets, "Park
Reynolds needed two extra tickets toRigoletto, and I told him he could use ours. Would you give these
to young Parker tonight, when you—" He looked up, his eyes riveting on her, and scowled. "What have
you done to your hair?" he snapped.

 "I thought I'd wearit up tonight."

 "I prefer your hair the way you usually wear it, Meredith." Bending a look of dark displeasure on Mrs.
Ellis, he said, "When you came into my employ, madam, I thought we agreed that in addition to your
supervisory duties as housekeeper, you would also advise my daughter on feminine matters when
necessary. Is that hairdo your idea of—"

 "I specifically asked Mrs. Ellis to help me do my hair this way, Father," Meredith intervened as Mrs. Ellis
turned pale and began to tremble.

 "In that case, you should have asked her advice," Philip said, "instead oftelling her what you wanted her
to do."

 "Yes, of course," Meredith said. She hated to disappoint her father or annoy him. He made her feel as if
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she were singularly responsible for the success or failure of his entire day or night if she spoiled his mood.

 "Well, no harm done," he conceded, seeing that Meredith was properly contrite. "Mrs. Ellis can fix up
your hair before you leave. I brought you something, my dear. A necklace," he added, withdrawing a flat,
dark green velvet casefrom his pocket. "You may wear it tonight— it will look very well with your
gown." Meredith waited while he fidgeted with the clasp, imagining a gold locket perhaps or—"These are
your grandmother Bancroft's pearls," he announced, and it took an effort for her to hide her dismay while
he withdrew the long strand of fat pearls. "Turn around and I'll fasten them."

 Twenty minutes later, Meredith stood before the mirror, trying valiantly to convince herself she looked
nice. Her hair was restyled in the same straight, girlish fashion she always wore, but the pearls were the
last straw. Her grandmother had worn them nearly every day of her life; she'ddied wearing them, and
now they felt like leaden weights against Meredith's nonexistent bosom. "Excuse me, miss." The family
butler's voice outside her door brought her whirling around. "There's a MissPontini downstairs who
claims to be a school friend of yours."

 Trapped, Meredith sank down on the side of her bed, thinking madly for some way out of this, but there
was none and she knew it. "Would you bring her here, please."

 A minute later Lisa walked in and looked around the room as if she'd suddenly found herself on a
strange planet. "I tried to call," she said, "but your telephone was busy for an hour, so I decided to take a
chance and come over." Pausing, she turned in a half circle, studying everything. "Who owns this pile of
rocks anyway?"

 At any other time, that irreverent description of this house would have made Meredith giggle. Now she
couldonly say in a small, strained voice, "My father does."

 Lisa's expression hardened. "I pretty much figured that out when the man who answered the front door
called you Miss Meredith in the same voice Father Vickers says 'Holy Virgin Mary." Turning on her heel,
Lisa started for the door.

 "Lisa, wait!" Meredith pleaded.

 "You've had your little joke. This has really been a great day," Lisa added sarcastically, whirling back
around. "First Mario takes me out for a ride and tries to get my clothes off—and when I go over to my
'friend's house, I find out she's been making a fool of me."

 "No, I haven't!" Meredith cried. "I let you think Fenwick—our chauffeur—was my father because I was
afraid the truth would come between us."

 "Oh, sure. Right," Lisa countered with scornfuldisbelief . "Rich little you desperately wanted to be friends
with poor little me. I'll bet you and all your rich friends have been laughing about my ma begging you to
have spaghetti with us and—"

 "Stop it!" Meredith burst out. "You don't understand! I like your mother and father, and I wanted you
for a friend. You have brothers and sisters and aunts and uncles and all the things I've always wished I
had. What makes you think that because I live in this stupid house, everything is automatically wonderful?
Look how it's affected you! One look and you don't want anything to do with me, and that's how it's
been at school for as long as I can remember. And for your information," she finished, "Ilove spaghetti. I
love houses like yours, where people laugh and shout!"
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 She broke off as the anger on Lisa's face was replaced by a sarcastic smile. "You love noise, is that it?"

 Meredith smiled wanly. "I guess I do."

 "What about your rich friends?"

 "I don't really have any. I mean, I know other people my age, and I see them now and then, but they all
go to the same schools, and they've been friends for years. I'm an outsider to them—an oddity."

 "Why does your father send you to St. Stephen's?"

 "He thinks it's, well, character building. My grandmother and her sister went there."

 "Your father sounds weird."

 "I guess he does, but his intentions are good."

 Lisa shrugged, her voice deliberately offhand. "In that case, he sounds pretty much like most fathers. It
was a tiny concession, a tentative suggestion of commonality, and silence fell in the room. Separated by a
canopied Louis XIV bed and a gigantic social chasm, two extraordinarily bright teenagers recognized all
the differences between them and regarded each other with a mixture of dying hope and wariness. "I
guess I'd better be going," Lisa said.

 Meredith looked bleakly at the nylon duffel Lisa had brought, obviously intending to spend the night if it
was all right. She lifted her hand in a tiny gesture of mute appeal, then dropped it, knowing it was useless.
"I have to leave pretty soon too," she said instead.

 "Have a—a good time."

 "Fenwick can take you home after he drops me off at the hotel."

 "I can ride the bus," Lisa began, but for the first time she actually noticed Meredith's dress, and she
broke off in horror. "Who picks out your clothes—Helen Keller? That's not what you're really wearing
tonight, is it?"

 "Yes. Do you hate it?"

 "Do you really want to know?"

 "I don't think so."

 "Well, how wouldyou describe that dress?"

 Meredith shrugged, her expression chagrined. "Does the wordfrumpy mean anything to you?"

 Biting her lip to hide her laughter, Lisa raised her brows. "If you knew it was ugly, why did you buy it?"

 "My father liked it"

 "Your father has lousy taste."
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 "You shouldn't say words likelousy," Meredith said quietly, knowing Lisa was right about the ugliness of
the dress. "Words like that make you sound tough and hard, and you aren't—not really. I don't know
how to dress or wear my hair, but I know I'm right about how to talk."

 Lisa stared at her open-mouthed, and then something began to happen—the gentle bonding of two
entirely dissimilar spirits who suddenly realize that they each have something very special to offer the
other. A slow smile lit Lisa's hazel eyes, and she tipped her head to the side, thoughtfully scrutinizing
Meredith's dress. "Pull the shoulders down a little onto your arms, let's see if that helps," she instructed
suddenly.

 Meredith grinned back and dutifully tugged them down.

 "Your hair looks like hell—lous—awful,"Lisa amended, then she glanced around, her gaze lighting on a
bouquet of silk flowers on the dresser. "A flower in your hair or tucked into that sash might help."

 With the true instincts of her Bancroft forebears, Meredith sensed that victory was within her grasp and
that it was time to press her advantage. "Will you spend the night? I'll be back bymidnight , and no one
will care how late we stay up."

 Lisa hesitated and then she grinned. "Okay." Redirecting her attention to the problem of Meredith's
appearance, she said, "Why did you pick shoes with such stubby little heels?"

 "They don't make me look as tall."

 "Tall isin, dopey. Do you have to wear those pearls?"

 "My father wanted me to."

 "You could take them off in the car, couldn't you?"

 "He'd feel awful if he knew it."

 "Well, I won't tell him. I'll lend you my lipstick," she added, already rummaging in her purse for her
makeup. "What about your glasses? Do you absolutely have to wear them?"

 Meredith stifled a giggle. "Only if I need to see."

 Forty-five minutes later, Meredith left. Lisa had said she had a talent for decorating everything—from
people to rooms—and Meredith believed her now. The silk flower pinned into her hair behind her ear
made Meredith feel more elegant and less dowdy. The slight touch of blusher on her cheeks made her
look more lively, and the lipstick, though Lisa said it was a little too bright for her pale coloring, made
Meredith feel older and more sophisticated. Her confidence at an all-time high, Meredith turned in the
doorway to her room and waved good-bye to Lisa and Mrs. Ellis, then she smiled at Lisa. "Feel free to
redecorate my room while I'm gone, if you want."

 Lisa gave her a jaunty thumbs-up sign. "Don't keep Parker waiting."

 Chapter 3
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 December 1973

 The bells ringing in MattFarrel's brain were overwhelmed by the increasing thunder of his heart as he
buried himself full-length into Laura's eager, demanding body, driving into her as she rode him hard, her
hips forcing him deeper. She was wild ... close to the edge. ... Bells began to clang rhythmically. Not the
melodious bells from church steeples in the center of town, or the echoing bells of the fire station across
the street.

 "Hey, Farrell, you in there?"Bells.

 He was definitely "in there." In her, close to exploding.Bells.

 "Dammit, Farrell..."Bells. "Where the hell"—bells—"are you?" It seeped through his mind then: Outside
by the gas pumps, someone was jumping on the hose that rang inside the service station and shouting his
name.

 Laura froze, a low scream in her throat. "Oh my God, there's someone out there." Too late. He couldn't
stop, wouldn't stop. He hadn't wanted to start this here, but she'd insisted and enticed, and now his body
wouldn't heed the threat of intrusion. Clasping her rounded buttocks, he yanked her down, drove up into
her, and finished. A pulse beat of rest, and then he rolled to a sitting position, gently but hurriedly pushing
her off. Laura was already tugging her skirt down and adjusting her sweater. He shoved her behind a
stack of retreads and stood up just as the door opened and Owen Keenan strode into the gas station
service bay, scowling and suspicious. "What the hell isgoin ' on in here, Matt? I beenhollerin ' the place
down."

 "I was taking a break," Matt replied, combing his hands through his dark hair which was ruffled from
Laura's eager caresses. "What do you want?"

 "Yerpa's drunk down at Maxine's. Sheriff's on his way. If you don't want him spending the night in the
drunk tank, you better get to him first."

 When Owen left, Matt picked up Laura's coat from the floor, where they'd lain on it, then dusted it off
and held it while she put her arms into the sleeves. She'd had a friend drop her off there, he knew, which
meant she'd need a ride. "Where did you leave your car?" he asked.

 She told him and he nodded. "I'll take you to your car before I go rescue my father."

 Christmas lights were strung across the intersections as Matt drove downMain Street , their colors
blurring in the falling snow; at the north end of town, a red plastic wreath hung above the sign that said
welcome toedmunton,Indiana , pop. 38,124. From a loudspeaker provided by the Elks Club, "Silent
Night" blared out its tune colliding with the notes of "Jingle Bells" pouring out of a plastic sleigh on the
roof of Horton's Hardware.

 The softly falling snow and Christmas lights did wonders forEdmunton , lending a Norman Rockwell
aura to what was, in harsh daylight, a small town perched above a shallow valley where clusters of stacks
rose from the steel mills and spewed perpetual geysers of smoke and steam into the air. Darkness
cloaked all that; it hid the south end of town, where neat houses gave way to shacks and taverns and
pawnshops, and then to farmland, barren in the winter.

 Matt pulled his pickup truck into a dark corner of the parking lot besideJackson 's Dry Goods Store,
where she'd left her car, and Laura slid next to him. "Don't forget," she said, wrapping her arms around
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his neck. "Pick me up tonight at seven, at the bottom of the hill, and we'll finish what we started an hour
ago. And Matt, stay out of sight. Daddy saw your truck down there the last time and started asking
questions."

 Matt looked at her, suddenly disgusted with his sexual attraction to her. She was beautiful, rich, spoiled,
and selfish, and he knew it. He'd let himself be used as her stud, let himself be conned into clandestine
meetings and furtivegropings , let himself descend to lurking around at the bottom of the hill instead of
going up to the front door, as her other—acceptable—dates undoubtedly did.

 Other than sexual attraction, they had absolutely nothing in common. Laura Frederickson's daddy was
Edmunton's richest citizen, and she was in her freshman year at an expensive eastern college. Matt
worked in a steel mill during the day, moonlighted as a mechanic on weekends, and went to night school
at the local branch ofIndianaStateUniversity .

 Leaning across her lap, he opened the truck door, his voice hard and implacable. "Either I pick you up
at your front door tonight, or you'd better make other plans for the evening."

 "But what will I tell Daddy when he sees your pickup in the drive?"

 Coldly impervious to her stricken look, Matt said sardonically, "Tell him my limousine is in the shop for
repairs."

 Chapter 4

  

 December 1973

 The long procession of limousines inched forward toward the canopied entrance ofChicago 's Drake
Hotel, where they stopped to allow their youthful occupants to alight.

 Doormen moved back and forth, escorting each new group of young arrivals from their cars to the
lobby. Not by word or expression did any of the Drake doormen exhibit the slightest amusement or
condescension toward the young guests arriving in custom-tailored tuxedos and formal gowns, for these
were not ordinary children dressed up for a prom or a wedding reception, overawed by their
surroundings and uncertain of how to behave. These were the children ofChicago 's most prominent
families; they were poised, confident, and the only evidence of their youth was perhaps in their ebullient
enthusiasm for the night that lay ahead.

 Toward the rear of the procession of chauffeur-driven automobiles, Meredith watched the other young
people alight. Like herself, they were here to attend MissEppingham's annual dinner and dance. This
evening, MissEppingham's students, who were all between the ages of twelve and fourteen, would be
expected to demonstrate the social skills they'd acquired and polished during her six-month
course—skills that they would need in order to move gracefully in the rarefied social stratum it was
automatically assumed they would inhabit as adults. For that reason, all fifty of the students, properly
attired in formal clothing, would pass through a receiving line tonight, be seated for a twelve-course
dinner of state, and then attend the dance.

 Through the windows of her car Meredith watched the cheerful, confident faces of the others as they
gathered inside the lobby. She was the only one who'd arrived alone, she noted, watching as the other
girls emerged in groups or arrived with "escorts"—often older brothers or cousins who'd already
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graduated from MissEppingham's course. With a sinking heart she noted the beautiful gowns the other
girls were wearing, saw the sophisticated ways their hair had been swept into elaborate curls entwined
with velvet ribbon or held back with jeweled barrettes.

 MissEppingham had reserved the Grand Ballroom for tonight, and Meredith walked up the staircase
from the marble lobby, her stomach twisting with nerves, her knees shaking with apprehension. At the
landing, she spotted the ladies lounge and headed straight toward it. Once inside, she went over to the
mirror, hoping to reassure herself about her appearance. Actually, given what Lisa had had to work with,
Meredith decided she didn't look that bad. Her blond hair was parted on the right side and held back
with a silk flower, then it fell straight as a stick to just above her shoulders. The flower gave her a
mysterious, worldly look, she decided with more hope than conviction. Reaching into her handbag, she
took out Lisa's peach lipstick and applied a bit of it. Satisfied, she reached up, unclasped the pearls, and
put them into her purse, then she took off her glasses and tucked them in with the pearls. "Much better,"
she decided with soaring spirits. If she didn't squint, and if the lights were dim, there was a chance Parker
might think she looked very nice.

 Outside the Grand Ballroom theEppingham students were waving to one another and gathering into
groups, but no one waved to her or called out her name and said, "I hope we're sitting together, don't
you?" It wasn't their fault, she knew. In the first place, most of the others had known each other since
babyhood; their parents were friends; they'd attended one another's birthday parties.Chicago society was
a large, exclusive clique, and the adult members naturally felt it incumbent upon themselves to preserve
the exclusivity of the clique at the same time they ensured their children's admission to it. Meredith's father
was the only dissenter to that philosophy; on the one hand, he wanted Meredith to take her rightful place
in society, on the other, he did not want her corrupted by children whose parents were more lenient than
he.

 Meredith made it through the receiving line without difficulty, then she proceeded to the banquet tables.
Since seating was indicated by engraved place cards, she surreptitiously removed her glasses from her
purse and peered at each card. When she located her name at the third table, she discovered she was
seated at a table with KimberlyGerrold and Stacey Fitzhugh, two of the girls who'd been "elves" with her
in the Christmas pageant. "Hello, Meredith," they chorused, looking at her with the sort of amused
condescension that always made her feel clumsy and self-conscious, then they turned their attention to the
boys seated between them. The third girl was Parker's younger sister, Rosemary, who nodded a
disinterested greeting in Meredith's general direction and then whispered something to the boy beside her
that made him laugh, his gaze darting in Meredith's direction.

 Sternly repressing the uneasy conviction that Rosemary was talking about her,Meredith looked brightly
around her, pretending that she was fascinated with the red and white Christmas decorations. The chair
on her right was left vacant, she later discovered, due to the fact that its designated occupant had the flu,
which left Meredith in the awkward position of having no dinner partner.

 The meal progressed, course after course, and Meredith automatically selected the right piece of sterling
flatware from the eleven pieces arrayed around her plates. Dining with this formality was routine at home,
as it was for many of the otherEppingham students, so she didn't even have indecision to distract her from
the awkward isolation she felt as she listened to a discussion about current movies.

 "Did you see that one, Meredith?" StevenMormont asked, belatedly adhering to MissEppingham's
stricture about includingeveryone at the table in conversation.

 "No—I'm afraid not." She was spared the need to say more because just then the orchestra began to
play, and the dividing wall was opened up, indicating that the diners were now expected to gracefully
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conclude their table conversations and make their stately way into the ballroom.

 Parker had promised to drop in on the dancing, and with his sister there, Meredith knew he would.
Besides, his college fraternity was having a party in one of the other ballrooms, so he was in the hotel.
Standing up, she smoothed her hair, made certain her tummy was tucked in, and headed for the
ballroom.

 For the next two hours MissEppingham did her duty as hostess by circulating among her guests and
making certain each one had someone to talk to and dance with. Time after time, Meredith watched her
dispatch some reluctant boy in Meredith's direction with orders to ask her to dance.

 By eleven o'clock, most of theEppingham crowd had broken up into small groups and the dance floor
was all but deserted—owing no doubt to the outdated dance music being played by the orchestra.
Meredith was one of four couples still dancing, and her partner, Stuart Whitmore, was carrying on an
animated discussion about his goal of joining his father's law firm. Like Meredith, he was serious and
smart, and she liked him better than any of the other boys she knew from this crowd, particularly because
he'dwanted to dance with her. She was listening to Stuart, her eyes glued on the entrance to the
ballroom, when Parker suddenly materialized in the doorway with three of his college friends. Her heart
leapt into her throat when she saw how gorgeous he looked in his black tuxedo with his thick,
sun-streaked blond hair and tanned face. Beside him, every other male in the ballroom, even the two
who'd accompanied him, looked insignificant.

 Noticing that Meredith had suddenly stiffened, Stuart broke off his discourse on law school requirements
and glanced in the direction she wasstaring. "Oh— Rosemary's brother is here," he said.

 "Yes, I know," Meredith replied, unaware of the dreamy tone of her voice.

 Stuart heard it and grimaced. "What is it about Parker Reynolds that makes girls get all breathless and
fluttery?" he demanded with wry humor. "I mean, just because he's taller, older, and six times smoother
than me, why would you prefer him?"

 "You shouldn't belittle yourself," Meredith said with absentminded sincerity, watching Parker stride
across the ballroom for his duty dance with his sister. "You're very intelligent, and very nice."

 "So are you."

 "You're going to be a brilliant lawyer, just like your father."

 "Would you like to go out next Saturday night?"

 "What?" Meredith gasped, her gaze snapping to his face. "I mean," she hastily said, "it's nice of you to
ask, but my father won't let me date until I'm sixteen."

 "Thanks for letting me down easily."

 "I wasn't!" Meredith replied, but then she forgot everything because one of Rosemary Reynolds's
boyfriends had just cut in on Parker, and he was turning toward the ballroom doors to leave. "Excuse
me, Stuart," she said a little desperately, "but I have something to give to Parker!" Unaware that she was
attracting the amused notice of a great many pairs of eyes, Meredith rushed across the deserted dance
floor and caught up with Parker just as he was about to leave with his friends. They gave her a curious
look, as if she were a clumsy bug that had skittered into their midst, but Parker's smile was warm and
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real. "Hello, Meredith. Enjoying your evening?"

 Meredith nodded, hoping he would remember his promise to dance with her, her spirits sinking to a
new, unparalleled low when he continued to wait for her to say whatever she'd rushed over there to say.
A hot flush of embarrassment stained her cheeks bright pink when she belatedly realized she was gazing
at him in worshipful silence. "I—I have something to give you," she said in a shaky, horrified voice,
rummaging in her purse. "I mean, my father wanted me to give you this." She pulled out the envelope with
the opera tickets and birthday card, but the pearl necklace came out too and spilled on the floor. Hastily,
she bent down to pick it up at the same instant Parker did and her forehead banged hard against his.
"Sorry!" she burst out as he said, "Ouch!" When she lurched upright, Lisa's lipstick fell out of her open
purse and JonathanSommers , one of Parker's friends, bent down to pick that up. "Why don't you just
turn your purse upside down so we can pick everything up at once," Jonathan joked, his breath wreaking
of liquor.

 Horribly aware of the titters of laughter from theEppingham students who were watching, Meredith
thrust the envelope at Parker, shoved the pearls and lipstick into her purse, and turned, blinking back
tears, intending to beat an ignominious retreat. Behind her, Parker finally remembered their dance. "What
about the dance you promised me?" he said good-naturedly.

 Meredith whirled around, her face lighting up, "Oh, that. I'd—forgotten. Do you want to? Dance, I
mean?"

 "It's the best offer I've had all evening," he gallantly replied, and as the musicians began to play
"Bewitched, Bothered, and Bewildered," Meredith walked into Parker's arms and felt her dream become
reality. Beneath her fingertips she could feel the smooth fabric ofbis black tuxedo jacket and the solid
hardness of his back. His cologne smelled spicy and wonderful, and he was a superb dancer. Meredith
was so hopelessly overwhelmed that she spoke her thoughts aloud. "You're a wonderful dancer," she
said.

 "Thank you."

 "And you look very nice tonight in your tuxedo."

 He chuckled softly and Meredith tipped her head way back, basking in the warmth of his smile as he
said, "You look very nice too."

 Feeling a fierce blush heat her cheeks, she hastily looked at his shoulder. Unfortunately all the standing
up

 and down and tipping her head back and forth had loosened the pin holding the flower in her hair, and it
slid unnoticed to hang drunkenly from its wired stem. Thinking madly for something sophisticated and
witty to say, she tipped her head back and said brightly, "Are you enjoying your Christmas break?"

 "Very much," he said, his gaze dipping to the vicinity of her shoulder and the fallen blossom. "And you?"

 "Yes, very much," she answered, feeling incredibly gauche.

 Parker's arms dropped away the instant the music ended, and with a smile, he said good-bye. Knowing
she couldn't stand and stare at him while he walked away, Meredith hastily turned around and caught her
reflection in a mirrored wall. She saw the silk flower hanging crazily from her hair and snatched it out,
hoping that it had just that very second fallen.
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 Waiting in line at the coat check, she stared morosely at the flower in her fingers, horribly afraid it had
been dangling on her shoulder the entire time she danced with Parker. She glanced at the girl standing
beside her, and as if the other girl read her thoughts, she nodded. "Yep. It was hanging down while you
danced with him."

 "I was afraid of that."

 The other girl grinned sympathetically, and Meredith remembered her name—Brooke. Brooke
Morrison. Meredith had always thought she seemed nice. "Where are you going to school next year?"
Brooke asked.

 "Bensonhurst, inVermont ," Meredith told her.

 "Bensonhurst?" Brooke repeated, wrinkling her nose. "It's in the middle of nowhere and it's as
regimented as a prison. My grandmother went toBensonhurst ."

 "So did mine," Meredith replied with a depressed sigh, wishing her father weren't so insistent on sending
her there.

 Lisa and Mrs. Ellis were slumped in chairs in Meredith's room when Meredith opened the door. "Well?"
Lisa asked, jumping up. "How was it?"

 "Wonderful," Meredith said with a grimace, "if you don't count the fact that everything fell out of my
purse when I gave Parker the birthday card. Or that I babbled to him about how terrific he looked and
danced." She flopped down in the chair Lisa had just vacated and it belatedly struck her that the chair
she was sitting in had been moved. In fact, her entire bedroom had been rearranged.

 "Well, what do you think?" Lisa asked with a sassy grin as Meredith slowly looked around, her face
reflecting surprise and pleasure. Besides rearranging the furniture, Lisa had dismantled the vase of silk
flowers and now bunches of those flowers were pinned to the tie-backs on Meredith's canopied bed.
Green plants had been purloined from other parts of the house and the austere room had acquired a
feminine, garden atmosphere. "Lisa, you're amazing!"

 "True." She grinned. "Mrs. Ellis helped."

 "I," Mrs. Ellis disagreed, "only provided the plants. Lisa did everything else. I hope your father doesn't
object," she added uneasily, standing up to leave.

 When she was gone, Lisa said, "I was sort of hoping your father would look in here. I mean, I had this
great little speech all prepared. Want to hear it?"

 Meredith returned her grin and nodded.

 Positively oozing good breeding and impeccable diction, Lisa made her speech: "Good evening, Mr.
Bancroft. I'm Meredith's friend, LisaPontini . I plan to become an interior designer, and I was practicing
up here. I do hope you don't object, sir?"

 She did it so perfectly that Meredith laughed, then she said, "I didn't know you plan to be an interior
designer."
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 Lisa sent her a derisive look. "I'll be lucky if I get to finish high school, let alone go to college and study
interior design. We don't have the money for college." In an awed voice she added, "Mrs. Ellis told me
your father isthe Bancroft of Bancroft & Company. Is he away on a trip or something?"

 "No, he's at a dinner meeting with the board of directors," Meredith answered, and because she
assumed Lisa would be as fascinated with the corporate functioning of Bancroft & Company as she was,
she continued, "The agenda is really exciting. Two of the directors think Bancroft's ought to expand into
other cities. The controller says it's fiscally irresponsible, but the merchandising executives all insist that
the added buying power we'd have would increase our overall profits."

 "That's all mumbo-jumbo to me," Lisa said, her attention on a bigschefflera in the corner of the room.
She moved it a few feet forward, and the effect of the simple change was quite startling.

 "Where are you going to high school?" Meredith asked, admiring her transformed bedroom and thinking
how unjust it was that Lisa couldn't go to college and make the most of her talents.

 "Kemmerling," Lisa answered.

 Meredith winced. She passedKemmerling on her way to St. Stephen's. St. Stephen's was old, but
immaculately well-kept,Kemmerling was a big, ugly, sprawling public school and the students looked
very shabby and tough. Her father had repeatedly stressed the idea that excellent educations were
obtained atexcellent schools. Long after Lisa had fallen asleep, anidea was taking shape in Meredith's
mind, and she planned her strategy more carefully than she'd ever planned anything, with the exception of
her imaginary dates with Parker.

 Chapter5

  

 Early the next morning, Fenwick drove Lisa home, and Meredith went down to the dining room, where
her father was reading the newspaper, waiting to have breakfast with her. Normally she'd have been
curious about the outcome of his meeting last night, but now she had something more pressing on her
mind. Sliding into her chair, she said good morning, then she launched her campaign while his attention
was still on the article he was reading. "Haven't you always said that a good education is vital?" she
began. When he nodded absently, she continued. "And haven't you also said that some of the public high
schools are very understaffed and inadequate?"

 "Yes," he replied, nodding again.

 "And didn't you tell me the Bancroft family trust has endowedBensonhurst for decades?"

 "Mmmm," he murmured, turning to the next page.

 "Well," Meredith said, trying to control her mounting excitement, "there's a student at St. Stephen's—a
wonderful girl, from a very devout family. She's very smart, and she's talented too. She wants to be an
interior designer, but she'll have to go toKemmerling High because her parents can't afford to send her to
a better school. Isn't that sad?"

 "Mmmm," he said again, frowning at an article about Richard Daley. Democrats were not among his
favorite people.
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 "Wouldn't you say it'stragic that so much talent and intelligence and, andambition will go to waste?"

 Her father raised his gaze from the newspaper and regarded her with sudden intensity. At forty-two he
was an attractive, elegant man with a brusque manner, piercing blue eyes, and brown hair turning silver at
the temples. "Just what are you suggesting, Meredith?"

 "A scholarship. IfBensonhurst doesn't offer one, then you could ask them to use some of the money the
trust has donated for one."

 "And I could also specify that this scholarship is to be awarded to the girl you've been talking about, is
that it?" He made it sound as if what Meredith was asking was unethical, but she already knew that her
father believed in using his power and connections whenever, and wherever, they would benefit his
purpose. That's what power was for, he'd told her hundreds of time.

 She nodded slowly, her eyes smiling. "Yes."

 "I see."

 "You'd never find anyone more deserving," she prodded eagerly. "And," she added, seized by
inspiration, "if we don't do something for Lisa, she'll probably end up onwelfare someday!" Welfare was
a subject guaranteed to evoke a strong negative response in her father. Meredith wanted desperately to
tell her father more about Lisa, and about how much their friendship mattered to her, but some sixth
sense warned her not to do it. In the past, her father had been so overprotective of her that no child had
ever met his standards for a suitable companion for her. He'd be much more likely to think Lisa deserved
a scholarship than that she deserved to be Meredith's friend.

 "You remind me of your grandmother Bancroft," he said after a thoughtful pause. "She often took a
personal interest in some deserving but less fortunate soul."

 Guilt stabbed at her, for her interest in having Lisa atBensonhurst was every bit as selfish as it was noble,
but his next words made her forget all that: "Call my secretary tomorrow. Give her whatever information
you have about this girl, and ask her to remind me to callBensonhurst ."

 For the next three weeks Meredith waited in an agony of suspense, afraid to tell Lisa what she was
trying to accomplish because she didn't want her to be disappointed, yet unable to believeBensonhurst
would refuse her father's request. American girls were being sent to school inSwitzerland andFrance
now, not toVermont , and nottoBensonhurstwith its drafty stone dormitories and rigid curriculum and
rules. Surely, the school wasn't filled to capacity as it once had been; therefore they wouldn't want to risk
offending her father.

 The following week a letter fromBensonhurst arrived and Meredith hovered anxiously by her father's
chair while he read it. "It says," he finally told her, "they're awarding MissPontini the school's one
scholarship based on her outstanding scholastic achievements and the Bancroft family's recommendation
as to her desirability as a student." Meredith let out an unladylike whoop of glee that earned her a chilly
look from her father before he continued: "The scholarship will cover her tuition and room and board.
She'll have to get herself toVermont and provide her own spending money while she's in school."

 Meredith bit her lip; she hadn't considered the cost of a flight toVermont or spending money, but having
succeeded this far, she was almost certain she could think of something else. Perhaps she could convince
her father that they should drive; then Lisa could ride toVermont with them.
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 The next day Meredith took all the brochures aboutBensonhurst , along with the letter about the
scholarship, to school. The day seemed to last a week, but finally she was sitting at thePontinis ' kitchen
table while Lisa's mother bustled about, laying out Italian cookies as light as air, and offering her
homemadecannoli . "You're getting too skinny, like Lisa," Mrs.Pontini said, and Meredith obediently
nibbled on a cookie while she opened her schoolbag and laid out theBensonhurst brochures.

 A little awkward in her role of philanthropist, she talked excitedly aboutBensonhurst andVermont and
the excitement of traveling, then she announced that Lisa had been granted a scholarship to go there. For
a moment there was dead silence while Mrs.Pontini and Lisa both seemed unable to absorb the last part
of that, then Lisa slowly stood up. "What am I," she burst out furiously, "your newestcharity! Who the
hell do you think you are!"

 She stormed out the back door and Meredith followed her. "Lisa, I was only trying to help!"

 "Help?" Lisa snapped, rounding on her. "What makes you think I'd want to go to school with a bunch of
rich snobs like you who'd look at me like a charity case? I can just see it, a school full of spoiled bitches
who complain about having to get by on the thousand dollars a month allowance their daddies send
them—"

 "No one would know you're there on a scholarship unless you tell them—" Meredith began, then she
paled with angry hurt. "I didn't know you think of me as a 'rich snob' or a 'spoiled ... spoiled bitch.'"

 "Listen to you—you can't even say the wordbitch without choking on it. You're so damned prissy and
superior!"

 "You're the snob, Lisa, not me," Meredith interrupted in a quiet, defeated voice. "You see everything in
terms of money. And you didn't need to worry about fitting in atBensonhurst . I'm the one who doesn't
seem to fit in anywhere, not you." She said that with a calm dignity that would have pleased her father
immensely, then she turned and left.

 Fenwick was waiting in front of thePontini house. Meredith slid into the backseat of the car. There was
something wrong with her, she realized—something about her that prevented people from feeling
comfortable with her, no matter their social class. It did not occur to her that perhaps there was
something special—a fineness and sensitivity—about her that made other kids want to put her down or
stay away from her. It occurred to Lisa, who was watching the car pull away, hating Meredith Bancroft
for being able to play teenage fairy godmother, and despising herself for the ugliness, the unfairness of her
feelings.

 At lunch the next day Meredith was sitting in her usual place, outside, huddled in her coat, eating an
apple and reading a book. From the corner of her eye she saw Lisa walking toward her, and she
concentrated harder on her book.

 "Meredith," Lisa said, "I'm sorry about yesterday."

 "That's okay," Meredith replied without looking up. "Forget it."

 "It's pretty hard to forget that I was lousy to the nicest, kindest person I've ever met."

 Meredith glanced at her and then back at her book, but her voice was softer, though final. "It doesn't
matter anymore."
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 Sitting down beside her on the stone ledge, Lisa continued doggedly, "I was a witch yesterday for a lot
of selfish, stupid reasons. I felt sorry for myself because you were offering me this fantastic chance to go
away to a special school, tofeel like someone special, and I knew I'd never be able to go. I mean, my ma
needs help with the kids and the house, and even if she didn't, I'd need money for the trip toVermont and
other stuff once I got there."

 Meredith had never considered that Lisa's mother couldn't or wouldn't spare her, and she thought it
seemed horribly unfair that Mrs.Pontini's having had eight children meant Lisahad to be a part-time
mother too. "I didn't think about your mother and father not letting you go," she admitted, looking at Lisa
for the first time. "I sort of thought, well, that parents alwayswanted their children to get a good
education if they possibly could."

 "You were half right," Lisa said, and Meredith noticed for the first time that Lisa looked as if she were
bursting with news. "Myma does. She had a big fight with Pa over it after you left. He said a girl doesn't
need to go to fancy schools, just to get married and have babies. Ma started waving this big spoon at him
and yelling thatI could do better than that, and then everything started happening. Ma called mygramma
andshe called my aunts and uncles, and they all came over to the house, and pretty soon everybody was
chipping in money for me. It's only a loan. I figure if I work hard atBensonhurst , I ought to be able to get
a scholarship to some college after that. Later, I'll get a great job and repay everybody."

 Her eyes were shining as she reached out impulsively and squeezed Meredith's hand. "How does it feel,"
she asked softly, "to know you're responsible for changing someone's entire life? To know that you've
made dreams come true for me and Ma and my aunts—"

 Unexpectedly, Meredith felt the hot sting of tears behind her eyes. "It feels," she said, "pretty nice."

 "Do you think we could be roommates?"

 Meredith nodded, her face beginning to shine.

 Several yards away, a group of girls who were eating their lunches together looked up and stared: Lisa
Pontini —the new girl in school—and Meredith Bancroft—the weirdest girl in school—had suddenly
stood up, and they were crying and laughing and hugging each other, jumping up and down.

 Chapter 6

  

 June 1978

 The room Meredith had shared with Lisa atBensonhurst for four years was cluttered withpacking boxes
and half-filled suitcases. Hanging on the closet door were the blue caps and gowns they'd worn at the
commencement ceremony the previous night along with the gold tassels that indicated they'd both
graduated withhighest honors. In the closet, Lisa was putting sweaters into a box; beyond the open door
of their room, the hall was filled with the unfamiliar sound of male conversation as fathers, brothers, and
boyfriends of departing students carried suitcases and boxes downstairs. Meredith's father had spent the
night at a local inn and was due in an hour, but Meredith had lost track of time. Overcome withnostalgia,
she was flipping through a thick stack of photographs she'd taken from her desk, smiling at the memories
each one evoked.

 The years Lisa and she had spent inVermont had been wonderful ones for both of them. Contrary to
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Lisa's original fear that she would be an outcast atBensonhurst , she'd soon established herself as a
trendsetter among the other girls, who regarded her as daring and unique. In their freshman year, it was
Lisa who organized and led a successful raid on the boys at Litchfield Prep in retaliation for their
attempted panty raid onBensonhurst . In their sophomore year, Lisa designed a stage setting for
Bensonhurst's annual school play that was so spectacular, pictures of it made the newspapers in several
cities. In their junior year, it was Lisa who Bill Fletcher asked to Litchfield's spring dance. Besides being
the captain of Litchfield's soccer team, Bill Fletcher was also fantastically good-looking and very smart.
On the day before the dance, he scored twice on the field and once again in a nearby motel, where Lisa
gave him her virginity. After that momentous event, Lisa returned to the room she shared with Meredith
and cheerfully revealed the news to the four girls who had gathered there. Flopping onto her bed, she had
grinned and announced, "I am no longer a virgin. You may feel completely free to ask me for advice and
information from now on!"

 The other girls obviously regarded that as yet another example of Lisa's intrepid independence and
sophistication, because they laughed and cheered, but Meredith had been worried and even a little
appalled. That night, when their friends left, Meredith and Lisa had their first real quarrel since coming to
Bensonhurst . "I can't believe youdid that!" Meredith had exploded. "What if you got pregnant? What if
the other girls spread it around? What if your parents find out?"

 Lisa had reacted with matching force. "You're not my keeper and you're not responsible for me, so stop
acting like my mother! If you want to wait around for Parker Reynolds or some other mythical white
knight to sweep you off your feet and into bed, then do it, but don't expect everyone else to be like you!
I didn't buy all that purity crap the nuns fed us at St. Stephen's," Lisa continued, flinging her blazer into the
closet. "If you were stupid enough to swallow it, then be the eternal virgin, but don't expect me to be one
too! And I'm not careless enough to get pregnant—Bill used a condom. Furthermore, the other girls
aren't going to say a word about what I did, because they'vealready done it! The only shocked little virgin
in our room tonight was you!"

 "That's enough," Meredith interrupted stonily, starting over to her desk. Despite the surface calm in her
voice, she was squirming with guilt and embarrassment. She did feel responsible for Lisa because she
was the one who'd brought her toBensonhurst . Moreover, Meredith already knew she was morally
archaic, and that she had no right to inflict restrictions on Lisa simply because they'd somehow been
inflicted on herself. "I didn't mean to judge you, Lisa, I was worried about you, that's all."

 After a moment of tense silence, Lisa turned to her and said, "Mer, I'm sorry."

 "Forget it," Meredith replied. "You were right."

 "No, I wasn't," she said, looking at Meredith with pleading and desperation. "It's just that I'm not like
you, and I can't be. Not that I haven't tried now and then."

 That admission wrung a grim laugh from Meredith. "Why would you want to be like me?"

 "Because," Lisa said witha wry smile, then she mimicked Humphrey Bogart and said, "You've got class,
baby. Class witha capital K"

 Their first real confrontation ended with a truce that was declared that same night over a milk shake at
Paulson's Ice Cream Shoppe.

 Meredith thought about that night as she looked through the photographs, but her reminiscences came to
an abrupt halt as Lynn McLaughlin poked her head into the room and said, "Nick Tierney called on the
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pay phone out in the hall early this morning. He said your phone in here is already disconnected, and that
he's going to stop by in a little while."

 "Which one of us did he call to talk to?" Lisa said.Lynn replied that he'd called for Meredith, and when
she left, Lisa plunked her hands on her hips and turned to Meredith with a mock glower. "I knew it! He
couldn't take his eyes off you last night even though I practically stood on my head to make him notice
me. I should never have taught you how to wear makeup and pick out your clothes!"

 "There you go again," Meredith shot back, grinning, "taking all the credit for my meager popularity with a
few boys." Nick Tierney was a junior at Yale who'd dutifully come here to watch his sister graduate
yesterday, and had dazzled all the girls with his handsome face and great build. Within minutes of setting
eyes on Meredith, he'd become the one who was dazzled, and he made no secret of it.

 "Meagerpopularitywith a few boys?" Lisa repeated, looking fantastic even with her red hair pinned into
a haphazard knot atop her head. "If you went out with half the guys who've asked you in the last two
years, you'd break my own record for dedicated dating!"

 She was about to say more, when Nick Tierney's sister tapped on the open door. "Meredith," she said
witha helpless smile, "Nick is downstairs with a couple of his friends who drove up fromNew Haven this
morning. He says he's determined to help you pack, proposition you, or propose to you—whichever you
prefer."

 "Send the poor, lovesick man and his friends up here," Lisa said, laughing. When Irish Tierney left, Lisa
and Meredith regarded each other in silent amusement, opposites in every way. Completely in accord.

 The past four years had wrought many changes in them, but it was in Meredith that those changes had
been the most dramatic. Lisa had always been striking; she'd never been hampered with the need for
eyeglasses or cursed with baby fat. The contact lenses Meredith bought with her allowance two years
before had eliminated her need for glasses and allowed her eyes to come into prominence. Nature and
time had taken care of all the rest by giving an emphasis to her delicately carved features, thickening her
pale blond hair, and rounding and narrowing her figure in all the right places.

 Lisa, with her flaming curly hair and flamboyant attitude, was earthy and glamorous at eighteen.
Meredith, in contrast, was quietly poised and serenely beautiful. Lisa's vivaciousness beckoned to men;
Meredith's smiling reserve challenged them. Whenever the two girls went places together, males turned to
stare. Lisa enjoyed the attention; she loved the thrill of dating and the excitement of a new romance.
Meredith found her recent popularity with the opposite sex curiously flat. Although she enjoyed being
with the boys who took her skiing and dancing and to their parties, once the newness of being sought
after wore off, dating boys for whom she felt no more than friendship was pleasant, but not as wildly
exciting as she'd expected it to be. She felt that way about being kissed too. Lisa attributed all that to the
fact that Meredith had wrongly idealized Parker and now continued to compare every male she met to
him. That undoubtedly accounted for part of Meredith's lack of enthusiasm, but the majority of it was
probably caused by the simple fact that she had been raised in an adult household which was, moreover,
dominated by a forceful, dynamic businessman. And although the boys she dated from Litchfield Prep
were nice to be with, she invariably felt much older than they.

 Meredith had known since childhood that she wanted to get her college degree and take her rightful
place at Bancroft & Company someday. The Litchfield boys, and even their older college-age brothers
whom she'd met, didn't seem to have any goals or interests other than sex, sports, and drinking. To
Meredith, the idea of surrendering her virginity to some boy whose primary aim was to add her name to
the list ofBensonhurst virgins deflowered by Litchfield men—a list that purportedly hung in Crown Hall at
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Litchfield—was not only nonsensical, it was humiliating and sordid.

 When she did become intimate with someone, she wanted it to be someone she admired and trusted;
she wanted tenderness and understanding, and she wanted romance too. Whenever she thought of having
a sexual relationship, she envisioned more than making love; she envisioned long walks on the beach,
holding hands and talking; long nights in front of a fireplace, watching the flames—and talking. After
trying unsuccessfully for years to truly communicate with, and be close to, her father, Meredith was
determined that her eventual lover would be someone she could talk to and who would share his thoughts
with her. And whenever she envisioned that ideal lover, he was always Parker.

 During the years she'd been atBensonhurst , Meredith had managed to see Parker fairly often when she
was home on vacations—an endeavor that was made easier by the fact that both Parker's family and
hers belonged to theGlenmoor Country Club. AtGlenmoor , it wastraditional for the membership to
appear en masse at the club's major dances and sports events. Until a few months before, when she'd
turned eighteen, Meredith had been prohibited from attending the club's adult functions, but she'd
managed to avail herself of those opportunitiesGlenmoor did offer. Each summer she'd invited Parker to
be her partner in the junior-senior tennis matches. His acceptance had always been gracious; their
matches had always been dismal defeats, owing mostly to Meredith's extreme nervousness at playing
with him.

 She'd used other ruses, too, over the years, like convincing her father to give several dinner parties each
summer, one of which always included Parker and his family. Since Parker's family owned the bank in
which all of Bancroft & Company's funds were deposited, and since Parker was already an officer of
that bank, he was practically obliged to come to dinner both for business reasons and to act as
Meredith's dinner partner.

 At Christmas time, Meredith had twice managed to be standing under the mistletoe, which she'd hung in
the foyer, when Parker and his family came to pay their annual holiday call on theBancrofts , and she
always went with her father when it wastime to return the visit to theReynoldses .

 As a result of the mistletoe trick during her freshman year, Parker was the one who gave Meredith her
first kiss; she'd lived on the memory of that until the next Christmas, dreamed about the way he felt and
smelled and smiled at her before he kissed her.

 Whenever he came to dinner, she loved listening to him talk about business at the bank, and she
especially loved the walks they began taking afterward, while their parents lingered over brandy. It was
during their walk last summer that Meredith made the mortifying discovery that Parker had always known
she had a crush on him. He'd begun by asking her how the skiing had been the past winter in Vermont,
and Meredith had regaled him with a funny story about going skiing with the captain of Litchfield's ski
team. When Parker stopped laughing at the fact that her date had to chase her ski down the face of the
mountain, which he'd donewith style and flair, he said with smiling solemnity, "Every time I see you,
you're more beautiful than the time before. I guess I've always known that someone was going to
eventually take my place in your heart, but I never thought it would be usurped by some jock who
rescued your ski. Actually," he teased, "I was getting used to being your favorite romantic hero."

 Pride and common sense kept Meredith from blurting out that he'd misunderstood and thatno one had
taken his place; maturity stopped her from pretending he'd never had a place in her heart. Since he
obviously wasn't destroyed by her imagined defection, she did the only thing she could do, which was to
try to salvage their friendship and simultaneously treat her crush on him as if she, too, regarded it as an
amusing thing of her youthful past. "You knew how I felt?" she asked, managing to smile.
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 "I knew," he averred, returning her smile. "I used to wonder if your father would notice and come
looking for me with a gun. He's very protective of you."

 "I've noticed that too," Meredith joked, although that particular issue was far from a laughing matter then
or now.

 Parker had chuckled at her quip, and then he'd sobered and said, "Even though your heart belongs to a
skier, I hope this doesn't mean our walks and dinners and tennis games are over. I've always enjoyed
them, I mean that."

 They'd ended up talking about Meredith's college plans and her intention to follow in her ancestors'
footsteps, all the way to the president's office at Bancroft & Company. He alone seemed to understand
how she felt about taking her rightful place at Bancroft's, and he sincerely believed she could do it if she
wanted it badly enough.

 Now, as Meredith stood in the dorm room, thinking about seeing him again after an entire year had
passed, she was already trying to prepare herself for the possibility that all Parkerwould ever be was a
friend. The prospect was disheartening, but she felt certain of his friendship, and that meant a great deal
to her too.

 Behind Meredith, Lisa walked out of the closet with her last armload of clothes and dumped them on the
bed beside an open suitcase. "You're thinking of Parker," she teased. "You always get that dreamy look
on your—" She broke off as Nick Tierney arrived in the doorway, his two friends blocked from view
behind him.

 "I've told both these guys," he announced, tipping his head toward his unseen friends, "that they're about
to see more beauty in one room than they've seen in the entire state of Connecticut, but that since I was
here first, I have first choice, and my choice is Meredith." Winking at Lisa, he stepped aside.
"Gentlemen," he said with a sweeping gesture of his hand, "allow me to introduce you to my 'second
choice.'" The other two walked in looking bored, cocky, and collegiate, a matched pair of Ivy League
models. They took one look at Lisa and stopped dead.

 The muscular blond in the lead recovered first. "You must be Meredith," he said to Lisa, his wry
expression making it clear that he thought Nick had stolen the best for himself. "I'm CraigHuxford and
this is ChaseVauthier ." He nodded to the dark-haired twenty-one-year-old beside him who was looking
Lisa over like a man who has finally beheld perfection.

 Lisa folded her arms across her chest and regarded them both with amusement "I'm not Meredith."

 Their heads turned in unison to the opposite corner of the room, where Meredith was standing.

 "God—" CraigHuxford whispered reverently.

 "God—" ChaseVauthier echoed as they looked from one girl to the other and back again.

 Meredith bit her lip to keep from laughing at their absurd reaction. Lisa raised her brows and dryly said,
"Whenever you boys arethrough with your prayers, we'll offer you a Coke in return for your help
stacking these packing boxes for the movers."

 They started forward, grinning. Behind them, Philip Bancroft walked in a half hour early and came to a
halt, his face darkening with fury as he looked at the three young men. "What the hell is going on in here?"
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 The five occupants of the room froze, then Meredith stepped in and tried to smooth matters over by
hastily introducing the boys to her father. Ignoring her effort, he jerked his head at the door. "Out!" he
snapped, and when they'd left, he turned on the girls. "I thought the rules of this school prohibited men
other than fathers from entering this goddamned building."

 He didn't "think" that, he knew it. Two years ago, he'd paid a surprise visit on Meredith, and when he
arrived at the dorm atfour o'clock on a Sunday afternoon, he'd seen boys sitting around downstairs in the
dorm's lounge area, just inside the main doors. Before that weekend, male visitors had been allowed into
the lounge on weekend afternoons. After that day, males were banned from entering the building at all
times. Philip had gotten the rules changed himself by storming into the administrator's office and accusing
her of everything from gross negligence to contributing to the delinquency of minors, then he threatened to
notify all the parents of those facts and to cancel the large annual endowment the Bancroft family gave to
Bensonhurst .

 Now Meredith fought down her fury and humiliation over his behavior to the three boys who'd done
nothing to warrant his wrath. "In the first place," she said, "the school year ended yesterday, so the rules
don't apply. Secondly, they were only trying to help us stack these boxes for shipping so we can
leave—"

 "I was under the impression," he interrupted, "thatI was coming here this morning to do all that. I believe
that was why I got out of bed at—" He broke off his tirade at the sound of the administrator's voice.

 "Excuse me, Mr. Bancroft," she said. "You have an urgent phone call downstairs."

 When he left to take his call, Meredith sank down on the bed and Lisa slammed her Coke onto the
desk. "I cannot understand that man!" she said furiously. "He's impossible! He won't let you date anyone
he hasn't known since babyhood, and he scares off everyone else who tries. He gave you a car for your
sixteenth birthday, and he won't let you drive it. I have four brothers who areItalian,dammit , and
combined they're not as overbearingly protective as your father is!" Unaware that she was only adding to
Meredith's angry frustration, she walked over and sat down beside her. "Mer, you have to do something
about him, or this summer is going to be worse than the last one for you. I'm going to be gone for half of
it, so you won't even have me to hang around with." The staff atBensonhurst had been so impressed with
Lisa's grades and her artistic talent that they'd gotten her a six-week European scholarship, where the
chosen student was allowed to select whatever city best suited her future career plans. Lisa had decided
onRome and enrolled in a course on interior design there.

 Meredith slumped back against the wall. "I'm not as worried about this summer as I am about three
months from now."

 Lisa knew she was referring to the battle she was having with her father over which college to attend.

 Several universities had offered Lisa full scholarships, and she'd chosenNorthwesternUniversity because
Meredith was planning to go there. Meredith's father, however, had insisted she apply
toMaryvilleCollege , which was little more than an exclusive finishing school in aChicago suburb.
Meredith had compromised by applying to both, and she'd been accepted by both. Now she and her
father were in a complete standoff on the issue. "Do you honestly think you're going to be able to talk him
out of sending you toMaryville ?"

 "I am not going there!"
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 "You know that and I know that, but your father is the one who has to agree to pay the tuition."

 Sighing, Meredith said, "He'll give in. He's impossibly overprotective of me, but he wants the best for
me, he really does, andNorthwestern's business school is the best. A degree fromMaryville isn't worth
the paper it's written on."

 Lisa's anger gave way to bafflement as she considered Philip Bancroft, a man she'd come to know and
yet could not understand. "I realize he wants the best for you," she said. "And I admit he's not like most
of the parents who send their kids to school here. At least he gives a damn about you. He calls you every
week and he's been here for every single major school event." Lisa had been shocked their first year at
Bensonhurst when she realized most of the other girls' parents seemed to live wholly apart from their
children, and that expensive gifts that arrived in the mail were usually a substitute for parental visits, phone
calls, and letters. "Maybe I should talk to him privately and try to convince him to let you go to
Northwestern."

 Meredith shot her a wry look. "What do you think that would accomplish?"

 Bending over, Lisa gave a frustrated yank on her left sock and retied her shoe. "The same thing it
accomplished the last time I stood up to him and took your side—he'd start thinking I'm a bad influence
on you." In order to prevent Philip from thinking exactly that,Lisahad, except once, treated Philip
Bancroft like a beloved, respected benefactor who'd gotten her admitted toBensonhurst . Around him
she was the personification of deferential courtesy and feminine decorum, a role that was so opposite to
her blunt, outspoken personality that it chafed on her terribly and usually made Meredith laugh.

 At first Philip seemed to regard Lisa as some sort of foundling he'd sponsored and who was surprising
him by acquitting herself well atBensonhurst . As time passed, however, he showed in his own gruff,
undemonstrative way that he was proud of her and perhaps felt a modicum of affection for her. Lisa's
parents couldn't afford to come toBensonhurst for any school functions, so Philip had assumed their role,
taking her out to dinner when he took Meredith out, and generally showing an interest in her school
activities. In the spring of the girls' freshman year Philip had even gone so far as to have his secretary call
Mrs.Pontini and ask if there was anything she wanted him to take to Lisa when he flew to Vermont for
Parents' Weekend. Mrs.Pontini had eagerly accepted his offer and arranged to meet him at the airport.
There, she presented him with a white bakery box filled withcannoli and other Italian pastries, and a
brown paper bag containing long, pungent rolls of salami. Irritated at having to board his flight
looking—he later told Meredith—like a damned hobo boarding a Greyhound bus with his lunch in his
arms, Philip nevertheless delivered his parcels into Lisa's hands, and he continued to act as surrogate
parent to her atBensonhurst .

 Last night, in honor of graduation, he presented Meredith with a rose topaz pendant on a heavy gold
chain from Tiffany's. To Lisa, he gave a much less expensive, but unquestionably lovely, gold bracelet
with her initials and the date artfully engraved among the swirls on its surface. It, too, had been purchased
at Tiffany's.

 In the beginning, Lisa had been completely uncertain of how to respond to him, for although he was
unfailingly courteous to her, he was always aloof and undemonstrative—much as he behaved to
Meredith. Later, upon weighing his actions and discarding his surface attitude, Lisa cheerfully announced
to Meredith that she'd decided Philip was actually a soft-hearted teddy bear who was all bluff and no
bite! That wholly erroneous conclusion led her to try to intercede for Meredith during the summer after
their sophomore year. On that occasion Lisa had told Philip, very courteously and with her sweetest
smile, that she truly thought Meredith deserved a little more freedom during the summer. Philip's response
to what he called Lisa's "ingratitude"and "meddling" had been explosive, and only her abject and
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instantaneous apology prevented him from carrying out his threat to put an end to Meredith's association
with her and to suggest toBensonhurst that her scholarship there be given to someone "more deserving."
The confrontation had left Lisa staggered by more than just his incredibly volatile reaction. From what he
said to her, she finally realized that Philip had not merely suggested that the scholarship be given to her,
but that the scholarship came from the Bancroft family's private endowment to the school. The discovery
made her feel like a complete ingrate, while his explosive reaction left her in a state of angry frustration.

 Now Lisa felt again that same impotent anger and bewilderment at the rigid restrictions he imposed on
Meredith. "Do you really, honestly believe," she said, "that the reason he acts like your watchdog is
because your mother cheated on him?"

 "She didn't cheat on him just once, she was a total slut who slept witheveryone from horse trainers to
truck drivers after they were married. She purposely made a laughingstock out of my father by having
flagrant affairs withsleazy nobodies. Parker told me last year, when I asked him, what his parents knew
about her. Evidently, everybody knew what she was like."

 "You told me all that, but what I don't understand," Lisa continued bitterly, "is why your father acts like
lack of morals is some kind of genetic flaw you might have inherited."

 "He acts that way," Meredith replied, "because he partiallybelieves it."

 They both looked up guiltily as Philip Bancroft walked back into the room. One look at his grim face
and Meredith forgot her own problems. "What's wrong?"

 "Your grandfather died this morning," he said in a dazed, gruff voice. "A heart attack. I'll go and check
out of the motel and get my things. I've arranged for both of us to get on a flight that leaves in an hour."
He turned to Lisa. "I'll rely on you to drive my carback home." Meredith had talked him into driving
instead of flying so that Lisa could ride back with them.

 "Of course I will, Mr. Bancroft," Lisa said quickly. "And I'm very sorry about your father."

 When he left, Lisa looked at Meredith, who was staring blankly at the empty doorway. "Mer? Are you
okay?"

 "I guess so," Meredith said in an odd voice.

 "Is this grandfather the guy who married his secretary years ago?"

 Meredith nodded. "He and my father didn't get along very well. I haven't seen him since I was eleven.
He called though, to talk to my father about things at the store, and to me. He was—he was—I liked
him," she finished helplessly. "He liked me too." She looked up at Lisa, her eyes glazed with sorrow.
"Besides my father, he was my only close relative. All I have left are a few fifth or sixth cousins who I
don't even know."

 Chapter 7

  

 In the foyer of Philip Bancroft's house, JonathanSommers hesitated uneasily, searching through the
crowds of people who, like himself, had come to pay the obligatory condolence visit on the day of Cyril
Bancroft's funeral. He stopped one of the caterer's staff who was carrying a tray of drinks and helped
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himself to two that had been destined for other guests. After tossing down the vodka and tonic, Jonathan
deposited the empty glass in a large potted fern, then he took a swallow of the scotch in the second glass
and wrinkled his nose because it wasn'tChivas Regal. The vodka, combined with gin he'd drunk from a
flask in the car outside, made him feel slightly better fortified to face the funeral amenities. Beside him, a
tiny elderly woman was leaning on a cane, studying him with curiosity. Since good manners seemed to
require that he speak to her, Jon cast about for some sort of polite conversation pertinent to the
occasion. "I hate funerals, don't you?" he said.

 "I rather like them," she said smugly. "At my age, I regard each funeral I attend as a personal triumph,
becauseI was not the guest of honor."

 He swallowed a bark of laughter, because loud laughter on this austere occasion would be a severe
breach of the etiquette he'd been taught to observe. Excusing himself, he put the unfinished scotch down
on a small table beside him and went off in search of a better drink. Behind him, the elderly lady picked
up the glass and took a dainty sip. "Cheap scotch!" she said in disgust, and put it back where he'd left it.

 A few minutes later Jon spotted Parker Reynolds standing in an alcove off the living room with two
young women and another man. After stopping at the buffet table to get another drink, he walked over to
join his friends. "Great party, isn't it," he remarked with a sarcastic smile.

 "I thought you hated funerals and never went to them," Parker said when the chorus of greetings was
over.

 "I do hate them. I'm not here to mourn Cyril Bancroft, I'm here today to protect my inheritance." Jon
took a swallow of his drink, trying to wash away the bitterness he felt over what he was about to say.
"My father is threatening to disinherit me again, only I think the old bastard really means it this time."

 Leigh Ackerman, a pretty brunette with a lovely figure, looked at him in amused disbelief. "Your father is
going to disinherit you if you don't attend funerals?"

 "No, my lovely, my father is threatening to disinherit me if I don't 'straighten up' and make something of
myself immediately. Translated, that means I am to appear at funerals of old family friends such as this
one, and I am to participate in our family's newest business venture. Or else I'm cut off from all that lovely
money my family has."

 "Sounds dire," Parker said with an unsympathetic grin. "What new business venture have you been
assigned to?"

 "Oil wells," he said. "More oil wells. This time my old man has cut a deal with the Venezuelan
government to carry out exploration operations over there."

 Shelly Fillmore glanced at the small gilt-framed mirror over Jon's shoulder and touched a finger to the
corner of her mouth, smoothing a tiny smudge of vermilion lipstick. "Don't tell me he's sending you
toSouth America ?"

 "Nothing as essential as that," Jon scoffed bitterly. "My father is turning me into a glorified personnel
interviewer. He put me in charge of hiring the crews to go over there. And then you know what the old
bastard did?"

 His friends were as accustomed to Jon's tirades against his father as they were to his drunkenness, but
they waited to hear his newest complaints, anyway. "What did he do?" Doug Chalfont asked.
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 "He checked up on me. After I picked out the first fifteen able-bodied, experienced men, my old man
insisted on meeting everyone I'd interviewed personally so that he could rate my ability to choose men.
He rejected half of my choices. The only one he really liked was this guy named Farrell, who's a
steelworker and who I wasn't going to hire. The closest Farrell's ever been to an oil rig was two years
ago, when he worked on a few little ones in some damned cornfield inIndiana . He's never been near a
big rig like we'll have inSouth America . Furthermore, Farrell doesn't give a damn about oil drilling. His
only interest is the one-hundred-fifty-thousand-dollar bonus he'll get if he sticks it out for two years over
there. He told my father that right to his face."

 "So why did your father hire him?"

 "He said he liked Farrell's style," Jon sneered, tossing down the rest of his drink. "He liked Farrell's ideas
about what he planned to do with the bonus when he gets it. Shit, I half expected my father to change his
mind about sending Farrell toVenezuela and offer him my office instead. As it is, I have been ordered to
bring Farrell in next month and 'acquaint him with our operation and introduce him around.'"

 "Jon," Leigh said calmly, "you're getting drunk and your voice is getting loud."

 "Sorry," he said, "but I've had to listen to my father singing this guy's praises for two damned days. I'm
telling you, Farrell is an arrogant, ambitious son of a bitch. He has no class, no money, no nothing!"

 "He sounds divine," Leigh joked.

 When the other three remained silent, Jon said defensively, "If you think I'm exaggerating, I'll bring him to
the Fourth of July dance at the club and you can all see for yourself what sort of man my father thinks I
ought to be."

 "Don't be anidiot," Shelly warned him. "Your father may like him as an employee, but he'll castrate you if
you bring someone like that toGlenmoor ."

 "I know," Jon said with a tight smile, "but it would be worth it."

 "Just don't dump him on us if you bring him there," she warned after exchanging glances with Leigh. "We
aren't going to spend the evening trying to make small talk withsome steelworker just so you can spite
your father."

 "No problem. I'll leave Farrell all by himself and let him flounder while my father looks on, watching him
try to figure out what fork to use. My old man won't be able to say a word to me either. After all, he's the
one who told me to 'show Farrell the ropes' and 'look after him' while he's inChicago ."

 Parker chuckled at Jon's ferocious expression. "There must be an easier way to solve your problem."

 "There is," Jon said."I can find myself a wealthy wife who can support me in my accustomed style, and
then I can tell my old man to go fuck himself." He glanced over his shoulder and signaled a pretty girl in a
maid's uniform who was passing a tray of drinks. She hurried over and he grinned at her. "You're not
only pretty," he told her as he put his empty glass on her tray and took a fresh one, "you're a life saver!"
From the flustered way she smiled at him and then blushed, it was obvious to Jon, and to the rest of the
group, that she was not immune to his six-foot-one muscular body and attractive features. Leaning close
to her, Jon said in a stage whisper, "Is it possible that you're only working for a caterer as a lark, but that
your father actually owns a bank or a seat on the exchange?"
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 "What? I mean, no," she said, charmingly flustered.

 Jon's smile turned teasing and sexy. "No seat on the exchange? How about some factories or some oil
wells?"

 "He's—he's a plumber," she blurted out.

 Jonathan's grin faded, and he sighed. "Marriage is out of the question, then. There are certain financial
and social requirements that the winning candidate for my wife will have to be able to meet. However, we
could still have an affair. Why don'tyou meet me in my car in a halfhour? It's the red Ferrari out in front."

 The girl left, looking both miffed and intrigued.

 "That was completely obnoxious of you," Shelly said, but Doug Chalfont nudged him and chuckled. "I'll
bet you fifty bucks that girl is waiting in your car when you leave."

 Jon turned his head and started to reply, but his attention was suddenly diverted by the sight of a
breathtaking blonde wearing a black sheath with a high collar and short sleeves, who was walking down
the stairs and into the living room. He stared at her with slackened jaw as she paused to talk to an elderly
couple, and when a group of people shifted and blocked her from his view, he leaned sideways, trying to
see her. "Who are you looking at?" Doug asked, following his gaze.

 "I don't know who she is, but I'd like to find out."

 "Where is she?" Shelly asked, and everyone looked in the direction he was staring.

 "There!" Jon said, pointing with his glass as the crowd around the blonde moved and he saw her again.

 Parker recognized her and grinned. "You'veall known her for years, you just haven't seen her in a
while." Four blank faces turned to him, and his grin widened. "That, my friends, is Meredith Bancroft."

 "You're out of your mind!" Jon said. He stared hard at her but could find little resemblance between the
gauche, rather plain girl he remembered and the poised young beauty he beheld: Gone was the baby fat,
the glasses, the braces, and the ever-present barrette that used to hold back her straight hair. Now that
pale golden hair was caught up in a simple chignon with tendrils at her ears framing a face of classic,
sculpted beauty. She looked up then, somewhere to the right of Jon's group and nodded politely at
someone, and he saw her eyes. Halfway across the room, he saw those large aquamarine eyes, and he
suddenly remembered those same startling eyes peering up at him long ago.

 Strangely exhausted, Meredith stood quietly, listening to people who spoke to her, smiling when they
smiled, but she couldn't seem to absorb the reality that her grandfather was dead, and that the hundreds
of people who seemed to be drifting from room to room were here because of that. The fact thatshe
hadn't known him very well had reduced the grief she'd felt for the last few days to a dull ache.

 She'd caught a glimpse of Parker at the graveside service, and she knew he could very well be
somewhere in the house, but in view of the melancholy circumstances, it seemed wrong and disrespectful
to go looking for him in hopes of furthering a romantic relationship at that time. Furthermore, she was
growingjust a little bit weary of always being the one who sought him out; it seemed to her that it was his
turn to make some sort of move toward her. As if thinking of him had suddenly summoned him to her
side, she heard an achingly familiar masculine voice say in her ear, "There's a man over in that alcove
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who's threatened my life if I don't bring you over so that he can say hello."

 Already smiling, Meredith turned and put her hands into Parker's outstretched palms, then felt her knees
go weak as he pulled her forward and kissed her cheek. "You look beautiful," he whispered, "and very
tired. How about going for one of our walks after we get the social amenities over with?"

 "All right," she said, surprised and relieved that her voice sounded steady.

 When they reached the alcove, Meredith found herself in the ludicrous position of being reintroduced to
four people she already knew, four people who had acted as if she were invisible when she'd last seen
them several years earlier, and who now seemed gratifyingly eager to befriend her and include her in their
activities. Shelly invited her to a party the following week and Leigh urged her to sit with them at
Glenmoor's Fourth of July dance.

 Parker deliberately "introduced" her to Jon last. "I can't believe it's you," he said, but the alcohol was
making his words a little slurred. "Miss Bancroft," he continued with his most winning grin. "I was just
explaining to these people that I'm in urgent need of a suitably rich and gorgeous wife. Would you marry
me next weekend?"

 Meredith's father had mentioned Jonathan's frequent rifts with his disappointed parents to her, Meredith
assumed Jon's "urgent need" to marry a "rich" woman was probably the result of one of those, and his
entire attitude struck her as funny. "Next weekend will be perfect," she said, smiling brightly. "My father
will disown me for marrying before I finish college, though, so we'll have to live withyour parents."

 "God forbid!" Jonathan shuddered, and everyone laughed, including Jonathan.

 Putting his hand on Meredith's elbow, Parker rescued her from further nonsense by saying, "Meredith
needs some fresh air. We're going for a walk."

 Outside, they strolled across the front lawn and wandered down the drive. "How are you bearing up?"
he asked.

 "I'm fine, really—just a little tired." In the ensuing silence, Meredith tried to think of some sort of witty
and sophisticated repartee, then she settled for simplicity and said with sincere interest, "A lot must have
happened to you in the last year. ..."

 He nodded and said the last thing Meredith wanted to hear. "You can be one of the first to congratulate
me. Sarah Ross and I are getting married. We're going to announce our engagement officially at a party
Saturday night."

 The world tilted sickeningly. Sarah Ross! Meredith knew who Sarah was and she didn't like her.
Although she was extremely pretty and very vivacious, she'd always struck Meredith as being shallow
and vain. "I hope you'll be very happy," she said, carefully hiding her doubt and disappointment.

 "I hope so too."

 For a half hour they strolled about the grounds, talking about his plans for his future and then about her
plans for her own. He was wonderful to talk to, Meredith thought with a feeling of poignant
loss—encouraging and understanding, and he completely supported her desire to attend Northwestern
instead ofMaryville .
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 They were heading toward the front of the house when a limousine pulled up in the drive and a striking
brunette got out of it followed by two young men in their early twenties. "I see the grieving widow has
finally decided to put in an appearance," Parker said with uncharacteristic sarcasm as he looked at
Charlotte Bancroft. Large diamond earrings glittered at her ears, and despite the simple gray suit she was
wearing, she looked alluring and curvaceous. "Did you notice thatshe didn't shed a tear at the funeral?
There's something about that woman that reminds me ofLucretia Borgia."

 Privately Meredith agreed with the analogy. "She isn't here to accept condolences. She wants the will
read this afternoon, as soon as the house clears out, so that she can go back to Palm Beach tonight."

 "Speaking of 'clearing out,'" Parker said, glancing atbis watch, "I have an appointment in an hour."
Leaning forward, he pressed a brotherly kiss to her cheek. "Tell your father I said good-bye."

 Meredith watched him as he walked away, taking all her romantic girlhood dreams with him. The
summer breeze ruffled his sun-streaked hair, and his strides were long and sure. He opened his car door,
stripped off the jacket of his dark suit, and put it over the back of the passenger seat. Then he looked up
and waved good-bye to her.

 Trying desperately not to dwell on her loss, she forced herself to walk forward to greetCharlotte . Not
once during the service hadCharlotte spoken to either Meredith or her father; she had simply stood
between her sons, her expression blank. "How are you feeling?" Meredith asked politely.

 "I'm feeling impatient to go home," the woman retorted icily. "How soon can we get down to business?"

 "The house is still full of people," Meredith said, mentally recoiling fromCharlotte 's attitude. "You'll have
to ask my father about the reading of the will."

 Charlotteturned on the steps, her face glacial. "I haven't spoken to your father since that day inPalm
Beach . The next time I speak to him, it will be whenI'm calling all the shots and he's begging me to talk
to him. Until then you'll have to act as interpreter, Meredith." She walked into the house with a son on
each side of her like an honor guard.

 Meredith stared at her back, chilled by the hatred emanating from her. The day in Palm Beach Charlotte
had referred to was still vividly clear in Meredith's memory. Seven years earlier, she and her father had
flown toFlorida at the invitation of her grandfather, who'd moved there after his heart attack. When they
arrived they discovered that they had not been invited merely for the Easter holidays, but rather to attend
a wedding—Cyril Bancroft's wedding toCharlotte , who had been his secretary for two decades. At
thirty-eight, she was thirty years younger than he, a widow with two teenage sons only a few years older
than Meredith.

 Meredith never knew why Philip and Charlotte detested each other, but from what little she heard of the
explosive argument between her father and grandfather that day, the animosity had started long before,
when Cyril still lived inChicago . With Charlotte within hearing, Philip had called the woman a scheming,
ambitious slut, and he'd called his father a silly, aging fool who was being duped into marrying her so that
her sons would get a piece of Cyril's money.

 That trip toPalm Beach had been the last time Meredith had seen her grandfather. From there, he had
continued to control his business investments, but he left the operation of Bancroft & Company entirely to
Meredith's father, as he had done from the day he moved toPalm Beach . Although the department store
represented less than one fourth of the family's net worth, by its very nature its operation required her
father's complete attention. Unlike the family's other vast holdings, Bancroft's wasfar more than a mere
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stock transaction that yielded dividends; it was the foundation of the family's original wealth and a source
of great pride.

 "This is the last will and testament of Cyril Bancroft," her grandfather's attorney began when Meredith
and her father were seated in the library along with Charlotte and her sons. The first bequests were for
large sums that went to various charities, and after that four more bequests were made to Cyril Bancroft's
servants—$15,000 each to his chauffeur, housekeeper, gardener, and caretaker.

 Since the attorney had specifically requested that Meredith be present, she had already assumed that she
was probably the recipient of some small bequest. Despite that, she jumped when Wilson Riley spoke
her name: "To my granddaughter, Meredith Bancroft, I bequeath the sum of four million dollars."
Meredith's mouth fell open in shocked disbelief at the enormous sum, and she had to concentrate on
listening while Riley continued: "Although distance and circumstances have prevented me from getting to
know Meredith well, it was apparent to me when I last saw her that she is a warm and intelligent girl who
will use this money wisely. To help ensure that she does, I make this bequest with the stipulation that the
funds are to be held in trust for her, along with any interest, dividends, etc., until she attains the age of
thirty. I further appoint my son, Philip Edward Bancroft, to act as her trustee and to maintain full
guardianship over said funds."

 Pausing to clear his throat, Riley looked from Philip toCharlotte to her sons, Jason and Joel, and then he
began to read Cyril's words again: "In the interest of fairness, I have divided the rest of my estate as
evenly as possible between my remaining heirs. To my son, Philip Edward Bancroft, I bequeath all my
stock, and my entire interest in, Bancroft & Company, a department store which constitutes
approximately one fourth of my entire estate." Meredith heard it, but she couldn't make sense of it. "In the
interest of fairness" he'd left his only child one fourth of his estate? Surely, if he meant to divide everything
evenly, his wife was entitled to no more than one half, not three fourths. And then, as if from a distance,
she heard the attorney finish, "To my wife, Charlotte, and my legally adopted sons, Jason and Joel, I
leave equal shares in the remaining three fourths of my estate. I further stipulate that Charlotte Bancroft is
to act as trustee over Jason and Joel's portion until such time as they have both attained the age of thirty."

 The wordslegally adopted tore at Meredith's heart as she saw the look of betrayal flash across her
father's ashen face. Slowly, he turned his head and looked atCharlotte ; she returned his stare
unflinchingly while a smile of malicious triumph spread across her face. "You conniving bitch!" he said
between his teeth. "You said you'd get him to adopt them, and you did."

 "I warned you years ago that I would. I'm warning you now that our score still isn't settled," she added,
her smile widening as if she wasthriving on his fury. "Think about that, Philip. Lie awake at night,
wondering where I'll strike you next and what I'll take away from you. Lie awake, wondering and
worrying, just like you made me lie awake eighteen years ago."

 The bones of his face stood out as he clamped his jaws to stop himself from dignifying that with a reply.
Meredith tore her gaze from the two of them and looked atCharlotte 's sons. Jason's face was a replica
of his mother's—triumphant and malicious. Joel was frowning at his shoes.Joel is soft, Meredith's father
had said years ago.Charlotte and Jason are like greedy barracudas, but at least you know what to
expect of them. The younger boy, Joel, makes my skin crawl —there's something strange about
him.

 As if he sensed that Meredith was looking at him, Joel glanced up, his expression carefully noncommittal.
He didn't look strange to Meredith or at all threatening. In fact, when she'd last seen him on the occasion
of the wedding, Joel had gone out of his way to be nice to her. At the time, Meredith had felt sorry for
him because his mother openly preferred Jason, and Jason, who was two years older, seemed to feel
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nothing for his brother but contempt.

 Suddenly Meredith couldn't stand the oppressive atmosphere in the room any longer. "If you'll excuse
me," she said to the lawyer, who was spreading some papers out on the desk, "I'll wait outside until
you're finished."

 "You'll need to sign these papers, Miss Bancroft."

 "I'll sign them before you leave, after my father has read them."

 Instead of going upstairs, Meredith decided to go outside. It was getting dark and she wandered down
the steps, letting the evening breeze cool her face. Behind her, the front door opened, and she turned,
thinking it was the lawyer calling her back inside. Joel stood there, arrested inmidstep , as startled as she
by their confrontation. He hesitated as if he wanted to remain but wasn't certain he was welcome.

 It had been hammered into her head that one was always gracious to anyone who was one's guest, so
Meredith tried to smile. "It's nice out here, isn't it?"

 Joel nodded, accepting the unspoken invitation to join her if he wished, and he walked down the steps.
At twenty-three, he was shorter by several inches than his older brother, and not as attractive as Jason.
He stood, looking at her, as if unable to think what to say. "You've changed," he finally said.

 "I imagine I have. I was eleven years old thelast time I saw you."

 "After what just happened in there, you must wish to God you'd never laid eyes on any of us."

 Still a little dazed by the terms of her grandfather's will and unable to assimilate what it all meant in terms
of the future, Meredith shrugged. "Tomorrow I may feel that way. Right now I just feel—numb."

 "I'd like you to know—" he said haltingly, "that I didn't plot to steal your grandfather's affection or his
money from your father."

 Unable to either hate him or forgive him for cheating her father of his rightful inheritance, Meredith sighed
and looked up at the sky. "What did your mother mean in there—about settling a score with my father?"

 "All I know is that they've hated eachother for as long as I can remember. I have no idea what started it,
but I do know my mother won't stop until she's satisfied with her revenge."

 "God, what a mess!"

 "Lady," he replied with deadly certainty, "it's only justbegun."

 A chill raced up Meredith's spine at that grim prophecy, and she snapped her gaze from the sky to his
face, but he merely lifted his brows and refused to elaborate.

  

 Chapter 8

  

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 Meredith yanked a dress out of her closet to wear to the Fourth of July party, tossed it across the bed,
and pulled off her bathrobe. This summer, which had begun witha funeral, had degenerated into a
five-week battle with her father over which college she would attend—a battle that had escalated into a
full-fledged war the previous day. In the past, Meredith had always bent over backward to please him;
when he was needlessly strict, she told herself it was only because he loved her and was afraid for her,
when he was brusque, she rationalized that he had responsibilities that tired him, but now, now that she'd
belatedly discovered that his plans for her were on a collision course with her own, she was not willing to
give up her dreams to pacify him.

 From the time she was a young girl, she'd assumed that someday she would have the chance to follow in
the footsteps of all her forebears and take her rightful place at Bancroft & Company. Each successive
generation of Bancroft men had proudly worked their way up through the store's hierarchy, starting there
as a department manager, then moving up through the ranks to vice president, and later, president and
chief executive officer. Finally, when they were ready to turn the direction of the store over to their sons,
they became chairman of the board. Not once in nearly one hundred years had a Bancroft failed to do
that, and not once in all that time had any Bancroft ever been ridiculed by the press or by the store's
employees for being incompetent or undeserving of the titles they eventually held. Meredith believed, she
knew, she could prove herself worthy, too, if she were just given the chance. All she wanted or expected
was thatchance. And the only reason her father didn't want to give it to her was that she hadn't had the
foresight to be his son instead of his daughter!

 Frustrated to the point of tears, she stepped into the dress and pulled it up. Reaching behind her back,
she struggled with the zipper as she walked over to the dressing table and looked in the mirror above it.
With complete disinterest she surveyed the strapless cocktail dress that she'd bought weeks before for
that night's occasion. The bodice was sheared at the sides so that it crisscrossed her breasts,
sarong-style, in a multicolored rainbow of pale pastel silk chiffon, then it nipped in at the waist before
falling in a graceful swirl to her knees. Picking up a hairbrush, she ran it through her long hair. Rather than
expend the effort of doing anything special with it, she brushed it back off her face, twisted it up into a
chignon, and pulled a few tendrils loose at her ears to soften the effect. The rose topaz pendant would
have been the perfect accent for her dress, but her father was also going toGlenmoor tonight, and she
refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing her wear it. Instead, she clipped on a pair of ornate gold
earrings inset with pink stones that sparkled and danced in the light, and left her shoulders and neck bare.
The hairstyle gave her a more sophisticated look and the golden tan she'd acquired looked lovely against
the strapless bodice of the dress; if it hadn't, Meredith wouldn't have cared, nor would she have changed
into something different. How she looked was a matter of complete indifference to her, the only reason
she was going was that she couldn't stand the thought of staying home and letting frustration drive her
insane, and that she'd promised Shelly Fillmore and the rest of Jonathan's friends that she'd join them
there.

 Sitting down at the dressing table, she slipped on a pair of pink silkmoire heels she'd bought to wear with
the dress. When she straightened, her gaze fell on the framed copy of an old issue ofBusiness Week that
was hanging on the wall. On the cover of the magazine was a picture of Bancroft's stately downtown
store, with its uniformed doormen standing at the main entrance. The fourteen-story building was
aChicago landmark, the doormen a historic symbol of Bancroft's continuing insistence on excellence and
service to its customers. Inside the magazine was a long, glowing article about the store, which said that a
Bancroft label on an item was a status symbol; the ornate B on its shopping bags the emblem of a
discriminating shopper. The article also commented about the remarkable competence of Bancroft heirs
when it came to running their business. It said that a talent for—and love of—retailing seemed to have
been passed along in Bancroft genes from its founder, James D. Bancroft.

 When the writer had interviewed Meredith's grandfather and asked him about that, Cyril had reportedly
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laughed and said it was possible. He'd added, however, that James Bancroft had begun a tradition that
had been handed down from father to son—a tradition of grooming and training the heir from the time he
was old enough to leave the nursery and dine with his parents. There, at the dining table, each father
began to speak to their sons about whatever was happening at the store. For the child, these daily
vignettes about the store's operation constituted the equivalent of ongoing bedtime stories. Excitement
and suspense were generated; knowledge was subtly imparted. And absorbed. Later, simplified
problems were casually brought up and discussed with the teenager. Solutions were asked for—and
listened to, though rarely found. But then, finding solutions wasn't the real goal anyway; the goal was to
teach and stimulate and encourage.

 At the end of the article, the writer had asked Cyril about his successors and, as Meredith thought about
her grandfather's reply, she felt a lump in her throat: "My son has already succeeded me to the
presidency," Cyril had said. "He has one child, and when the time comes for her to take over the
presidency of Bancroft & Company, I have every faith Meredith will carry on admirably. I only wish I
could be alive to see it." Meredith knew that if her father had his way, she would never assume the
presidency of Bancroft's. Although he'd always discussed the operation of the store with her, just as his
father had done with him, he was adamantly opposed to her ever working there. She made that
discovery while they were having dinner soon after her grandfather's funeral. In the past, she'd repeatedly
mentioned her intention of following tradition and taking her place at Bancroft's, but either he hadn't
listened or he hadn't believed her. That night he did take her seriously, and he informed her with brutal
frankness that he did not expect her to succeed him, nor did hewant her to. That was a privilege he
planned to reserve for a future grandson. Then he coldly acquainted Meredith with an entirely different
tradition and one he intended she follow: Bancroft women did not work at the store, or anywhere else,
for that matter. Their duty was to be exemplary wives and mothers, and to donate whatever additional
talents and time they had to charitable and civic endeavors.

 Meredith wasn't willing to accept that; she couldn't, not now. It was too late. Long before she'd fallen in
love with Parker—or thought she had—she had fallen in love with "her" store. By the time she was six,
she was already on a first-name basis with all of the doormen and security clerks. At twelve she knew the
names of every vice president and what his responsibilities were. At thirteen she'd asked to accompany
her father toNew York , where she'd spent an afternoon at Bloomingdale's, being shown around the
store, while her father attended a meeting in the auditorium. When they leftNew York , she'd already
formed her own opinions—not all of them correct— about why Bancroft's was superior to "Bloomie's."

 Now, at eighteen, she already had a general knowledge of things like workers compensation problems,
profit margins, merchandising techniques, and product liability problems. Those were the things that
fascinated her, the things shewanted to study, and she wasnot going to spend the next four years of her
life taking classes in romance languages and Renaissance art!

 When she told him that, he had slammed his hand down on the table with a crash that made the dishes
jump. "You are going toMaryville , where both your grandmothers have gone, and you will continue to
live at home! Athome!" he reiterated. "Is that clear? The subject is closed!" Then he'd shoved his chair
back and left.

 As a child, Meredith had done everything to please him, and please him she had—with her grades, her
manners, and her deportment. In fact, she'd been a model daughter. Now, however, she was finally
realizing that the price of pleasing her father and maintaining the peace was becoming much higher: It
required subjugating her individuality and surrendering all her dreams for her own future, not to mention
sacrificing a social life!

 His absurd attitude toward her dating or going to parties wasn't her main problem right now, but it had

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


become a sharp point of contention and embarrassment for her this summer. Now that she was eighteen,
he appeared to be tightening restrictions instead of loosening them. If Meredith had a date, he personally
met the young man at the door and subjected him to a lengthy cross-examination while treating him with
an insulting contempt that was intended to intimidate him into never asking her out again. Then he set a
ridiculously early curfew ofmidnight . If she spent the night at Lisa's, he invented a reason to call her and
make certain she was there. If she went out for a drive in the evening, he wanted an itinerary of where
she was going; when she came back home he wanted an accounting of every minute she'd been gone.
After all those years in private schools with the strictest possible rules, she wanted a taste of complete
freedom. She'd earned it. Shedeserved it. The idea of living at home for the next four years, under her
father's increasingly watchful eye, was unbearable and unnecessary.

 Until now she'd never openly rebelled, for rebellion only ignited his temper. He hated being opposed by
anyone and, once riled, he could remain frigidly angry for weeks. But it wasn't only fear of his anger that
had made her acquiesce to him in the past. In the first place, part of her longed for his approval. In the
second place, she could understand how humiliated he must have been by her mother's behavior and the
scandal that had followed. When Parker had told her about all that, he'd said her father's overprotective
attitude toward Meredith was probably due to the fear of losing her—for she was all he had—and partly
to the fear that she might inadvertently do something to reawaken the talk about the scandal her mother
had created. Meredith didn't particularly like that last idea, but she'd accepted it, and so she'd spent five
weeks of the summer trying to reason with him; when that failed, she'd resorted to arguing. Yesterday,
however, the hostilities between them had erupted into their first raging battle. The bill for her tuition
deposit had come fromNorthwesternUniversity , and Meredith had taken it to him in his study. Calmly
and quietly, she had said, "I am not going to go toMaryville . I'm going to Northwestern and getting a
degree that's worth something."

 When she handed him the bill, he tossed it aside and regarded her with an expression that made her
stomach cramp. "Really?" he jeered. "And just how do you plan to pay your tuition? I've told you I won't
pay it, and you can't touch a cent of your inheritance until you're thirty. It's too late to try for a scholarship
now, and you'll never qualify for a student loan, so you can forget about it. You will live here at home and
go toMaryville . Do you understand me, Meredith?"

 Years of suppressed resentment came spilling out, bursting past Meredith's dam of control. "You're
completely irrational'!" she cried. "Why can't you understand—"

 He stood up slowly, deliberately, his gaze slicing over her with savage contempt. "I understand
perfectly!" he sneered furiously. "I understand there are things you want to do—and people you want to
do themwith — that you know damned well I wouldn't approve of.That's why you want to go to a big
university and live on campus! What appeals to you most, Meredith? Is it the opportunity to live in coed
dormswith boys swarming through the halls and crawling into your bed? Or is it—"

 "You aresick!"

 "And you are just like your mother! You've had the best of everything and all you want is the chance to
crawl into bed with the scum of the world—"

 "Damn you!" Meredith had blazed, stunned by the force of her own uncontrollable rage. "I'll never
forgive you for that. Never." Pivoting on her heel, she had headed for the door.

 Behind her, his voice boomed like a thunderclap. "Where do you think you're going!"

 "Out!" she had flung over her shoulder. "And another thing, I won't be home bymidnight . I'm through
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withcurfews!"

 "Come back here!" he shouted. Meredith ignored him and walked down the hall and out the front door.
Her fury only intensified as she flung herself into the white Porsche he'd given her on her sixteenth
birthday. Her father was demented. He was sick! She spent the evening with Lisa and deliberately stayed
out until almostthreea.m. Her father was waiting up for her when she returned, pacing in the foyer. He
roared and called her names that tore at her heart, but for the first time in her life Meredith wasn't
intimidated by his wrath. She endured his vicious verbal attack, and with every cruel word he said, her
resolve to defy him increased.

 Protected from interlopers and sight-seers by a tall iron fence and a guard at the gatehouse, the
Glenmoor Country Club sprawled across acres of majestic lawns dotted with flowering shrubs and
flower beds. A long, curving drive lit by ornamental gas lamps meandered through stately oak and maple
trees to the front door of the club, then curved back again to the main road. The club itself, a rambling
three-story white-brick structure withwide pillars marching across its stately facade, was surrounded by
two championship golf courses and rows of tennis courts off to the side. At the back, French doors
opened onto wide terraces covered with umbrella tables and potted trees. Flagstone steps descended
from the lowest terrace to the two Olympic-size pools below. The pools were closed to swimmers
tonight, but thick, bright yellow cushions had been left on the chaiselongues for those members who might
desire to watch the fireworks display from a prone position, or recline between dances when the
orchestra came outside to play after that.

 Dusk was just beginning to fall as Meredith drove past the main doors where attendants were busy
helping members out of their cars. She pulled into the crowded parking lot on the side of the building and
parked her car between a gleaming new Rolls belonging to the wealthy founder of a textile mill and an
eight-year-old Chevrolet sedan belonging to a much wealthier financier. Normally there was something
about dusk that lifted her spirits, but as she got out of her car, she was thoroughly depressed and
preoccupied. Other than her clothes, she owned nothing she could sell to raise the money she needed to
pay her own college expenses. Her car was in her father's name and her inheritance was under his
control. She had exactly $700 in her bank account, $700 to her name. Racking her brain for some way
to pay her own tuition, she walked slowly toward the club's main doors.

 On special nights like this the club's lifeguards did double duty as parking attendants. One of them
hurried up the front steps to hold the door open for her. "Good evening, Miss Bancroft," he said, flashing
her a killer smile. He was muscular and good-looking, a med student at theUniversityofIllinois . Meredith
knew all that because he'd told her last week when she was trying to sunbathe. "Hello, Chris," she said
absently.

 In addition to being Independence Day, the Fourth of July also marked the founding ofGlenmoor , and
the club was alive with laughter and conversation as members with cocktails in their hands wandered
from room to room, clad in the tuxedos and evening dresses that were mandatory attire for tonight's dual
celebration. The interior ofGlenmoor was far less imposing and elegant than some of the newer country
clubs aroundChicago . The Oriental carpets that covered the polished wood floors were fading, and the
sturdy antique furniture in the various rooms created an aura of stuffy complacency rather than glamour.
In that respect,Glenmoor was like most of the other premier country clubs in the nation. Old and intensely
exclusive, its prestige and desirability came not from its furnishings or even its facilities, but from the social
standing of its membership. Wraith alone could not gain one a coveted membership atGlenmoor unless it
was also accompanied by sufficient social prominence. On those rare occasions when an applicant for
membership met those two standards, he was still required to have the unanimous approval of all fourteen
men onGlenmoor's membership committee before submission for comments to the general membership.
Those rigid requirements had, in the last few years, scotched the membership aspirations of several newly
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successful entrepreneurs, countless physicians, innumerable congressmen, a number of players for the
White Sox and Bears, and a state supreme court justice.

 Meredith, however, was impressed by neither the club's exclusivity nor by its members. They were
simply familiar faces, some of whom she knew fairly well, others not well at all. As she walked down the
hallway, she nodded and smiled automatically at those people she knew, while she looked into the
various rooms for the people she was supposed to meet. One of the dining rooms had been turned into a
mock casino for the evening; the other two had been set up for a lavish buffet. All of them were
crowded. Below, on the ground floor, an orchestra was tuning up in the club's main banquet room and,
judging from the volume of noise coming up the stairwell as she passed it, Meredith assumed there was a
crowd down there as well. As she passed the card room, she glanced warily in it. Her father was an
inveteratecardplayer , as were most of the other people in the room, but he wasn't there and neither was
Jon's group. Having checked out all the rooms on this floor except the club's main lounge, Meredith went
there next.

 Despite its large size, the decor of the lounge had been intended to create an atmosphere of coziness.
Overstuffed sofas and wing chairs were grouped around low tables, and the brass wall sconces were
always dimmed so that they cast a warm glow against the mellow oak paneling. Normally the heavy
velvet draperies were drawn across the French doors at the back of the lounge; tonight they'd been
opened so that guests could stroll out onto the narrow terrace off the lounge, where a band was playing
soft music. A bar stretched the entire length of the room on the left, and bartenders moved back and
forth from the guests seated at the bar to the mirrored wall behind, where hundreds of liquor bottles were
stacked on shelves beneath subdued spotlights.

 Tonight the lounge was crowded, too, and Meredith was about to turn around and head downstairs
when she spotted Shelly Fillmore and Leigh Ackerman, who'd both phoned to remind her she was
expected to join them tonight. They were standing at the far end of the bar along with several more of
Jonathan's friends and an older couple who Meredith finally identified as Mr. and Mrs. RussellSommers
—Jonathan's aunt and uncle. Pinning a smile on her face, Meredith walked up to them, and then froze as
she noticed her father standing with another group of people just to their left. "Meredith," Mrs.Sommers
said when Meredith had said hello to everyone, "I love your dress. Where on earth did you find that?"

 Meredith had to glance down to see what she was wearing. "It came from Bancroft's."

 "Where else!" Leigh Ackerman teased.

 Mr. and Mrs.Sommers turned aside to speak to other friends, and Meredith kept one eye on her father,
hoping he would stay completely away from her. She'd been standing still for several moments, letting his
presence completely unsettle her, when it suddenly struck her that he was even managing to ruin this
evening for her! That made her angrily decide to show him he couldn't do it and that, furthermore, she
wasn't beaten yet. She turned and ordered a champagne cocktail from one of the bartenders, then she
beamed her brightest smile on Doug Chalfont and gave an excellent imitation of being fascinated with
whatever he was telling her.

 Outside, twilight deepened into night; inside, conversations escalated in volume in direct proportion to
the liquor being consumed, while Meredith sipped her second champagne cocktail and wondered if she
ought to try to get a job and, in so doing, present her father with further proof of her resolve to go to a
good college. She glanced at the mirror behind the bar and caught him watching her, his eyes narrowed
with cool displeasure. Idly she wondered what he disapproved of now. Possibly it was her strapless
dress, or, more likely, it was the attention Doug Chalfont was paying to her. It couldn't have been the
glass of champagne she was holding, however. Just as Meredith had been required to speak like an adult
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as soon as she learned to talk, she had also been expected to conduct herself as an adult. When she was
twelve, her father had started permitting her to stay at the table when he had a few guests in for dinner.
By the time she was sixteen, she was learning to act as his hostess, and she sipped wine with dinner
guests—in moderation, of course.

 Beside her, Shelly Fillmore said it was probably time to go into the dining room or else risk losing their
reserved table, and Meredith gave herself a mental shake, belatedly remembering her vow to have a
good time tonight. "Jonathan said he'd join us in here before dinner," Shelly added. "Has anybody seen
him?" Craning her neck, Shelly looked around the thinning crowd in the lounge, many of whom were also
starting to proceed to the dining rooms. "My God!" she burst out, staring at the entrance of the lounge.
"Who is that? He's absolutely gorgeous!" That remark, made in a louder tone than she'd intended, caused
a ripple of interest, not only among the entire group Meredith was with, but with several other people
who'd overheard her exclamation and were turning around.

 "Who are you talking about?" Leigh Ackerman asked, peering about the room. Meredith, who was
facing the entrance, glanced up and knew instantlyexactly who had caused that awed, avaricious
expression on Shelly's face! Standing in the doorway, with his right hand thrust into his pants pocket, was
a man who was at least six feet two, with hair almost as dark as the tuxedo that clung to his wide
shoulders and long legs. His face was sun-bronzed, his eyes light, and as he stood there, idly studying the
elegantly dressed members ofGlenmoor , Meredith wondered how Shelly could ever have described him
as "gorgeous." His features looked as if they had been chiseled out of granite by some sculptor who had
been intent on portraying brute strength and raw virility—not male beauty. His chin was square, his nose
straight, his jaw hard with iron determination. All in all, Meredith thought he looked arrogant, proud, and
tough. But then, she'd never been very attracted to dark, overly macho men.

 "Look at those shoulders," Shelly rhapsodized, "look at that face. Now, that,Douglas ," she teased,
turning to Doug Chalfont, "is pure, undiluted sex appeal!"

 Doug considered the manand shrugged, grinning. "He doesn't do a thing for me." Turning to one of the
other men in their party whom Meredith had met forthe firsttime tonight, he asked, "How about you,
Rick? Does he turn you on?"

 "I won't know until I see his legs," Rick joked. "I'm a leg man, which is whyMeredith turns me on."

 At that moment, Jonathan appeared in the doorway, looking a little unsteady on his feet, and looped his
arm around the newcomer's shoulders while glancing about the room. Meredith saw the triumphant little
smile he fired at his friends when he spotted all of them at the end of the bar, and she realized instantly
that he appeared to be semi-drunk, but she was completely baffled by the groaning laugh that issued from
both Leigh and Shelly. "Oh, no!" Leigh said, looking from Shelly to Meredith with comic dismay. "Please
don't tell me that magnificent male specimen is the laborer who Jonathan hired to work on oneof their oil
rigs!"

 Doug Chalfont's burst of laughter had drowned out most of Leigh's words, and Meredith leaned closer
to Leigh. "I'm sorry—what did you say?"

 Speaking quickly so that she could finish before the two men reached them, Leigh explained, "The man
with Jonathan is actually a steelworker fromIndiana ! Jon's father made him hire the guy to work on their
oil rig inVenezuela ."

 Puzzled not only by the laughing looks being exchanged among Jonathan's other friends, but Leigh's
explanation as well, Meredith said, "Why is he bringing him here?"
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 "It's a joke, Meredith! Jon's angry with his father for forcing him to hire the guy, and then holding him up
to Jon as the latest example of whathe ought to be. Jon brought the guy here to spite his father—you
know, to force his father to meet him socially. And you know what's really funny about all this," she
whispered just as the two men arrived. "Jon's aunt just told us that his father and mother decided at the
last minute to spend the weekend at their summer place instead of coming here—"

 Jonathan's overloud, slurred greeting made everyone within hearing turn and stare, including his aunt and
uncle and Meredith's father. "Hi, everyone," he boomed, waving an expansive arm to include all of them.
"Hi, Aunt Harriet and Uncle Russell!" He waited until he had everyone's attention. "I'd like all of you to
meet my buddy, Matt Terrell—no, F-Farrell," hehiccuped .

 "Aunt Harriet, Uncle Russell," he continued, grinning widely, "say hello to Matt, here. He's my father's
latest example of what I ought to be when I grow up!"

 "How do you do?" Jonathan's aunt said civilly. Tearing her icy glance from her drunken nephew, she
made a halfhearted effort to be courteous to the man he'd brought with him. "Where are you from, Mr.
Farrell?"

 "Indiana," he replied in a calm matter-of-fact voice.

 "Indianapolis?" Jonathan's aunt said, frowning. "I don't believe we know anyFarrells fromIndianapolis ."

 "I'm not fromIndianapolis . And I'm certain you don't know my family."

 "Exactly where are you from?" Meredith's father snapped, ready to interrogate and intimidate any male
who went near Meredith.

 Matt Farrell turned and Meredith watched in secret admiration as he met her father's withering glance
unflinchingly. "Edmunton—south ofGary ."

 "What do you do?" he demanded rudely.

 "I work in a steel mill," he retorted, managing to look and sound just as hard and cold as her father had.

 Stunned silence followed his revelation. Several middle-aged couples who'd been hanging back, waiting
for Jonathan's aunt and uncle, looked uneasily at each other and moved away. Mrs.Sommers obviously
decided to make an equally hasty exit. "Have a pleasant evening, Mr. Farrell," she said stiffly, and headed
off to the dining rooms beside her husband.

 Suddenly everyone was in motion. "Well!" Leigh Ackerman said brightly, looking around at all the
people in their groupexcept Matt Farrell, who was standing back and slightly to the side. "Let's go eat!"
She tucked her hand in Jon's arm and turned him toward the door as she pointedly added, "I reserved a
table for nine people."

 Meredith did a fast count;there were ninepeople in their group—excluding Matt Farrell. Paralyzed with
disgust for Jonathan and all his friends, she remained where she was for the moment. Her father saw her
standing in the general proximity of Farrell and stopped on his way to the dining room with his own
friends, his hand clamping her elbow. "Get rid of him!" he spat out loudly enough for Farrell to hear, and
then he stalked off. In a state of angry, defiant rebellion, Meredith watched him leave, then she glanced at
Matt Farrell, not certain what to do next. He'd turned toward the French doors and was gazing out at the

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


people on the terrace with the aloof indifference of someone who knows he is an unwanted outsider, and
who therefore intends to look as if he prefers it that way.

 Even if he hadn't said he was a steelworker fromIndiana , Meredith would have known within moments
of meeting him that he didn't belong. For one thing, his tuxedo didn't fit his broad shoulders as if it had
been custom made for him, which meant it was probably rented, nor did he speak with the ingrained
assurance of a socialite who fully expects to be welcomed and liked wherever he is. Moreover, there
was an indefinable lack of polish to his mannerisms—a subtle harshness and roughness that intrigued and
repelled her at one and the same time.

 Given all of that, it was astonishing that he should suddenly remind Meredith of herself. But he did. She
looked at him standing completely alone, as if he didn't care about being ostracized—and she saw herself
when she was at St. Stephen's school, spending every recess with a book in her lap, trying to pretend she
didn't care either. "Mr. Farrell," she asked as casually as she could, "would you like something to drink?"

 He turned in surprise, hesitated a moment, then he nodded. "Scotch and water."

 Meredith signaled a waiter who hurried to her side, "Jimmy, Mr. Farrell would like a Scotch and water."

 When she turned back, she found Matt Farrell studying her with a slight frown, his gaze drifting over her
face, her breasts and waist, then lifting again to her eyes, as if he were suspicious of her overture and
trying to figure out why she'd bothered making it. "Who was the man who told you to get rid of me?" he
asked abruptly.

 She hated to alarm him with the truth. "My father."

 "You have my deepest and most sincere sympathy," he mocked gravely, and Meredith burst out laughing
because no one had ever dared criticize her father, even indirectly, and because she suddenly sensed that
Matt Farrell was a "rebel," just as she'd decided to be. That made him a kindred spirit, and instead of
pitying him or being repelled by him, she suddenly thought of him as a brave mongrel who'd been unfairly
thrust into a group of haughty pedigrees. She decided to rescue him. "Would you like to dance?" she
asked, smiling at him as if he were an old friend.

 He gave her an amused look. "What makes you think a steelworker fromEdmunton,Indiana , knows
how to dance, princess?"

 "Do you?"

 "I think I can manage."

 That was a rather unfair assessment of his ability, Meredith decided a few minutes later as they danced
outside on the terrace to the slow tune the little band was playing. He was actually quite competent, but
he wasn't very relaxed and his style was conservative.

 "How am I doing?"

 Blissfully unaware of the double meaning that could be read into her lighthearted evaluation, she said,
"So far, all I've been able to tell is that you have good rhythm and you move well. That's all that really
matters anyway." Smiling into his eyes to take away any taint of criticism he might mistakenly read into
her next words, she confided, "All you actually need is some practice."
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 "How much practice do you recommend?"

 "Not much. One night would be enough to learn some new moves."

 "I didn't know there are any 'new' moves."

 "There are," Meredith said, "but you have to learn to relax first."

 "First?" he repeated. "All this time, I've been under the impression that you were supposed to relaxafter
ward."

 It hit her suddenly, what he was thinking and saying. Giving him a level look, she said, "Are we talking
about dancing, Mr. Farrell?"

 There was an unmistakable reprimand in her voice, and it registered on him. For a moment he studied
her with heightened interest, reassessing, reevaluating. His eyes weren't light blue as she'd originally
thought, but a striking metallic gray, and his hair was dark brown, not black. When he spoke, his quiet
voice had an apology in it. "We are now." Belatedly explaining the reason for the constraint she'd sensed
in his movements, he said, "I tore a ligament in my right leg a few weeks ago."

 "I'm sorry," Meredith said, apologizing for asking him to come out here. "Does it hurt?"

 A startling white smile swept across his tanned face. "Only when I dance."

 Meredith laughed at the joke and felt her own worries begin to fade into the background. They stayed
outside for another dance, talking about nothing more meaningful than the bad music and the good
weather. When they returned to the lounge, Jimmy brought their drinks. Goaded by mischief and
resentment for Jonathan, Meredith said, "Please charge these drinks to JonathanSommers , Jimmy." She
glanced at Matt and saw the surprise on his face.

 "Aren't you a member here?"

 "Yes," Meredith said with a rueful smile. "That was petty revenge on my part."

 "For what?"

 "For—" Belatedly realizing that anything she said now would sound like pity or embarrass him, she
shrugged. "I don't like JonathanSommers very much."

 He looked at her oddly, picked up his drink, and tossed down part of it. "You must be hungry. I'll let
you go and join your friends."

 It was a polite gesture intended to excuse her, but Meredith had no desire to join Jon's group now, and
as she looked around the room, it was obvious that if she did leave Matt Farrell there, no one else was
going to make the slightest effort to befriend him. In fact, everyone in the lounge was giving both of them
a wide berth. "Actually," she said, "the food here isn'tall that wonderful."

 He glanced at the occupants of the lounge and put his glass down with a finality that told her he intended
to leave. "Neither are the people."

 "They aren't staying away out of meanness or arrogance," she assured him. "Not really."
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 Slanting her a dubious, disinterested look, he said, "Why doyou think they're doing it?"

 Meredith saw several middle-aged couples who were friends of her father's—nice people, all of them.
"Well, for one thing, they're embarrassed about the way Jonathan acted. And because of what they know
about you—where you live and what you do for a living, I mean—most of them simply concluded that
they don't have anything in common with you."

 He obviously thought she was patronizing him because he smiled politely and said, "It's time for me to
go."

 Suddenly the idea of having him leave with nothing but humiliation to remember the evening didn't seem
fair at all. In fact, it seemed unnecessary and .. . and unthinkable! "You can't leave yet," she announced
with a determined smile. "Come with me, and bring your drink."

 His eyes narrowed. "Why?"

 "Because," Meredith declared with stubborn mischief, "it helps to have a drink in your hand to do this."

 "Do what?" he persisted.

 "Mingle," she declared. "We are going to mingle!"

 "Absolutely not!" Matt caught her wrist to draw her back, but it was too late. Meredith was suddenly
bent on ramming him down everyone's throat and making them like it.

 "Please humor me," she said softly, her gaze beseeching.

 A reluctant grin tugged at his lips. "You have the most amazing eyes—"

 "Actually, I'm terribly nearsighted," she teased with her most melting smile. "I've been known to walk
into walls. It's a pitiful thing to watch. Why don't you give me your arm and guide me out into the hall so I
don't stumble?"

 He wasn't proof against her humor or that smile. "You are also very single-minded," he replied, but he
chuckled and reluctantly offered her his arm, prepared to humor her.

 A few steps down the hall Meredith saw an elderly couple she knew. "Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Foster." She
greeted them cheerfully as they started to stroll past without seeing her.

 They stopped at once. "Why, hello, Meredith," Mrs. Foster said, then she and her husband smiled at
Matt with polite inquiry.

 "I'd like you to meet a friend of my father's," Meredith announced, swallowing her laughter at Matt's
incredulous glance. "This is Matt Farrell. Matt is fromIndiana , and he's in the steel business."

 "A pleasure," Mr. Foster said genially, shaking Matt's hand. "I know Meredith and her father don't play
golf, but I hope they told you we have two championship courses here atGlenmoor . Are you going to be
here long enough to play a few rounds?"

 "I'm not certain I'm going to be here long enough to finish this drink," Matt said, obviously expecting to
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be forcibly evicted when Meredith's father discovered she was introducing Matt as his friend.

 Mr. Foster nodded in complete misunderstanding. "Business always seems to get in the way of pleasure.
But at least you'll see the fireworks tonight—we have the best show in town."

 "You're going to tonight," Matt predicted, his narrowed gaze focused warningly on Meredith's guileless
expression.

 Mr. Foster returned to his favorite subject of golf, while Meredith struggled unsuccessfully to keep her
face straight. "What's your handicap?" he inquired of Matt.

 "I thinkI'm Matt's handicap tonight," Meredith interceded, slanting Matt a provocative, laughing look.

 "What?" Mr. Foster blinked.

 But Matt didn't answer and Meredith couldn't, because his gaze had fixed on her smiling lips, and when
his gray eyes lifted to hers, there was something different in their depths.

 "Come along, dear," Mrs. Foster said, observing the distracted expressions on Matt and Meredith's
faces. "These young people don't want to spend their evening discussing golf." Belatedly recovering her
composure, Meredith told herself sternly she'd had too much champagne, then she tucked her hand
through the crook of Matt's arm. "Come with me," she said, already walking down the staircase to the
banquet room where the orchestra was playing.

 For nearly an hour she guided him from one group to another, her eyes twinkling at Matt with shared
laughter while she smoothly told outrageous half-truths about who he was and what he did for a living.
And Matt stood beside her, not actively helping her, but observing her ingenuity with frank amusement.

 "There, you see," she announced gaily as they finally left the noise and music behind and walked out the
front doors, strolling across the lawn. "It isn'twhat you say that counts, it's what youdon't say."

 "That's an interesting theory," he teased. "Do you have any more of them?"

 Meredith shook her head, distracted by something she'd subconsciously noted all evening. "You don't
talk at all like a man who works in a steel mill."

 "How many of them do you know?"

 "Just one," she admitted.

 His tone abruptly shifted to a serious one. "Do you come here often?"

 They'd spent the first part of the evening playing a kind of silly game, but she sensed that he didn't want
any more games. Neither did she, and that moment marked a distinct change in the atmosphere between
them. As they wandered past rose beds and flower gardens, he started asking her about herself.
Meredith told him she'd been away at school and that she'd just graduated. When his next question was
about her career plans, she realized that he'd erroneously assumed she meant she'd graduated from
college. Rather than correcting him and risking some sort of appalled reaction when he discovered she
was eighteen, not twenty-two, she sidestepped the problem by quickly asking him about himself.

 He told her he was leaving in six weeks forVenezuela and what he was going to be doing while he was
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gone. From there, their conversation shifted withastonishing ease from one subject to another, until they
finally stopped walking so that they could concentrate better on whatever was being said. Standing
beneath an ancient elm on the lawn, oblivious to the rough bark against her bare back, Meredith listened
to him, completely entranced. Matt was twenty-six, she'd discovered, and besides being witty and
extremely well-spoken, he had a way of listening intently to what she said as if nothing else in the world
mattered. It was disconcerting, and it was very flattering. It also created a false mood of complete
intimacy and solitude. She'd just finished laughing at a joke he'd told her, when a fat bug dived past her
face and buzzed around her ear. She jumped, grimacing and trying to see where it had gone. "Is it in my
hair?" she asked uneasily, tipping her head down.

 He put his hands on her shoulders and inspected her hair. "No," he promised. "It was just a little June
bug."

 "June bugs are disgusting, and that one was the size of a large hummingbird!" When he chuckled, she
gave him a deliberately smug smile. "You won't be laughing six weeks from now, whenyou can't walk
outside without tripping over snakes."

 "Is that right?" he murmured, but his attention had shifted to her mouth, and his hands were sliding up the
sides of her neck to tenderly cradle her face.

 "What are you doing?" Meredith whispered inanely as he began slowly rubbing his thumb over her lower
lip.

 "I'm trying to decide if I should let myself enjoy the fireworks."

 "The fireworks won't start for another half hour," she said shakily, knowing perfectly well she was going
to be kissed.

 "I have a feeling," he whispered, slowly lowering his head, "they're going to start right now."

 And they did. His mouth covered hers in an electrifyingly seductive kiss that sent sparks exploding
through Meredith's entire body. At first the kiss was light, coaxing; his mouth shaped itself to hers,
delicately exploring the contours of her lips. Meredith had been kissed before, but always by relatively
inexperienced, overeager boys; no one had ever kissed her withMatthew Farrell's unhurried
thoroughness. His hands shifted, one of them drifting down her spine to draw her closer, while the other
slid behind her nape, and his mouth slowly opened on hers. Lost in the kiss, she moved her hands inside
his tuxedo jacket, up his chest, over his broad shoulders, and then she wrapped her arms around his
neck.

 The minute she molded herself against him, his mouth opened farther, his tongue tracing hotly across her
lips, urging them to part, and then demanding it. The moment that they did, his tongue plunged into her
mouth, and the kiss exploded. His hand covered her breast, caressing it through her bodice, then
restlessly swept behind her, cupping her bottom and pulling her tightly against him, making her vibrantly
aware of his aroused body. Meredith stiffened slightly at the forced intimacy, and then for no explainable
reason on earth, she laced her fingers through his hair and crushed her parted lips to his.

 It seemed like hours later when he finally dragged his mouth from hers. Her heart racing like a
trip-hammer, she stood in the circle of his arms, her forehead resting on his chest, while she tried to cope
with the turbulent sensations she'd felt. Somewhere in her drugged mind it began to occur to her that he
was going to think she was behaving very oddly about what had, in reality, been only a simple kiss. That
embarrassing possibility finally made her force her head up. Fully expecting to see him watching her with
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puzzled amusement, she raised her gaze to his chiseled features, but what she saw there wasn't derision.
His gray eyes were smoldering, his face was harsh and dark with passion, and his arms tightened
automatically, as if unwilling to let her go. Belatedly, she realized his body was still rigidly aroused, and
she felt a peculiar sense of pleasure and pride that he had been, and was still, as affected by the kiss as
she was. Without thinking what she was doing, her gaze dropped to his mouth. There was bold sensuality
in the mold of those firm lips, and yet some of his kisses had been so exquisitely gentle.Tormentingly
gentle ... Longing to feel that mouth on hers again, Meredith lifted her gaze to his, an unconscious request
in her eyes.

 Matt understood the request, and a sound that was half groan, half laugh tore from his chest, his arms
already tightening. "Yes," he answered hoarsely, and seized her lips in a ravenous, devouring kiss that
stole her breath, and drove her mad with pleasure.

 Some time later, laughter rang out, and Meredith jerked awkwardly out of his arms, whirling around in
alarm. Dozens of couples were strolling out of the club to watch the fireworks—and well ahead of them
was her father who was stalking toward her with rage in every long, ground-covering stride. "Oh, my
God," she whispered. "Matt, you have to leave. Turn around and walk away! Now."

 "No."

 "Please!" she almost cried. "I'll be fine, he won't say anything to me here, he'll wait until we're alone, but I
don't know what he'll do to you." A moment later Meredith knew the answer to that.

 "There are two men on their way out here to escort you off the grounds, Farrell," her father hissed, his
face contorted withfury. He turned on Meredith and caught her arm in a viselike grip. "You're coming
with me." Two of the club's waiters were already walking across the driveway. As her father gave her
arm a jerk, Meredith appealed once more to Matt over her shoulder. "Please, please go—don't make a
scene."

 Her father pulled her two steps forward, and Meredith, who had no choice but to walk or be dragged,
was relieved almost to tears when both waiters who had been coming toward Matt slowed and then
stopped. Matt had apparently started walking toward the road, Meredith realized withrelief. Her father
evidently reached the same conclusion, for when the waiters looked uncertainly to him for further
instructions, he said, "Let the bastard go, but call the gate and make sure he doesn't come back."

 As they approached the front doors, he turned to Meredith, his expression livid. "Your mother made
herself the talk of this club, and I'll be damned if you're going to do it too. Do you hear me!" He flung her
arm down as if her skin were contaminated by Matt's touch, but he kept his voice low. Because a
Bancroft, no matter how great the provocation, never aired family grievances in public. "Go home and
stay there. It will take you twenty minutes to get to the house; in twenty-five minutes I'm going to call you,
and God help you if you aren't there!"

 With that he turned on his heel and stalked into the clubhouse. In a state of sick humiliation, Meredith
watched him go, then she went inside and got her purse. On the way to the parking lot, she saw three
couples standing out in the shadows of the trees, all of them kissing.

 Her vision blurred by tears of futile rage, Meredith had already driven past the solitary figure who was
walking with a tuxedo jacket hooked over his right shoulder before she realized it was Matt. She braked
to a stop, so consumed with guilt for the humiliation she'd caused him that she couldn't immediately look
at him.
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 He walked up to her side of the car and bent slightly, looking at her through the open window. "Are you
allright?"

 "I'm fine." With a halfhearted attempt at flippancy, she glanced at him. "My father is a Bancroft, and the
Bancrofts never quarrel in public."

 He saw the unshed tears shimmering in her eyes. Reaching through the open window, he laid his callused
fingertips against her smooth cheek. "And they don't cry in front of other people either, do they?"

 "Nope," Meredith admitted, trying to absorb some of his wonderful indifference to her father. "I—I'm
going home now. Can I drop you somewhere on the way?"

 His gaze shifted from her face to the death grip she had on the steering wheel. "Yes, but only if you'll let
me drive this thing." He spoke as if he merely wanted a chance to drive her car, but his next words made
it obvious he was concerned about her ability to drive in her state of mind. "Why don't I drive you home,
and I'll call a cab from there."

 "Be my guest," Meredith said brightly, determined to salvage what little pride she had left. She got out
and walked around to the passenger side.

 Matt had no trouble mastering the gearshift, and a minute later the car glided smoothly out of the country
club drive and shot out onto the main road. Headlights flew past in the dark and the breeze blew through
the windows as they drove in silence. Faroff to the left some other fireworks display came to a grand
finale in a spectacular cascade of red, white, and blue. Meredith watched the brilliant sparks glitter and
then slowly fade as they drifted downward. Belatedly recalling her manners, she said, "I want to
apologize for what happened tonight—for my father, I mean."

 Matt shot her an amused sideways look. "He's the one who should apologize. It hurt my pride when he
sent those two flabby, middle-aged waiters to throw me out. At least he could have sent four of
them—just to spare my ego."

 Meredith gaped at him, amazed because he obviously wasn't the least bit intimidated by her father's
wrath, and then she smiled, because it felt wonderful to be with someone who wasn't. With a jaunty look
at his powerful shoulders, she said, "If he really wanted to get you out of there against your will, he'd have
been wiser to send six."

 "My ego and Iboth thank you," he said with a lazy grin, and Meredith, who would have sworn a few
minutes ago that she'd never smile again, burst out laughing.

 "You have a wonderful laugh," he said quietly.

 "Thank you," she said, startled and pleased beyond proportion to the compliment. In the pale light from
the dashboard she studied his shadowy profile, watching the wind ruffle his hair, wondering what it was
about him that could make a few simple, quiet words seem like a physical caress. Shelly Fillmore's words
floated through her mind, providing the probable answer... "pure, undiluted sex appeal." A few hours
earlier she hadn't thought Matt was extraordinarily attractive. She did now. In fact, she was certain
women drooled over him. No doubt they were also the reason he knew how to kiss as well as he did.
He had sex appeal all right—and a whole lot of experience kissing. "Turn in here," she said a quarter of
an hour later when they approached a pair of huge wrought-iron gates. Reaching forward, she pressed a
button on the dashboard and the gates swung open into her driveway.
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 Chapter 9
  

 "This is home," Meredith said as he pulled to a stop in front of the house.

 He looked up at the imposing stone structure withits leaded glass windows while Meredith unlocked the
front door. "It looks like a museum."

 "At least you didn't say mausoleum," she said, smiling over her shoulder.

 "No, but I thought it."

 Meredith was still smiling at his blunt quip as she showed him into the darkened library at the back of the
house and turned on a lamp, but when he went directly to the phone on the desk and picked it up, her
heart sank. She wanted him to stay, she wanted to talk, she wanted to doanything to fend off the
despair that she knew would overwhelm her again when she was alone. "There's no reason for you to
leave so soon. My father will play cards until the club closes attwoa.m."

 He turned at the note of desperation in her voice. "Meredith, I'm not a bit worried about your father for
my own sake, but you have to live with him. If he comes home and finds me here—"

 "He won't," Meredith promised. "My father wouldn't let death interrupt his card games; he's an
obsessivecardplayer ."

 "He's damned obsessive about you too," Matt said flatly, and Meredith held her breath while he
hesitated before finally hanging up the phone. This was probably going to be the last pleasant evening she
would have for months, and she was determined to make it last. "Would you like a brandy? I'm afraid I
can't offer you anything to eat because the servants are already in bed."

 "Brandy will be fine."

 Meredith went over to the liquor cabinet and took out the brandy decanter. Behind her, he said, "Do the
servants lock the refrigerator at night?" She paused, a brandy snifter in her hand. "Something like that,"
she evaded.

 But Matt wasn't fooled—she realized it the moment she brought his glass over to the sofa and saw the
amusement gleaming in his eyes. "You can't cook, can you, princess?"

 "I'm sure I could," she joked, "if someone showed me where the kitchen is, and then pointed out the
stove and refrigerator."

 The corners of his mouth deepened into an answering smile, but he leaned forward and purposefully put
his glass on the table. She knew exactly what he intended to do even before he caught her wrists and
firmly pulled her toward him. "I know you can cook," he said, tipping her chin up.

 "What makes you so sure?"

 "Because," he whispered, "less than an hour ago you set me on fire."
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 His mouth was a fraction of an inch from hers when the shrill ring of the telephone made her lurch out of
his arms. When she answered it, her father's voice was like an arctic blast. "I'm glad to see that you had
sense enough to do as I told you. And Meredith," he added, "I was on the verge of permitting you to go
to Northwestern, but you can forget about that now. Your behavior tonight is living proof that you can't
be trusted." He hung up on her.

 With shaking fingers, Meredith replaced the receiver. Her arms began to tremble and then her knees,
until her whole body was quaking with futility and rage, and she braced her palms on the desk to steady
herself.

 Matt came up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders. "Meredith?" he said, his voice deep with
concern. "Who was that? Is anything wrong?"

 Even her voice shook. "That was my father checking to make certain that I came home as ordered."

 He was silent for a moment, and then he said quietly, "What have you done to make him distrust you like
this?"

 Matt's thinly veiled accusation tore at her heart, hacking away at her rapidly disintegrating control. "What
have I done?" she repeated, her voice rising with hysteria. "What have Idone?"

 "You must have given him some reason to think he has to guard you like this."

 Savage resentment boiled up inside of Meredith, erupting into a mass of churning rage. Her eyes bright
with tears and some half-formed purpose, she swung around on him and slid her hands up his hard chest
"My mother was promiscuous. She couldn't keep her hands off other men. My father guards me because
he knows I'm like her."

 Matt's eyes narrowed as she wrapped her arms fiercely around his neck. "What the hell do you think
you're doing?"

 "You know what I'm doing," she whispered, and before he could answer, she pressed herself against his
full length and kissed him long and lingeringly.

 He wanted her—Meredith knew it the moment his arms encircled her, pulling her tightly against his
hardening body. He wanted her. His mouth seized hers in a hungry, consuming kiss, and she tried to do
her best to make certain he didn't change his mind—and that she couldn't change hers. Her fingers
clumsy and urgent, she tugged the studs loose from his shirtfront and opened his shirt, sliding her hands
up his chest, spreading the white cloth wide apart, baring what looked to be an acre of bronzed muscle
with springy dark hairs, then she closed her eyes tightly, reached behind her back and started tugging on
the zipper of her dress. She wanted this, she'dearned it, she told herself fiercely.

 "Meredith?"

 His quiet voice made her head jerk up, but she didn't have the courage to lift her gaze above his chest.

 "I'm flattered as hell, but I've never actually seen a woman rip off her clothes in the throes of passion,
particularly after only one kiss."

 Defeated before she'd begun, Meredith leaned her forehead against his chest. His hand slid over her
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shoulder, long fingers curving around her nape, his thumb stroking, while his other hand slid around her
waist and moved her closer. Then his fingers moved down her bare back to the zipper of her dress. The
bodice of a very expensive chiffon gown came loose.

 Swallowing audibly, she started to lift her arms to shield herself from view, and hesitated. "I'm ... not
very good at this," she said, raising her eyes to his.

 His lids drifted down, his gaze shifting to the tops of her breasts. "Aren't you?" he whispered huskily as
he bent his head.

 Meredith wanted to find nirvana; she sought it in that next kiss. And she found it. Her fingers flexing
against the corded muscles in his back, she kissed him with blind need, and when his parted lips moved
insistently against hers, she welcomed the suggestive invasion of his tongue. She returned it, and made
him gasp and clench her tighter. And then, suddenly, she wasn't in control anymore; she wasn't aware of
anything except sensations. His mouth seized hers in stormy desire, her clothes came loose and a cold
draft hit her. Her hair tumbled down over her shoulders, freed by his hands, and the room tilted as she
was brought down onto the sofa beside a hard, demanding, naked male body.

 And then it stopped, and Meredith surfaced a little from a dark, sweet world where she felt only his
mouth and the stirring stroking of his hands over her flesh. She opened her eyes and saw him leaning up
on his forearm, studying her face in the mellow glow of the desk lamp. "What are you doing?" she
whispered, but the thin, wispy voice didn't sound like hers.

 "Looking at you." As he said it, his gaze moved down along the sides of her breasts past her waist, then
down her thighs and legs. Embarrassed, Meredith stopped him from what he was doing by touching her
lips to his chest. His muscles flinched reflexively as she brushed her lips over his skin, and his hand sank
slowly into the hair at her nape, lifting her forward. This time when she raised her gaze to his, he bent his
head. His mouth captured hers almost roughly, his tongue parting her lips and driving into her mouth in a
fiercely erotic kiss that sent flames shooting through her entire body. Leaning over her, he kissed her until
she heard herself moaning softly, and then his mouth was at her breasts, making them ache while his
fingers explored and tormented and made her back arch against his hand. He moved, his body shifting on
top of her, his hips insistent, his lips rough and tender against the curve of her neck and cheek. His mouth
returned to hers again, parting her lips; his legs wedged between hers, parting her thighs, and all the while
his tongue was tangling with hers, withdrawing and plunging deep. And then he stopped.

 Cradling her face between his palms, he ordered hoarsely, "Look at me." Somehow Meredith managed
to surface from her sensual daze; she forced her lids open and looked into his scorching gray eyes. The
moment she did, Matt drove into her with a force that tore a low cry from her throat and made her body
arch like a bow. In that split second he recognized he'd just taken her virginity, and his reaction was more
violent than hers.

 He froze, his eyes clenched shut. His shoulders and arms taut, he stayed there inside her, unmoving.
"Why?" he demanded in a raw whisper.

 She shivered at the accusation she thought she heard and misunderstood his question. "Because I haven't
done it before."

 That answer made his eyes open and what she saw wasn't disappointment or accusation, it was
tenderness and regret. "Why didn't you tell me? I could have made this much easier for you."

 Spreading her fingers over his cheek, Meredith said witha soft, reassuring smile, "You did make it easy.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


And perfect."

 That accomplished what nothing else had. It made him groan. He covered her lips with his and, with
infinite gentleness, began to move inside her, withdrawing almost all the way and slowly plunging deep,
steadily increasing the tempo of his driving strokes, giving and giving and giving until Meredith was wild
beneath him. Her fingernails bit into his back and hips, clutching him to her, while the passion raging inside
her built into a holocaust, and still it went on and on, until it finally exploded in long soul-destroying bursts
of extravagant pleasure. Gathering her into his arms, Matt shovedbis fingers into her hair, kissing her with
fiery urgency, and drove into her one more time. The deep raw hunger of his kiss, the sudden surge of
liquid from his body into hers, made Meredith clasp him tighter and moan with the exquisite sensation.

 Her heart beating frantically, she moved onto her side with him, her face pressed against his chest, his
arms tight around her. "Do you have any idea," he whispered in a shaken, hoarse voice, his lips brushing
her cheek, "how exciting you are,andhow responsive?"

 Meredith didn't answer, because the reality of what she'd done was beginning to seep through her, and
she didn't want to let it. Not now, not yet. She didn't want anything to spoil this. She closed her eyes and
listened to the lovely things he continued to say to her while he laid his hand against her cheek, idly
brushing his thumb over her skin.

 And then he asked something that did need a response and the magic faded, receding beyond her reach.
"Why?" he asked her quietly. "Why did you do this tonight? With me?"

 She tensed at the difficult, probing question, sighed with a feeling of loss, and pulled out of his arms,
wrapping herself in the afghan lying over the end of the sofa. She'd known about the physical intimacy of
sex, but no one had warned her about this strange, uneasy aftermath. She felt stripped bare emotionally;
exposed, defenseless, awkward. "I think we'd both better get dressed," she said nervously, "and then I'll
tell you whatever you wantto know. I'll be right back."

 In her room, Meredith put on a navy and white robe, tied the belt around her waist, and went back
downstairs, still barefoot. As she passed the clock in the hall, she glanced at it. Her father would be home
in an hour.

 Matt was on the phone in the study, fully dressed with the exception of his tie which he'd shoved into his
pocket. "What's the address here?" he asked. She told him and he relayed it to the cab company he had
called. "I told them to be here in a half hour," he said. Walking over to the coffee table in front of the
sofa, he picked up his abandoned brandy glass.

 "Can I get you anything else?" Meredith asked, because that question seemed like something a good
hostess normally asked a guest when the evening neared its end. Or was that what a waitress asked, she
wondered a little hysterically.

 "I'd like an answer to my question," he said. "What made you decide to do this tonight?"

 She thought she heard a tautness in his voice, but his face was completely expressionless. She sighed
and looked away, self-consciously tracing an inlaid square on the desk. "For years my father has treated
me like a ... a closet nymphomaniac, and I've never done anything to deserve it. Tonight when you
insisted he must have some reason for 'guarding me,' something just snapped inside of me. I think I
decided that if I was going to be treated like a tramp, I might as well have the experience of sleeping with
a man. And at the same time, I had some insane idea of punishing you—and him. I wanted to show you
that you were wrong."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 After several moments of ominous silence, Matt said curtly, "You could have convinced me I was wrong
by simply telling me that your father is a tyrannical, suspicious bastard. I would have believed you."

 In her heart, Meredith knew that was true, and she glanced uneasily at him, wondering if anger had been
her only reason for instigating what had just happened, or if she'd simply used anger as an excuse to
experience intimately that sexual magnetism she'd felt from him all night.Used. That was the operative
word. In a strange sort of way she felt guilty for using a man she had liked enormously to retaliate against
her father.

 In the lengthening silence, he seemed to evaluate what she'd said, and what she hadn't said, and to guess
what she was thinking. Whatever conclusions he drew from all that obviously didn't please him very
much, because he abruptly put down his glass and glanced at his watch. "I'll walk down to the end of the
drive."

 "I'll show you out." Polite sentences spoken between two strangers who'd been doing the most intimate
possible things together less than one hour ago. That incongruity registered on her as she straightened
from the desk. At the same moment his gaze riveted on her bare feet, shot back to her face, and then
ricocheted to her hair tumbling loose about her shoulders. Barefoot, hair down, and in a long robe,
Meredith did not look quite the way she did in a strapless evening dress with her hair in a sophisticated
chignon. She knew before he asked the question, what it was going to be. "How old are you?"

 "Not... quite as old as you think."

 "How old?" he persisted.

 "Eighteen."

 She expected some sort of reaction to that. Instead, he looked at her for a long, hard moment, and then
he did something that made no sense to her. Turning, he went over to the desk and wrote something on a
slip of paper. "This is my phone number inEdmunton ," he said calmly, handing it to her. "You can reach
me there for the next six weeks. After that,Sommers will know how to get in touch with me somehow."

 When he left, she walked upstairs, frowning at the scrap of paper in her hand. If this was Matt's way of
suggesting she give him a call sometime, it was arrogant, rude, and completely obnoxious. And a little
humiliating.

 For most of the following week, Meredith jumped every time the phone rang, afraid that it was going to
be Matt. Just the recollection of the things they'd done made her face burn with embarrassment, and she
wanted to forget it and him.

 By the following week she didn't want to forget it at all. Once the guilt and fear of discovery had
receded, she found herself thinking about him constantly, reliving the same moments she'd wanted to
forget. Lying in bed at night, with her face pressed into the pillow, she felt his lips on her cheek and neck,
and she recalled each sexy, tender word he'd whispered to her with a tiny thrill. She thought about other
things too, like the pleasure of being with him while they talked on the lawn atGlenmoor , and the way
he'd laughed at the things she said. She wondered if he was thinking about her, and if he was,why didn't
he call...

 When he didn't phone the week after that, Meredith realized she was obviously very forgettable and that
he hadn't thought her "exciting" or "responsive" at all. She went over and over the things she'd said to
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Matt just before he left, wondering if something she'd said was the reason for his silence now. She
considered the possibility that she might have hurt his pride when she told him the truth about why she'd
decided to sleep with him, but she found that very hard to believe. Matthew Farrell wasn't the least bit
insecure about his sexual attraction—he'd carried on that sexual banter with her within minutes of meeting
her, when they first danced. It was more likely he hadn't called because he'd decided she was too young
to bother with.

 By the end of the following week, Meredith no longer wanted to hear from him. Her period was two
weeks overdue, and she wished to God she'd nevermet Matthew Farrell at all. As one day drifted into
the next, she couldn't think about anything except the terrifying possibility that she'd gotten pregnant. Lisa
was inEurope , so there was no one to turn to or help make the time go faster. She waited and she
prayed and she promised fervently that if she wasn't pregnant, she'd never have intercourse again until she
was married.

 But either God wasn't listening to her prayers or He was immune to bribery. In fact, the only one who
seemed to notice and care that she was in a silent agony was her father. "What's wrong, Meredith?" he
asked repeatedly. Not long ago the biggest problem in her life was not being able to go to the college she
wanted to attend. Now that problem seemed infinitesimal. "Nothing is wrong," she told him. She'd been
too worried to argue with him over what happened with Matt atGlenmoor , and too distracted to engage
in any more battles withhim thereafter.

 Six weeks after she met Matt, Meredith's second period did not occur on its usual date, and her fear
escalated to terror. Trying to console herself with the fact that she didn't feel sick in the mornings or any
other time, she made an appointment for a pregnancy examination and test.

 Five minutes after she hung up the phone, her father knocked on her bedroom door. When she called to
him to come in, he walked over to her and held out a large envelope. The return address
readNorthwesternUniversity . "You win," he said shortly. "I can’t stand any more of this mood you've
been in. Go to Northwestern if it's that damned important to you. I'll expect you home on weekends,
however, and that isnot negotiable!"

 She opened the envelope that contained the notice that she was officially enrolled for the fall semester,
and she managed a weak smile.

 *  *  *

 Meredith didn't go to her own doctor because he was one of her father's cronies. Instead, she went to a
dingy family planning clinic nearChicago 's South Side where she was certain no one would know her.
The harassed physician there confirmed her worst fears: she was pregnant.

 Meredith heard that with a peculiar dead calm, but by the time she got home, her numbness had given
way to mindless, gripping panic. She could not face an abortion, she didn't think she could face giving the
baby up for adoption, and she could not face her father with the news that she was about to become an
unwed mother and the newest scandal in the Bancroft family. There was only one other alternative, and
Meredith took it: she called the number Matt had given her. When no one answered the phone she called
JonathanSommers and lied that she'd found something of Matt's and needed to send it to him. Jonathan
provided her with Matt's address and the information that Matt hadn't yet left forVenezuela . Her father
was out of town, so she packed a small suitcase, left him a note saying that she'd gone to visit friends, got
into her car, and drove toIndiana .

 In her despondent state of mind, she sawEdmunton as a bleak town of smokestacks, factories, and steel

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


mills. Matt's address was in a distant rural area that, to her, was just as bleak. After a half hour of driving
up one county highway and then another. Meredith gave up trying to locate the road he'd written down
and pulled into a run-down gas station to ask directions.

 A fat, middle-aged mechanic came out, his eyes sweeping over Meredith's Porsche, and then her, in a
way that made her skin crawl. She showed him the address she was trying to find, but instead of telling
her where it was, he turned and yelled over his shoulder, "Hey, Matt, isn't this your road?"

 Meredith's eyes widened as the man who'd had his head beneath the hood of an old truck in the service
station slowly straightened and turned. It was Matt; his hands were covered with grease, his jeans were
old and faded, and he looked exactly like a mechanic in some godforsaken little town. She was so
stunned by how different he looked, and so panicked about her pregnancy, she couldn't hide her reaction
as he walked up to the car. He saw it, and it doused the surprised smile from his chiseled features; his
face hardened, and when he spoke, his voice was devoid of emotion. "Meredith," he said,acknowledging
her with a curt nod. "What brings youhere?"

 Instead of looking at her, he was concentrating on roping his hands on the rag he'd pulled out of his back
pocket, and Meredith had the clutching feeling that he'd just guessed why she was there, andthat
accounted for the sudden chill in his attitude. She wished, very devoutly, that she were dead—and with
equal fervency that she hadn't gone there. He obviously wasn't going to want to help, and any grudging
help he could offer, she didn't want. "Nothing really," she lied with a hollow laugh, her hand already
hovering over the gearshift. "I just decided to take a drive and found myself heading this way. I guess I'd
better be going though, and—"

 He lifted his gaze from the rag to hers then, and her voice suffocated as a pair of piercing gray eyes
locked onto hers ... cold, probing, speculative eyes.Knowing eyes. Reaching down, he opened the door.
"I'll drive," he clipped, and in her state of wild tension, Meredith obeyed automatically, getting out of the
car and walking around it. Over his shoulder, Matt glanced at the fat man who was hovering at the hood
of the car, watching the scenario with disgustingly ill-bred fascination. "I'll be back in an hour."

 "Hell, Matt, it's already three-thirty," the other mechanic said, his face splitting into a grin that displayed a
missing front tooth. "Knock off for the day. A classy piece like this one deserves more than just an hour
with you."

 Meredith's humiliation was complete, and to add to her misery, Matt looked absolutely incensed as he
rammed the Porsche into gear and shot out onto the winding county road, gravel spraying from the tires.
"Do you mind slowing down a little?" she asked shakily, surprised and relieved when he immediately
eased off the accelerator. Feeling that some sort of conversation was demanded, she said the only thing
she could think of at the moment. "I thought you worked in a mill."

 "I work there five days a week. I moonlight here the other two as a mechanic."

 "Oh," she said uneasily. A few minutes later, they rounded a curve and he flipped on the turn indicator,
then he pulled into a small clearing in a grove of trees with an old, weathered picnic table in the middle of
it. Lying in the grass beside a crumbling brick barbecue was a wooden sign with faded letters carved into
it that saidMOTORISTS PICNIC GROUNDS. COURTESY, EDMUNTON LIONS CLUB.

 He turned off the ignition and in the silence Meredith could hear her blood pounding frantically in her
ears as she stared straight ahead, trying to adjust to the fact that the inscrutable stranger beside her was
the same man she'd laughed with and made love with six weeks before. The dilemma that had sent her
there hung over her like a stifling pall, indecision raged at her, and tears she refused to shed ached in her
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eyes. He moved and she jumped, her head jerking toward him—but all he was doing was getting out of
the car. He came around to her side and opened her door, and Meredith got out. Looking around with
feigned interest, she said, "It's pretty here," but her voice sounded strained and taut to her own ears. "I
really have to be getting back though."

 Instead of answering, he leaned his hip on the picnic table, his weight braced on the opposite foot, and
quirked an expectant brow at her—waiting, she supposed, for some sort of additional explanation about
her visit. His prolonged silence and unwavering scrutiny were tearing away at the control she was fighting
to maintain. The thoughts that had screamed through her mind all day began their terrifying chanting again:
She was pregnant, and about to become an unwed mother, and her father was going to be demented
with rage and pain. She was pregnant! She waspregnant! She was pregnant—and the man who was
semi-responsible for her heartbreak was sitting there watching her squirm with the detached interest of a
scientist observing a bug wriggling under a microscope. Suddenly and irrationally furious, Meredith
rounded on him. "Are you angry about something, or are you just being perverse by refusing to say
anything?"

 "Actually," he replied evenly, "I'm waiting for you to begin."

 "Oh." Meredith's burst of fury gave way to misery and uncertainty as she searched his composed
features. She'd ask him for advice, she decided, reversing her decision of a few minutes ago. Just advice,
that's all. God knew, she had to talk to someone! Crossing her arms over her chest as if to protect herself
from Matt's reaction, she tipped her head back, swallowing painfully as she pretended to study the leafy
canopy above. "As a matter of fact, I did have a specific reason for coming here today."

 "I assumed you did."

 She glanced at him, trying to guess if he'd assumed anything else, butbis expression was unreadable. She
returned her gaze to the leaves, watching them blur as scalding tears stung her eyes. "I'm here because—"
She couldn't say the words, the ugly, shameful words.

 "Because you're pregnant," he finished for her in a flat voice.

 "How did you guess?" she choked bitterly.

 "Only two things could have brought you here. That was one of them."

 Drowning in isolated misery, she said, "What was the other one?"

 "My superb dancing?"

 He was joking, and the wholly unexpected reaction was Meredith's undoing. The dam of tears broke;
she covered her face withher hands and her body shook with wrenching sobs. She felt his hands close on
her shoulders, and she let him pull her forward between his thighs and into his arms. "How can you j-joke
at a time like this?"

 she wept against his chest, but she was painfully glad for the silent comfort he was offering withhis
embrace. He pressed a handkerchief into her hand, and Meredith shuddered, struggling desperately for
control. "Go ahead and say it," she told him, wiping her eyes. "I was stupid to let this happen."

 "You won't get any argument from me on that."
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 "Thank you," she said sarcastically, dabbing at her nose. "Now I feel much better." It dawned on her
then that he was reacting with amazing and admirable calm and that her attitude was only making matters
worse.

 "Are you absolutely certain you're pregnant?"

 Meredith nodded. "I went to a clinic this morning, and they said I'm six weeks pregnant. I'm also certain
the baby's yours, in case you're wondering and you're too polite to ask."

 "I'm notthat polite," he said sardonically. Her teary aquamarine eyes snapped to his, blazing with affront
at what she mistook for his challenge, and he shook his head to silence her outburst "It isn't courtesy that
stopped me from asking, it's a knowledge of basic biology. I don't doubt that I'm responsible." She'd half
expected recriminations, shock, and disgust from him; the fact that he was reacting with quiet,
unemotional logic was incredibly reassuring and utterly baffling. Staring at the button on his blue shirt, she
brushed away a tear and heard him calmly ask the question that had been torturing her for hours: "What
do you want to do?"

 "Kill myself!" she admitted dismally.

 "What's your second choice?"

 Her head jerked up at the reluctant smile she heard in his voice. Her brows drawing together in
confusion, Meredith looked at him, struck by the indomitable strength in that rugged face, comforted by
the surprising understanding she saw in his steady gaze. She pulled back slightly, needing to think, and felt
a twinge of disappointment when he dropped his arms immediately. Even so, his calm acceptance of the
facts had communicated itself to her, and she felt considerably more rational than she had all day. "All my
choices are horrible. The people at the clinic thought an abortion was a logical choice. ..." She waited,
fully expecting him to urge her to do exactly that. If she hadn't caught the imperceptible tightening of his
jaw, she'd have thought him either indifferent to the idea or even in agreement with it. As it was, she still
wasn't completely certain. She looked away and her voice broke. "But I—I don't think I can face it, not
alone. Even if I did, I don't know if I could live with myself afterward." She drew a long, quavering
breath, trying to steady her voice. "I could have the baby and give it up for adoption, but, oh, God, that
wouldn't solve things. Not for me. I'd still have to tell my father I'm an unwed mother, and that's going to
break his heart. He'll never forgive me. I know he won't! And—and I keep thinking of how my baby
would feel, later on, wondering why I gave it away. And I know I'd spend the rest of mylife looking at
children, wondering if that one was mine, and if it's wondering about me and looking forme." She
brushed away another tear."I don't think I could live with the doubt or the guilt." She glanced at his
inscrutable features. "Could you possibly comment on some of this?" she demanded.

 "As soon as you say something I disagree with," he informed her in a tone of authority he'd never used
on her before, "I'll let you know."

 Daunted by his tone, but comforted by his words, she said, "Oh." Nervously rubbing her palms on the
legs of her tan slacks, Meredith continued, "My father divorced my mother because she slept around. If I
go home and tell him I'm pregnant, I think he'll throw me out. I don't have any money, but I'll inherit some
when I'm thirty. I can try to raise my baby myself, somehow, until then..."

 He finally spoke. Two words—terse and final"Our baby."

 Meredith nodded shakily, relieved to the point of tears that he felt that way. "The last alternative is one
you— you aren't going to like. I don't like it either. It's obscene...." She trailed off in humiliated anguish,
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then she summoned all her courage and began again, her words rushing out. "Matt, would you be willing
to help me convince my father we fell in love, and decided to get... get married right away? Then we
could tell him a few weeks from now that I'm pregnant? Naturally, after the baby is born, we'll get a
divorce. Would you agree to an arrangement like that?"

 "With great reluctance," he snapped after a prolonged pause.

 Drowning in humiliation at his long hesitation and ungracious acceptance, Meredith turned her face away.
"Thank you for being so gallant," she replied sarcastically. "I'll be happy to put it in writing that I don't
want anything from you for the baby, and that I promise to give you a divorce. I have a pen in my purse,"
she added, starting for the car with some half-formed, angry idea of writing out an agreement there and
then.

 His hand locked on her arm as she stalked past him, pulling her to an abrupt halt and turning her around.
"How the hell do you expect me to react?" he bit out. "Don't you think it's just a little unromantic onyour
part to begin by telling me you find the idea of marrying me 'obscene' and to start talking about a divorce
in the same breath you mentioned marriage?"

 "Unromantic?" Meredith repeated, gaping at his harsh features, torn between hysterical laughter at his
monumental understatement and alarm at his anger. But then the rest of what he'd said hit her, banishing
her mirth and making her feel like a thoughtless child. "I'm sorry," she said, looking directly into enigmatic
silver eyes. "I truly am. I didn't mean that marrying you is obscene to me. I meant that getting married
because I'm already pregnant is an obscene reason for doing something that's—that's supposed to
happen only because two people are in love."

 Limp withrelief, she watched his expression soften. "If we can make it to the courthouse beforefive
o'clock ," he said, straightening and taking charge, "we can get the license out of the way today and get
married on Saturday."

 Getting a marriage license struck Meredith as being appallingly easy and sickeningly meaningless. She
stood beside Matt, producing the necessary documents to prove her age and identity, watching him sign
his name and signing hers beneath it. Then they walked out of the old courthouse in the center of town
while the janitor waited impatiently to lock the doors behind them. Engaged to be married. As simply and
unemotionally as that. "We made it just in time," she said, her smile bright and brittle, her stomach
churning. "Where arewe going now?" she added as she slid into the car, automatically letting him drive
because she didn't want to bother.

 "I'm going to take you home."

 "Home?" she repeated tautly, noticing he didn't look one bit more pleased about what they'd just done
than she felt. "I can't go home, not until we're married."

 "I wasn't referring to that stone fortress inChicago ," he corrected her, sliding into the seat beside her. "I
was talking about my home." As tired and bemused as she felt, his disdainful description of her house still
made her smile a little. She was beginning to realize that Matthew Farrell wasn't awed or intimidated by
anything, or anyone. Turning, he rested his arm across the back of her seat, and her smile faded at his
implacable tone. "I agreed to get a license, but before we take the final step, we're going to have to come
to an agreement on some things."

 "What things?"
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 "I don't know yet. We'll talk more at home."

 Forty-five minutes later, Matt turned off a county road lined with neatly tended cornfields into a rutted
driveway. Thecar rattled and pounded over the wooden planks of a little bridge that spanned a creek,
rounded a curve, and Meredith had her first glimpse of the place he called home. In sharp contrast to the
well-kept fields in the distance, the quaint frame farmhouse looked forlorn and badly in need of paint. In
the yard, weeds were winning the battle for space with grass, and the door on the barn to the left of the
house was hanging drunkenly on one hinge. Despite all that, there was evidence that someone had once
loved and enjoyed the place; pink roses were blooming riotously on a trellis beside the porch and there
was an old wooden porch swing hanging from the limb of a giant oak tree in the front yard.

 On the way there, Matt had told her that his mother had died seven years before, after a long bout with
cancer, and that he lived there with his father and his sixteen-year-old sister. Overwhelmed with
nervousness at the thought of meeting his family, Meredith tipped her head toward the right, where a
farmer was driving a tractor through a field. "Is that your father?"

 Matt paused as he leaned down to open her door, glanced in the direction she indicated, and shook his
head. "That's a neighbor. We sold most of our land years ago, and we lease the rest to him. My father
lost what little interest he had in farming when my mother died." He saw the tension in her face as they
started up the porch steps, and he put his hand on her arm. "What's wrong?"

 "I'm scared to death about facing your family."

 "There's nothing to be afraid of. My sister will think you're exciting and sophisticated because you're
from the big city." After a hesitant pause, he added, "My father drinks, Meredith. He started when they
told him my mother's illness was terminal. He holds down a regular job and he's never abusive. I'm telling
you this so you'll understand him and be able to make allowances. He's been completely sober for a
couple of months, but that can end at any time." It wasn't an apology, it was a statement of fact, spoken
in a calm, nonjudgmental voice.

 "I understand," she said, though she'd never had any close association with an alcoholic in her life and
she didn't understand at all.

 She was spared the need to worry about it further because at that moment the screen door banged open
and a slim girl with Matt's dark hair and gray eyes raced onto the porch, her gaze glued to the carin the
yard. "Omigod, Matt, a Porsche!" Her hair was cut almost as short as his, and it made her pretty features
even more vivid. She turned to Meredith, her face alivewith reverent wonder. "Is it yours?"

 Meredith nodded, taken aback by the surge of instantaneous liking she felt for the girl who resembled
Matt so much, and yet had none of his reserve. "You must be incredibly rich," she continued ingenuously.
"I mean, Laura Frederickson isvery rich, but she's never had a Porsche."

 Meredith was stunned by the mention of money and curious about Laura Frederickson; Matt looked
extremely annoyed by the mention of both. "Knock it off, Julie!" he warned.

 "Oh, sorry," she said, grinning at him. To Meredith she said, "Hi. I am Matt's incredibly bad-mannered
sister, Julie. Are you guys coming inside?" She opened the screen door. "Dad got up a little while ago,"
she added to Matt. "He's working theeleven o'clock shift this week, so dinner willbe at seven-thirty. Is
that okay?"

 "Fine," Matt said, putting his hand on Meredith's back, ushering her inside. Meredith glanced about her,
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her heart beating a frantic tattoo as she braced herself to meet Matt's father. The interior of the house
looked much like the exterior—quaint, with signs of neglect and wear that overshadowed its
early-American charm. The wooden plank floors were scarred and scuffed, and the braided rugs that
were scattered about were worn and faded. At right angles to a brick fireplace with bookshelves built
into the wall, a pair ofnubby green armchairs faced a sofa upholstered in a patterned cloth that long ago
had resembled autumn leaves. Beyond the living room was a dining room with maple furniture, and
beyond that an open door revealed a kitchen with a sink that stood on legs. A stairway on the right led
from the dining room to the second floor, and a very tall, thin man with graying hair and a deeply grooved
face was walking down it, a folded newspaper in one hand, a glass filled with dark amber liquid in the
other. Unfortunately, Meredith hadn't seen him until that moment, and the uneasiness she felt as she
looked around the house was still written across her face when her eyes riveted on the glass in his hand.

 "What's going on?" he asked as he walked into the living room, glancing from Meredith to Matt to Julie,
who was hovering near the fireplace, surreptitiously admiring Meredith's pleated slacks, Italian sandals,
and khaki safari shirt.

 In answer, Matt introduced Meredith to him and to Julie. "Meredith and I met when I was inChicago last
month," he added. "We're getting married on Saturday."

 "You'rewhaaat?" his father uttered.

 "Fantastic!" Julie cried, diverting everyone. "I always wanted a big sister, but I never imagined she'd
come with her very own Porsche!"

 "Her very own what?" Patrick Farrell demanded of his irrepressible daughter.

 "Porsche," Julie repeated ecstatically, racing over to the window and drawing the curtain back to show
him. Meredith's car glinted in the sunlight—sleek, white, and expensive. As completely out of place as
she was. Patrick evidently thought so, too, because when he looked from the car to Meredith, his shaggy
brows jerked together until the creases between his faded blue eyes deepened to furrows. "Chicago?" he
said. "You were inChicago for only a few days!"

 "Love at first sight!" Julie declared, leaping into the breach of taut silence. "How romantic!"

 Patrick Farrell, who'd seen the uneasy expression on Meredith's face when she glanced around the
house a moment earlier, attributed her reaction to disdain for his home and for him, not to her own
frighteningly uncertain future. Now he glanced out the window at her car, then turned and looked at her
frozen face. "Love at first sight," he repeated, studying her with unconcealed doubt. "Is that what it was?"

 "Obviously," Matt said in a tone that warned him to drop the subject, then he rescued Meredith by the
expedient means of asking her if she'd like to rest before dinner. Meredith would have eagerly grabbed at
barbed wireto haul herself out of this. Next to telling Matt she was pregnant, this was the second most
humiliating confrontation of her life. She nodded at Matt while Julie insisted that Meredith use her room,
and Matt went out to the car for Meredith's overnight bag.

 Upstairs, Meredith sank morosely onto Julie's four-poster, and Matt put her single piece of luggage on a
chair. "The worst is over with," he told her quietly.

 Without looking up, she shook her head, twisting her fingers in her lap. "I don't think so. I think it's only
beginning." Seizing on the smallest of her looming problems, she said, "Your father hated me on sight."
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 Laughter tinged his voice. "It might have helped if you hadn't looked at the glass of iced tea he was
holding like it was a coiled snake."

 Flopping back on the bed, she stared at the ceiling and swallowed, ashamed and bewildered. "Did I do
that?" she asked hoarsely, closing her eyes as if to shut out the image.

 Matt looked down at the forlorn beauty draped across the bed like a drooping flower, and in his mind
he saw her as she'd been at the country club six weeks ago, filled with laughing mischief and doing her
effective damnedest to ensure that he enjoyed himself. He noted the changes in her while something
strange and unfamiliar tugged levity at his heart, and his mind pointed out the absurdities of their dilemma.

 They didn't know each other at all; they knew each other intimately.

 In comparison to every other female he'd had sex with, Meredith was a complete innocent; she was
pregnant with his child.

 There was a social gulf between them a thousand miles wide; they were going to bridge that gulf with
marriage. And then widen it with divorce.

 *  *  *

 They had absolutely nothing in common; nothing except one astonishing night of lovemaking—sweet, hot
lovemaking, where the seductive, insistent temptress in his arms had become a panicky virgin, and then a
tormenting delight. An unforgettable night of lovemaking that had haunted him for weeks afterward, a
night when he had been willingly seduced, only to become the insistent seducer who was more desperate
than ever in his life to give them both a climax they'd never forget.

 And he certainly had.

 Thanks to his unsurpassed diligence and determination in that endeavor, he'd made himself a father.

 A wife and child were definitely not a part of Matt's master plan right now; on the other hand, he'd
known when he devised the plan and followed it for ten long years, that sooner or later something was
going to happen and he was going to have to adapt it to suit new requirements. The responsibility for
Meredith and the baby was coming at a very inopportune time, but Matt was used to shouldering
enormous responsibilities. No, the responsibility didn't bother him as much as other things did—the most
immediate of which was the absence of hope and laughter on Meredith Bancroft's face. The possibility
that because of what happened six weeks ago, those two things might never brighten that entrancing face
of hers bothered him more than he would have believed possible. Which was why he leaned over her,
braced his fists on either side of her shoulders, and in a voice he'd meant to be teasing, he ordered
sharply, "Cheer up, sleeping beauty!"

 Her eyes snapped open, narrowed, dropped to the smile on his lips, then lifted to his eyes again in
confused misery. "I can't," she whispered hoarsely. "This whole idea is insane, I see that now. We'll only
be making things worse for each other, and the baby, by getting married."

 "Why do you say that?"

 "Why?" she repeated, flushing with humiliation. "How can you ask me why? My God, you didn't even
want to take me out again after that night. You haven't evenphoned. How can—"
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 "I intended to call you," he interrupted. She rolled her eyes at that unbelievable claim, and he went on.
"In a year or two—as soon as I got back fromSouth America ." If she weren't so miserable, Meredith
would have laughed in his face at that one, but his next words, spoken with quiet force, stunned her and
doused the impulse. "If I'd thought for one minute you actuallywanted to hear from me, I'd have called
you long before this."

 Torn between disbelief and painful hope, Meredith closed her eyes, trying unsuccessfully to deal with her
bewildering, uncontrollable reactions. Everything was extremes—extremes of despair, of relief, of hope,
of joy.

 "Cheer up!" Matt ordered again, inordinately pleased that she'd apparently wanted to see him again.
Among other things, he'd assumed six weeks ago that in the harsh light of day, she'd reevaluate things and
decide his combined lack of money and social standing were impossible obstacles to any further
relationship. Evidently she hadn't felt that way. She drew a ragged breath, and not until she spoke did
Matt realize that she was trying valiantly to respond to his urging to cheer up. With a tremulous smile she
said darkly, "Are you planning to be a nag?"

 "I think that's supposed to be my line."

 "Really?"

 "Mmm." he confirmed. "Wives nag."

 "What do husbands do?"

 He gave her a look of deliberate superiority. "Husbands command."

 In contrast to her next words, her smile and voice were angelically sweet. "Would you like to bet on
that?"

 Matt tore his gaze from her inviting lips and looked into jewel-bright eyes. Mesmerized, he answered
with blunt honesty. "No."

 And then the last thing that he expected occurred. Instead of cheering her up, he realized she was crying,
and just when he was blaming himself for making her do that, Meredith put her arms around him and
pulled him down to her. Burying her face in the curve of his neck and shoulder, she turned into his arms
as he stretched out beside her on the bed, her slim shoulders shaking. When she finally spoke, several
moments later, her words were rendered almost indistinguishable by tears. "Does a farmer'sfiancée have
to can and pickle things?"

 Matt muffled a stunned laugh, stroking her luxuriant hair. "No."

 "Good, because I don't know how."

 "I'm not a farmer," he reassured her. "You know that."

 The real cause of her misery came pouring out in a sob of deep, pure grief. "I was supposed to start
college next month. Ihave to go to college. I p-planned to be president someday, Matt."

 Astonished, Matt tipped his chin down, trying to see her face. "That's a hell of a goal," he said before he
could stop himself. "President of theUnited States ..."
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 That last, perfectly serious remark, startled a shriek of teary laughter from the unpredictable young
woman in his arms. "Not of theUnited States , of a store!" she corrected him, and the gorgeous eyes she
raised to his were suddenly swimming with tears of laughter now instead of despair.

 "Thank God for that," he teased, so eager to keep her smiling that he paid no attention to the implications
of what he was saying. "I expect to be a reasonably rich man in the next few years, but buying you the
presidency of theUnited States might be beyond my means even then."

 "Thank you," she whispered.

 "For what?"

 "For making me laugh. I haven't cried this much since I was a child. Now I can't seem to stop."

 "I hope you weren't laughing at what I said about being rich."

 Despite his light tone, Meredith sensed that he was extremely serious about that, and she sobered. She
saw the determination in that square jaw, the intelligence and hard-bitten experience in those gray eyes.
His life had not given him any of the advantages that it offered men of her own class, but she sensed
instinctively that Matt Farrell had a rare kind of strength coupled with an indomitable will to succeed. She
sensed something else about him too—that despite his arbitrary attitude and the mild cynicism she'd
glimpsed, there was a core of gentleness within him. His behavior today was proof of that. She had
initiated their lovemaking six weeks ago, and this pregnancy and hasty marriage was undoubtedly as
disastrous tobis life as it was to hers. Yet, not once had he torn into her for her stupidity or carelessness,
nor had he told her to go to hell when she asked him if he would marry her—which she'd half expected
him to do.

 Watching her study him, Matt knew she was rating his chances to succeed and make good his claim; he
also knew how incongruous that claim would seem to her, particularly now. The night he'd met her, he'd
at leastlooked successful. Now, however, she knew what sort of place he came from; she'd seen him
with his head under the hood of a truck and grease all over his hands, and he remembered that
momentary flash of shock and repugnance on her face. And so, as he looked down at that beautiful face
of hers, he waited for her to laugh at his pretension—no, not laugh—she was much too well bred to laugh
in his face; she'd say something condescending, and he'd know it in an instant, because those expressive
eyes of hers would give away her real thoughts.

 She finally spoke, her voice quiet, thoughtful, smiling. "Planning to set the world on fire, are you?"

 "With a torch," he averred.

 To his complete shock, Meredith Bancroft lifted her hand and shyly laid it against his tense jaw, her
fingers spreading over his cheek. The smile on her lips transferred to her eyes, making them glow. Softly,
but with absolute conviction, she whispered, "I'm sure you will, Matt."

 Matt opened his mouth to say something, and he couldn't speak; the touch of her fingers, the proximity
of her body, and the look in her eyes suddenly drugged his mind. Six weeks ago, he'd been wildly
attracted to her; in the space of a moment, that latent attraction erupted with a force that made him lean
down and seize her mouth with hard, demanding hunger. He devoured its sweetness, stunned by his own
urgency, astonished when he had to slow down and coax her lips apart, because he knew instinctively
she was feeling a little of what he was feeling. And when her lips did part and begin to move with his, he
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was shocked by the surge of triumph he felt. Common sense fled; Matt leaned up and over her, his body
already rigid with desire, and almost groaned a few minutes later when she tore her mouth from his and
held her hands against his chest to keep him away. "Your family," she gasped desperately. "They're
downstairs ..."

 Matt reluctantly dragged his hand from her bared breast. His family. He'd forgotten about all that.
Downstairs it had been obvious that his father had leapt to the correct conclusion as to the reason for
their sudden marriage—and the wrong conclusions about the sort of woman Meredith was. He needed
to go downstairs and straighten that out, he did not need to reinforce his father's opinion that Meredith
was a rich slut by staying up in this bedroom with her right now. He was amazed he'd forgotten that; he
was more amazed by his unparalleled lack of control where she was concerned. Slow, gorgeous
lovemaking hadn't been what he'd intended just then—swift, total possession had been his goal, and that
had never happened to him before.

 Tipping his head back, Matt drew a steadying breath and got off the bed, removing himself from the
proximity of temptation. Leaning a shoulder against the bedpost, he watched her scoot up into a sitting
position. She glanced uneasily at him, hastily straightening her clothes, and he grinned as she modestly
covered the breasts he'd been kissing and caressing a moment before. "At the risk of sounding
outrageously impulsive," he remarked casually, "I'm beginning to find the notion of a marriage in name
only not only gothic, but impractical. It's obvious we have a strong sexual attraction to each other. We've
also made a baby together. Maybe we ought to consider taking a shot at living like married people. Who
knows," he added, lifting his broad shoulders in a shrug, a smile tugging at his lips, "we might like it"

 Meredith wouldn't have been more surprised if he'd grown wings and started flying around the room,
then she realized he was merely tossing the idea around as a possibility, not making a suggestion. Torn
between resentment at his offhand attitude and an odd kind of pleasure and gratitude that he'd even
brought the idea up, she said nothing.

 "There's no hurry," he added with a roguish grin as he straightened. "We have a few days to make up
our minds."

 When he left, Meredith stared at the closed door in exhausted disbelief, completely dazed by the speed
withwhich he reached conclusions, gave orders, and switched directions. There were very distinct and
startlingly different sides to Matthew Farrell, and she wasn't at all certain who he really was. The night she
met him, she'd seen a chilling harshness in him; yet, that same night, he had smiled at her jokes, quietly
talked to her about himself, kissed her into insensibility, and made love to her with demanding passion
and exquisite tenderness. Even so, she had a feeling that the gentleness he nearly always showed her
wasn't necessarily his norm, and that he wasn't to be underestimated. She had an even stronger feeling
that whatever Matthew Farrell chose to do with the rest of his life, someday he was going to be a force
to be reckoned with. She fell asleep thinking he already wasa force to be reckoned with.

 Whatever Matt had said to his father before Meredith came down to dinner was evidently effective,
because Patrick Farrell seemed to accept without further challenge the fact that they were getting
married. Even so, it was Julie's determined chatter that kept the meal from being a nerve-racking ordeal
for Meredith. Matt was generally silent and thoughtful during most of it. At the same time, he seemed to
dominate the room and even the conversation, simply by being present and listening to what was being
said.

 Patrick Farrell, who should have been the head of the household, had clearly abdicated that role to
Matt. A slender, brooding man with a face that bore traces of dissipation and tragedy, he deferred to
Matt whenever a question came up about who ought to do what. Meredith thought him both pitiful and
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somehow frightening, and she continued to feel that he didn't particularly like her either.

 Julie, who seemed to have willingly accepted the role of cook and housekeeper to the two men, was like
a Fourth of July sparkler, every thought she had burst from her lips in a torrent of enthusiastic words. Her
devotion to Matt was obvious and total; she jumped up to get him coffee, asked his advice, and listened
to whatever he said as if God Himself were rendering an opinion. Meredith, who was trying desperately
not to think about her own problems, wondered how Julie had kept her enthusiasm and optimism here;
she wondered how any girl who seemed as bright as Julie could willingly forsake some sort of career for
a future of looking after her father, which Meredith assumed was what she planned to do. Immersed in
her thoughts, it took Meredith a moment to realize Julie was talking to her.

 "There's a department store inChicago called Bancroft's," Julie told her. "I see their ads inSeventeen
sometimes, but mostly inVogue. They have fantastic stuff. Matt brought me a silk scarf from there once.
Do you ever shop there?"

 Meredith nodded, her smile unconsciously warming at the mention of the store, but she didn't elaborate.
There hadn't been time to tell Matt of her connection to Bancroft's, and Patrick had already reacted so
negatively to her car that she didn't want to do it there. Unfortunately, Julie gave her no choice.

 "Are you any relation to thoseBancrofts —the people who own the department store, I mean?"

 "Yes."

 "A close relation?"

 "Pretty close," she said, helplessly amused by the excited glee in Julie's big gray eyes.

 "How close?" Julie asked, putting her fork down, peering at her. Matt paused, his coffee cup halfway to
his mouth, staring at her. Patrick Farrell leaned back in his chair, frowning at her.

 With a silent sigh of defeat, Meredith admitted, "My great-great-grandfather founded the store."

 "That's fantastic! Do you know what my great-great-greatgrandfather did?"

 "No, what?" Meredith asked, so drawn into Julie's contagious enthusiasm that she forgot to look at Matt
to see how he'd reacted.

 "He immigrated to this country fromIreland and started a horse ranch," Julie told her, standing up and
beginning to clear the table.

 Meredith smiled and got up to help her. "Mine was a horse thief!" Behind her, both men picked up their
coffee cups and took them into the living room.

 "Was he really a horse thief?" Julie asked as she filled the sink with soapy water. "Are you sure?"

 "Positive," Meredith averred, adamantly refusing to turn to watch Matt walk away. "They hanged him for
it."

 They worked in companionable silence for a few moments, then Julie said, "Dad's working double shifts
for the next few days. I'm going to spend tonight with a girlfriend, studying. I'll be back in the morning in
time to make breakfast though."
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 Distracted by Julie's remark about studying, Meredith overlooked the fact that she was evidently going
to be alone with Matt tonight. "Studying? Aren't you on summer vacation?"

 "I'm going to summer school. That way, I'll be able to graduate in December—two days after I turn
seventeen."

 "That's young to graduate."

 "Matt was sixteen."

 "Oh," Meredith said, wondering about the quality of a rural school system that let everyone graduate so
early. "What will you do after you graduate?"

 "Go to college. I'm going to major in one of the sciences, but I haven't decided which one yet. Biology
probably."

 "Really?"

 Julie nodded and said with pride, "I have a full scholarship. Matt's waited until now to go away because
he wanted to be certain I'd be okay on my own. It's just as well, though, because it gave him a chance to
get his M.B.A. while he was waiting around for me to grow up. Although he'd have had to stay in
Edmunton and keep working anyway, just to finish paying off Mom's medical bills."

 Meredith whirled around and gaped at her. "Matt had a chance to get his what?"

 "His M.B.A.—you know, master's degree—business administration. That's what comes after you get
your bachelor's degree," she prompted helpfully. "Matt had a dual major for his undergraduate
degree—economics and finance. Brains run in our family," she added, then she saw Meredith's blank
shock and stopped. Hesitantly, she said, "You—you don't know anything at all about Matt, do you?"

 Only how he kisses and makes love, Meredith thought with shame. "Not much," she admitted in a small
voice.

 "Well, you shouldn't blame yourself. Most people think Matt's hard to get to know, and you two have
known each other for only two days." That sounded so sordid that Meredith turned away, unable to face
her. She picked up a mug and started wiping it. "Meredith," Julie said, looking worriedly at her averted
face, "it's nothing to be ashamed of—I mean it's no big deal to me that you're pregnant." Meredith
dropped the mug and it rolled across the linoleum under the sink. "Well, it isn't!" Julie persisted, bending
down and scooping it up.

 "Did Matt tell you I'm pregnant?" Meredith managed. "Or did you figure it out for yourself?"

 "Matt told my dad privately, and I eavesdropped, although I'd already figured it out myself, actually."

 "Wonderful," Meredith said, drowning in mortification.

 "I thought it was pretty neat," Julie agreed. "I mean, until Matt told Dad all about you, I was starting to
feel like I was the only virgin alive over the age of sixteen!"

 Meredith closed her eyes, feeling a little faint from the wild leaps of intensely revealing conversation and
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angry that Matt had discussed her with his father. "That must have been quite a little gossip session they
were having," she said bitterly.

 "Matt wasn't gossiping about you! He was straightening out my dad about what sort of girl you are."
That made Meredith feel immeasurably better, and when Julie saw it, she continued in a slightly different
vein. "Thirty-eight of the two hundred girls in my high school class this year are pregnant. Actually," she
confided a little dispiritedly, "I've never had to worry about it. Most guys are afraid to kiss me."

 Feeling that some reply was in order, Meredith cleared her throat and said, "Why?"

 "Because of Matt," Julie said succinctly. "Every guy inEdmunton knows Matt Farrell is my brother. They
know what Matt would do to them if he found out they tried anything with me. When it comes to
guarding a woman's 'virtue,'" she added with a laughing sigh, "having Matt around is like wearing a
chastity belt."

 "Somehow," Meredith said before she could stop herself, "I didn't find that to be exactly true."

 Julie laughed, and Meredith suddenly found herself laughing with her.

 When they joined the men in the living room, Meredith braced herself for an awkward couple of hours
of watching television, but Julie again took matters into her own hands. "What shall we do?" she asked,
looking expectantly from Matt to Meredith. "I know, how about a game or something? Cards? No, wait,
how about something really silly—" She turned to the bookshelves, running her finger past several games.
"Monopoly!" she said, looking over her shoulder.

 "Not me," Patrick said. "I'd rather watch this movie."

 Matt had no desire whatsoever to play any game, particularly that one, and he was on the verge of
suggesting that Meredith go for a walk with him, when he realized that what she probably needed was
some relief from anything intense, which their conversation outside would undoubtedly become.
Moreover, she'd established a rapport with Julie and seemed to feel comfortable with her. He nodded,
trying to appear as if he enjoyed the prospect, then he glanced to Meredith for a decision. She didn't
look any more enthusiastic than he felt, but she smiled and nodded too.

 Two hours later he admitted to himself that the Monopoly game had been an unexpected and unqualified
success that even he'd enjoyed. With Julie as instigator, the game had immediately become a kind of
farce, with both girls trying their damnedest to beat him and, failing that, to cheat him. Twice he'd caught
Julie stealing the money he'd already won, and now Meredith was coming up with outrageous reasons for
refusing to pay him his due. "No excuses this time," he warned Meredith as her token landed on a
property he owned. "You owe me fourteen hundred for that."

 "No, I don't," she said with a smug grin. She pointed to the little plastic hotels he'd put on his property,
one of which she'd nudged with her finger. "That hotel is encroaching on my easement. You built on my
land, therefore you owe me."

 "I'll 'encroach on your easement' but good," he threatened, chuckling, "if you don't hand over my
money."

 Laughing, Meredith turned to Julie. "I have only one thousand. Can you lend me some?"

 "Sure thing," Julie said, even though she'd already lost all her money. Reaching out, she snatched several
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$500 bills from Matt's pile and handed them to Meredith. A few minutes later, Meredith admitted defeat.
Julie went to get her books and Meredith finished putting the game away, then she got up to return it to
the bookshelf. Behind her, Patrick Farrell stood up. "I'd better get going," he said to Matt. "Did you leave
the truck at the garage?" When Matt said he had, and that he'd get a ride into town in the morning to pick
it up, Patrick turned to Meredith. Throughout their rowdy Monopoly game, she'd felt his eyes on her.
Now he smiled—a grim, uncertain smile. "Good night, Meredith."

 Matt stood up, too, and asked her if she felt like going for a walk.

 Glad for any reprieve that would keep her from lying in bed, worrying, Meredith said, "That sounds
nice."

 Outside, the night air was balmy, and the moon painted a wide path across the yard. They'd just walked
down the porch steps when Julie came out behind them, a sweater over her shoulders and schoolbooks
in her arms. "See you in the morning.Joelle's picking me up at the end of the drive. I'm going over to her
house to study."

 Matt turned, brows pulling together. "At ten at night?"

 She paused, her hand on the railing, an exasperated smile on her pretty face. "Matt!" she said, rolling her
eyes at his obtuseness.

 He caught on then. "TellJoelle I said hello." She left, hurrying toward the car lights at the end of the
gravel drive, and Matt turned to Meredith, asking her something that had obviously been puzzling him.
"How do you know about encroaching on easements and zoning violations?"

 Tipping her head back Meredith gazed at the harvest moon hovering overhead like a huge golden disk.
"My father has always talked to me about business. There was a zoning problem when we built our
branch store in the suburbs, and a problem with an easement when the developer paved the parking lot."
Since he'd already asked a question, Meredith asked him one that had been plaguing her for hours.
Pausing, she reached up and pulled a leaf from a low branch overhead while she made an unsuccessful
effort to keep the accusation out of her voice. "Julie told me you have an M.B.A. Why did you let me
think you were an ordinary steelworker who was heading off toVenezuela to chase your luck in the oil
fields?"

 "What makes you think steelworkers areordinary and people with M.B.A.'s are special?"

 Meredith heard the mild reprimand in those words and she flinched inwardly. Leaning her shoulders
against the tree trunk behind her, she said, "Did I sound like a snob?"

 "Are you one?" he asked, shoving his hands into his pockets, studying her.

 "I—" She hesitated, searching his shadowy features, strangely tempted to say whatever she thought he
wanted to hear, and, just as firmly, she resisted the temptation. "I probably am."

 She didn't hear the disgust in her voice, but Matt did and the glamour of his sudden, lazy grin made her
pulse leap. "I doubt it."

 The three words made her feel inordinately pleased. "Why?"

 "Because snobs don't worry about whether they are or not. However, to answer your question, part of
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the reason I didn't say anything about the degree is that it doesn't mean anything unless, and until, I can
put it to use. Right now all I have are a bunch of ideas and plans that may not work out the way I think
they should."

 Julie had said most people found him difficult to get to know, and Meredith could easily believe that.
And yet, there were many times, like now, when she felt an odd sense of being so attuned to him that she
could almost read his mind. Quietly she said, "I think the other reason you let me go on thinking you're a
steelworker was that you wanted to see if it would matter to me. It was a—a test, wasn't it?"

 That startled a chuckle from him. "I suppose it was. Who knows—that's all I may ever be."

 "And now you've switched from steel mills to oil rigs," she teased, her eyes laughing, "because you
wanted a job with more glamour, is that it?"

 With an effort, Matt resisted the temptation to snatch her into his arms and muffle his laughter against her
lips. She was young and pampered and he was going to a foreign country where many common
necessities would be luxuries. This sudden, insane impulse to take her with him that kept prodding at him
was just that—insane. On the other hand, she was also brave, sweet, and pregnant with his child.His
child. Their child. Perhaps the idea wasn't so insane. Tipping his head back, he looked up at the moon,
trying to ignore the notion, and even while he was doing it, he found himself suggesting something that
would help him decide. "Meredith," he said, "most couples take months learning about each other before
they get married. You and I have only a few days before we get married, and less than a week before I
have to leave forSouth America . Do you think we could try to cram a few months into a few days?"

 "I guess so," she said, puzzled by the sudden intensity in his voice.

 "Okay, fine," Matt said, strangely at a loss as to how to begin now that she'd agreed. "What would you
like to know about me?"

 Gulping back a surge of startled, self-conscious laughter, Meredith looked at him, stupefied, and then
she wondered if he was referring to genetic questions she might have about him as the father of her baby.
Peering at him, she asked hesitantly, "Do you mean that I should ask you things like—like is there any
history of insanity in your family, and do you have a police record?"

 Matt bit back a shout of laughter at her choice of questions, and said with sham gravity, "No—to both
those things. How about you?"

 Solemnly, she shook her head. "No insanity, no police record either."

 He saw it then—the answering laughter glowing in her eyes, and for the second time in moments he had
to restrain the urge to clasp her to him.

 "Now it's your turn to ask me something," she offered gamely. "What do you want to know?"

 "Just one thing," he said with blunt honesty as he placed his hand high on the tree trunk behind her. "Are
you half as sweet as I think you are?"

 "Probably not."

 He straightened and smiled because he was almost certain she was wrong. "Let's walk, before I forget
what we're supposed to be doing out here. In the interest of complete honesty," he added as they turned
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and strolled down the lane that curved toward the main road, "I've just remembered that Ido have a
police record." Meredith stopped short, and he turned and said, "I was busted twice when I was
nineteen."

 "What were you doing at the time?"

 "Fighting.Brawling would be a better word. Before my mother died, I'd managed to convince myself
that if she had the best doctors and stayed in the best hospitals— only the best—then she wouldn't die.
We got her the best, my father and I. When the insurance ran out, we sold the farm equipment and
everything else we could liquidate to keep paying the medical bills. She died anyway," Matt said in a
carefully unemotional voice. "My father hit the bottle, and I went looking for something of my own to hit.
For months afterward I was spoiling for a fight, and since I couldn't get my hands on the God my mother
had such faith in, I settled for any mortal who wanted to take me on. InEdmunton it's not hard to find a
fight," he added with a wry smile, and not until that moment did Matt realize he was confiding things to an
eighteen-year-old girl that he'd never admitted to anyone else, even himself. And the eighteen-year-old
girl was looking at him with a quiet understanding that completely belied her years. "The cops broke up
two of the fights," he finished, "and they busted all of us. It's no big deal. There's no record of it anywhere
exceptEdmunton ."

 Touched by his confidence, Meredith said softly, "You must have loved her very much." Aware that she
was treading on shaky ground, she said, "I never knew my own mother. She went toItaly after my
parents' divorce. I guess I was lucky, don't you, not to have known her and loved her all those years, and
then lost her?"

 Matt realized exactly what point she was trying to make, and he didn't deride her efforts. "Very nice," he
said with quiet gravity, then he shook off the mood and wryly announced, "I have amazingly excellent
taste in women."

 Meredith burst out laughing, then felt a jolt of delight when his hand slid across her back, curving around
her waist to draw her tightly against his side as they walked. A few steps later, she thought of something
that brought her up short. "Have you ever been married before?"

 "No. Have you?" he added, teasing.

 "You know perfectly well I haven't—hadn't done—" She stopped, uneasy with the topic.

 "Yes, I do know," he confirmed. "What I can't understand is how anyone who looks like you could have
reached the age of eighteen without losing your virginity to some rich, smooth-talking preppy boy along
the way."

 "I don't like preppy boys," Meredith replied, then she glanced at him, bemused. "I never actually realized
that before."

 That pleased Matt immensely because she sure as hell wasn't marrying one. He waited for her to say
more. When she didn't, he prompted her disbelievingly. "That's it? That's the answer?"

 "That's part of it. The whole truth is that I was so homely until I was sixteen that boys stayed completely
away from me. By the time I wasn't homely anymore, I was so mad at them for ignoring me all those
years that I didn't have a very high opinion of them on the whole."

 Matt looked at her beautiful face, her tempting mouth, and radiant eyes, and he grinned. "Were you
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really homely?"

 "Let me put it this way," she said dryly, "if we have a little girl, she'll be better off if she looks likeyou
when she's young!"

 Matt's sharp crack of laughter exploded into the soft night silence and he yanked her into his arms.
Laughing, he buried his face in her fragrant hair, surprised by his feelings of tenderness because she'd
apparently been homely, touched that she had confided it to him, and elated because ... because ... He
refused to think of why. All that mattered was that she was laughing, too, and that her arms had slid
around his waist. With a solemn smile, he rubbed his jaw against her head and whispered, "I have
exquisite taste in women."

 "Well, you wouldn't have thought that a couple of years ago," she said, laughing and leaning back in his
arms.

 "I'm a man of vision," he assured her quietly. "I would have thought it even then."

 An hour later they were sitting on the porch steps facing each other, their backs propped against the
railing. Matt was one step higher, his long legs stretched out in front of him. A step below him, Meredith
wassitting with her knees drawn up against her chest, her arms wrapped around them. They were no
longer making a conscious effort to get to know each other because Meredith was pregnant and they
were getting married. They were simply a couple sitting outside on a late summer night, enjoying one
another's company.

 Leaning her head back, Meredith listened to a cricket chirping, her eyes half closed.

 "What are you thinking about?" he asked quietly.

 "I'm thinking that it will be autumn soon," she said, lifting her gaze to his. "Autumn is my absolute favorite
season. Spring is overrated. It's soggy and the trees are still bare from winter. Winter drags on and on,
and summer is nice, but it's all the same. Autumn is different. I mean, is there any perfume in the world
that can compare with the smell of burning leaves?" she asked with an engaging smile. Matt thought she
smelled a hell of a lot better than burning leaves, but he let her continue. "Autumn is exciting—things are
changing. It's like dusk."

 "Dusk?"

 "Dusk is my favorite time of day, for the same reason. When I was young, I used to walk down our
driveway at dusk in the summer and stand at the fence, watching all the cars going by with their headlights
on. Everyone had a place to go, something to do. The night was just beginning ..." She trailed off in
embarrassment. "That must sound incredibly silly."

 "It sounds incredibly lonely."

 "I wasn't lonely, not really. Just daydreaming. I know you got an awful impression of my father at
Glenmoor that night, but he's not the ogre you imagine. He loves me, andall he's ever tried to do is to
protect me and give me the best." Without warning, Meredith's lovely mood dissolved, and reality came
crashing over her with sickening force. "And in return I'm going to go home in a few days, pregnant
and—"

 "We agreed not to worry about any of that tonight," he interrupted.
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 Meredith nodded and tried to smile, but she couldn't control her thoughts as easily as he apparently
could. Suddenly she saw her child standing at the end of some driveway inChicago , alone, watching the
cars going by on the road. No family, no brothers and sisters, no father. Just her. And she wasn't sure
she could be enough.

 "If autumn is your favorite thing, what's your least favorite?" Matt asked, trying to divert her.

 She thought a moment. "Christmas tree lots on the day after Christmas. There's something sad about
those beautiful trees that no one picked out. They're like orphans no one want—" She broke off, realizing
what she was saying and quickly looked away.

 "It's aftermidnight ," Matt said, rolling to his feet, knowing her mood was beyond salvaging. "Why don't
we go to bed?"

 It sounded as if he was taking it for granted they would, or should, go to bed together, and Meredith
suddenly felt a sick lurch of panic at that. She was pregnant and he was going to marry her because he
had to; the whole situation was already so sordid, it made her feel cheap and humiliated as it was.

 In silence they turned off the living room lights and walked up the stairs. The door to Matt's room was
immediately off the landing, while Julie's was to the left, at the end of the hall, witha bathroom in between.
When they approached his door, Meredith took matters into her own hands. "Good night, Matt," she
said shakily. Stepping around him, she tossed a fixed smile over her shoulder, and left him standing in his
doorway. When he made no attempt to stop her, her emotions veered crazily from relief to chagrin.
Apparently, she decided as she stepped into Julie's room, pregnant women had no sex appeal
whatsoever, not even to the same man who'd gone crazy in bed with you a few weeks prior. She opened
the door and walked into Julie's room.

 Behind her, Matt spoke in a flat, calm voice. "Meredith?"

 She turned and saw him still standing in the doorway of his room, his shoulder propped against the door
frame, his arms crossed loosely over his chest. "Yes?"

 "Do you know what my least favorite thing is?"

 His implacable tone told her the question wasn't casual, and she shook her head, wary at whatever he
was getting at. He didn't keep her in doubt. "It's sleeping alone when there's someone down the hall who
I know damned well should be sleeping with me." Matt had meant that to be more an invitation than a
curt observation, and his lack of tact with her surprised him. A dozen expressions chased themselves
across her lovely face— embarrassment, unease, doubt, uncertainty—and then she gave him a small
smile, hesitated, and said firmly, "Good night."

 Matt watched her walk into Julie's room and close the door behind her, and he stood for a long moment,
knowing perfectly well that if he went after her and tried tender persuasion he could very likely convince
her to come to bed with him. And yet, for some reason, he was suddenly, adamantly, unwilling to do it.
Turning, he went into his room, but he left his door open, still convinced that she wanted to be with him,
and that if she did, she'd come back here when she had gotten ready for bed.

 Clad in pajama bottoms that he'd had to search through his drawers to find, he stood at the window,
looking out at the moonlit lawn. He heard Meredith leave the bathroom after her shower, and he tensed,
listening to her footsteps. They retreated down the hall into Julie's room and then a door closed. She'd
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made her decision, he realized withequal parts of surprise, annoyance, and disappointment. And yet,
none of those three emotions had as much to do with unrequited sexual desire as they did with something
deeper and more general. He had wanted some sign from her that she was ready for an actual
relationship with him; as much as he hoped for that, he wasn't willing to do anything to try to persuade her
that she was. It had to be her decision, her choice, freely made. She'd made that choice when she
walked away from him and down the hall. If she'd had any doubts about what he wanted her to do, what
he'd said to her in the hall would have removed them.

 Turning away from the window, he breathed a sigh of frustrated irritation, and faced the fact that he was
probably expecting far too much from an eighteen-year-old. The thing was, it was damned hard to
remember how young Meredith actually was. Pulling back the sheet, he got into bed and linked his hands
behind his head, staring at the ceiling, thinking about her. Tonight she'd told him about LisaPontini and
how they'd become friends, and he'd realized from what she said that Meredith was not only at ease in
country clubs and mansions, she was also totally at home with thePontini family as well. She was utterly
without artifice or affectation, Matt thought, and yet there was an unmistakable gentility in her, an inherent
elegance that was as appealing to him as her intoxicating face and entrancing smile.

 Weariness finally nudged him and he closed his eyes. Unfortunately, none of those attributes were going
to help her or make the idea of going off toSouth America with him seem the slightest bit enticing, unless
shefelt something for him. And she obviously didn't, or she'd have been with him now. The idea of trying
to persuade a reluctant, pampered eighteen-year-old to go to Venezuela with him when she didn't have
the courage or the conviction to walk down a hall to him was not only repugnant, it was futile.

 With her head bent, Meredith stood beside Julie's bed, torn apart with yearnings and misgivings she
couldn't seem to control or predict. Her pregnancy wasn't having any physical effects yet, but it was
evidently playing havoc with her emotions. Less than an hour ago she hadn't wanted to be in bed with
Matt, and now she did. Common sense warned her that her future was already terrifyingly uncertain, and
that giving in to her growing attraction to him would only make things more complicated. At twenty-six he
was much older than she and far more experienced in every facet of life—a life that was completely alien
to her. Six weeks ago, when he was wearing a tuxedo and she was in familiar surroundings, he'd seemed
almost like other men she'd known. But here, clad in jeans and a shirt, there was an earthiness about him
that both attracted her and alarmed her. He'd wanted her to come to bed tonight, and he'd made that
emphatically clear. When it pertained to women and sex, Matt was obviously so sure of himself that he
could stand there and baldly tell her what he wanted her to do. Notask her or try to persuade her, but tell
her! No doubt he was considered quite a stud aroundEdmunton , and why not—the night she'd met him,
he'd been able to make her writhe with passion even though she was scared sick. He knew just where to
touch and how to move to make her lose her mind, and all that sexual expertise hadn't been gotten from
books! He'd probably made love hundreds of times in hundreds of ways with hundreds of women.

 And even while she thought it, her mind rebelled at believing Matt had no feeling for her other than
sexual. True, he hadn't called her in the six weeks since he'd leftChicago ; equally true, she'd been so
upset that night, she couldn't have given him the idea she wanted him to call her. His claim that he'd
intended to call her when he got back from SouthAmerica in two years had seemed ludicrous when he
said it. Now, in the silent darkness, after listening to him talk tonight about his plans for the future, she had
the feeling he'd wanted tobe somebody when he called her the next time. She thought of what he'd told
her about his mother's death; surely that boy who'd grieved and raged couldn't have grown into a
shallow, irresponsible man whose only real interest in women was—Meredith brought herself up short.
Matt was far from being irresponsible. Not once since she'd gotten there had he tried to evade any
responsibility for the baby. Furthermore, based on things he'd said and some remarks of Julie's, Matt had
been shouldering much of the responsibility for the entire family for years.
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 If sex was all he had on his mind tonight, why hadn't he tried to persuade her to come to bed with him,
when he'd made it eloquently clear he wanted her there? She remembered the tender look in his eyes
when he'd asked if she was as sweet as he thought she was. That same look had warmed those gray
eyes repeatedly while they sat on the porch.

 Whyhadn't he tried to talk her into going to bed with him?

 The answer hit her, and it made her feel weak with relief and strangely terrified. He'd definitely wanted to
make love, and he certainly knew how to convince her they should, but he'd refused to do that. He
wanted something even more tonight from her than her body. She knew it without knowing how she did.

 Or, perhaps, she was just being as overemotional now as she'd been for days.

 Meredith straightened, shaking with uncertainty, her hand unconsciously splaying over her flat belly. She
was scared and confused and wildly attracted to a man she didn't know or understand. Her heart
thundering, she silently opened the door to Julie's room. He'd left his door open—she'd seen that when
she came out of the bathroom after her shower. If he was already asleep, she decided, she'd come back
and go to bed. She'd leave this up to fate.

 He was asleep, she realized as she stood in his doorway, watching him in the moonlight that spilled
through the sheer curtains on the window. Her heart slowed to a normal tempo, and still she stood there,
marveling at this fierce tug on her emotions that had sent her to him in the first place. Awkwardly aware
that she was standing in his doorway, watching him sleeping, she turned silently.

 Matt had no idea what woke him, or how long she'd been standing in that doorway, but when he
opened his eyes, she was leaving. He stopped her with the first careless words that came to mind. "Don't
do that, Meredith!"

 The harsh order brought Meredith whirling around, her hair spilling over her left shoulder. Not certain
what he'd meant or what he was thinking, she tried to see his expression through the darkness, and when
she couldn't, she started forward.

 Matt watched her moving toward him. She was wearing a short silk nightshirt that barely covered the
tops of her shapely thighs. He shifted sideways and moved the covers back for her. She hesitated, and
instead sat down beside him, her hip against his, her eyes wide with confusion as they searched his.
When she spoke, her voice was low and shaky. "I don't know why, but I'm more scared this time than I
was the last."

 Matt smiled somberly as his hand lifted to her cheek, then curved around her nape. "So am I." In the
lengthening silence, they remained perfectly still, the only movement the slow stroking of Matt's thumb
against her neck, as both of them sensed that they were about to take the first step down a new
uncharted path. Meredith sensed it subconsciously; Matt recognized it with complete clarity and, even so,
there was something infinitely right about what they were going to do. No longer was she an heiress from
another world; she was the woman he had wanted to possess the moment he saw her, and she was
sitting beside him, her hair cascading over his arm like a thick satin waterfall. "I think it's only fair to warn
you," he whispered as his hand tightened on her nape, beginning to exert pressure to draw her mouth
down to his, "that this could turn out to be an even bigger risk than the one you took six weeks ago."
Meredith looked into his smoldering eyes and knew that he was warning her about some sort of deep
emotional involvement. "Make up your mind," he whispered huskily.

 She hesitated, and then her gaze dropped from his compelling eyes to that mobile mouth. Her heart
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stopped, she stiffened and lurched back, and his hand fell away. "I—" she said, starting to shake her
head and stand up, and then something stopped her. With a smothered moan, Meredith leaned down and
kissed him, crushing her mouth against his, and Matt's arms swept around, holding her close, then
tightening like a vise as he rolled her onto her back, his mouth fierce and insistent.

 The magic began again as it had six weeks ago, only different this time, because it washotter, sweeter,
more turbulent.

 And a thousand times more meaningful.

 When it was finished, Meredith turned onto her side, limp and damp and sated, feeling his legs and thighs
pressing against the backs of hers. She drifted toward sleep, his hand still moving lazily over her arm, then
coming to rest against her breast in a way that was both possessive and deliberately provocative. Her last
waking thought was that he wanted her to know he was there; that he was claiming another kind of right
that he hadn't asked for and she hadn't granted. It was just like him to do that. She fell asleep smiling.

 "Did you sleep well?" Julie asked the next morning as she stood at the kitchen counter, buttering toast.

 "Very well," Meredith said, trying desperately not to look as if she'd spent the night making love with
Julie's brother. "Can I do anything to help with breakfast?"

 "Not a thing. Dad's working double shifts for the next week, from three in the afternoon to seven in the
morning. When he gets home all he'll want to do is eat and go to sleep. I've already got his breakfast
ready. Matt doesn't eat breakfast. Do you want to bring him his coffee? I usually bring it up to him just
before his alarm goes off, which is"—she glanced up at the kitchen clock, a plastic thing shaped like a
teakettle—"in ten minutes."

 Pleased with the idea of doing something as domestic as waking him up with coffee, Meredith nodded
and poured some into a mug, then she looked at the sugar bowl and hesitated uncertainly.

 "He drinks it black," Julie said, smiling at Meredith's confusion. "And, by the way, he's a bear in the
morning, so don't expect cheerful conversation."

 "Is he really?" Meredith considered that new tidbit of information.

 "He isn't mean, he's just silent."

 Julie was partially right. When Meredith knocked on his door and went inside, Matt rolled over onto his
back, looking completely disoriented. His only greeting was a slight grateful smile as he levered himself
into a sitting position, reaching out for the mug of coffee. Meredith hovered uncertainly by the bed,
watching him drink it as if he needed it to survive the next few minutes, then she turned to go, feeling
unnecessary and intrusive. He caught her wrist to stop her, and she obediently sat down beside him.
"Why amIthe only one who's exhausted this morning?" he finally asked, his voice still a little husky with
sleep.

 "I'm a morning person," Meredith told him. "I'll probably be drooping this afternoon."

 His eyes moved over Julie's plaidshirt which she'd tied in a knot at the midriff, then it slid over Julie's
white shorts. "On you, that outfit looks like it belongs on a billboard."

 It was the first compliment he had ever paid her, except for the things he murmured to her when they
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were making love. Meredith, who normally didn't think much of compliments, memorized that one. Not
because of what he said, but the tender way he'd said it.

 Patrick came home, ate breakfast, and went to bed. Julie left at8:30 with a cheery wave and the
announcement that she was going to her girlfriend's house after school and intended to stay the night there
again. At9:30 , Meredith decided to call home and leave a message for her father withthe butler. Albert
answered the phone and gave her a message from her father instead. Her father said that she was to
come home immediately, and that she'd better damned well have a good explanation for vanishing like
this. Meredith asked Albert to tell her father that she had a wonderful reason for staying away, and that
she'd see him Sunday.

 After that, time seemed to drag. Careful not to wake up Patrick, she went into the living room, looking
for something to read. The bookshelves offered several possibilities, but she was too restless to
concentrate on a long novel. Among the copies of magazines and periodicals on the top shelf, Meredith
found an old pamphlet on crocheting. She studied it with mounting interest while fanciful and artistic baby
booties took shape in her mind.

 With no other diversions available, she decided to give crocheting a try, and she drove into town. At
Jackson's Dry Goods, she purchased a magazine dedicated to crocheting, a half-dozen skeins of thick
yarn and a fat wooden crochet hook as big around as her finger, which the sales clerk assured her was
best for a beginner to use. She was unlocking her car, which she'd parked in front of theTru Value
Hardware store, when it occurred to her that the responsibility for dinner tonight might fall to her. Tossing
the bag with the yarn into the car, sherecrossed the street and went into the grocery store. For several
minutes she wandered the aisles, assailed by justifiable doubts about her cooking ability. At the meat
counter, she scanned the packages, biting her lip. Julie's meat loaf had been wonderful last night;
whatever Meredith made was going to have to be simple. Her gaze drifted past the steaks, pork chops,
and calf's liver, then riveted on the packages of hot dogs as inspiration struck her. With luck, she might
be able to turn dinner into an adventure in nostalgia tonight instead of a culinary catastrophe. Smiling, she
bought the hot dogs, a package of buns, and a huge bag of fat marshmallows.

 Back at the house, Meredith put away the groceries and sat down with her crochet hook and the
magazine with the illustrated crocheting instructions. According to the introduction, the chain stitch was
the basis for all crochet stitches and beginners were not to proceed to the next step until they were able
to make at least a hundred perfectly uniform chain stitches. Meredith obediently began to make chain
stitches, each one of which was about a half inch around due to the enormous crochet hook and thick
yarn she was using.

 As morning wore into afternoon, the worries she'd been hiding from came back to plague her, so she
crocheted harder to keep them away. She wouldnot think about pediatricians ... or what labor felt like ...
whether Matt would want visiting rights for their baby ... nursery school ... whether Matt really meant
what he'd said about their having a real marriage ...

 Chain stitches cascaded from her crochet hook, fat and uniform, landing in a large pool of soft cream
rope at her feet. She looked down, knowing perfectly well it was long past time to stop and to proceed
to step two, but she didn't feel up to the challenge, and besides, there was a certain grim satisfaction, a
sense of badly needed control, that came from the repetitive task. Attwo o'clock , the pregnancy that did
not yet seem real made itself known with sudden demands for sleep, and Meredith put the crochet hook
down. Curling up almost thankfully on the sofa, she glanced at the clock. She could grab a quick nap and
still be up in time to put her yarn away and be ready when Matt came home. When Matt came home ...
The thought of him returning to her after a hard day at work filled her with delight. As she laid her cheek
against her hand, she remembered the way he had made love to her, and she had to make herself think of
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something else, because the memory was so powerful and stirring that she ached for him. She was in
serious danger of falling in love with the father of her baby. Serious danger? she thought with a smile.
What could possibly be lovelier—as long as Matt felt the same way. And she rather thought he did.

 The sound of gravel crunching beneath tires drifted in through the open window, and her eyes snapped
open, her gaze flying to the clock. It was4:30 . She lurched to a sitting position and combed her fingers
through her hair, shoving it off her forehead. As she reached out to pick up the yarn and put it away, the
front door swung open and her heart responded with a leap of joy to the sight of him. "Hi," she said, and
she had a sudden vision of other evenings just like this one, when Matt would come home to her. She
wondered if he'd thought about her at all, and then chided herself for being foolish. She was the one with
too much time on her hands; he had been busy and undoubtedly preoccupied. "How was your day?"

 Matt looked at her standing near the sofa, while visions of more days like this paraded across his mind,
months and years of days when he'd come home to a golden-haired goddess with a smile that always
made him feel as if he'd just single-handedly slain a dragon, cured the common cold, and found a means
to world peace. "My day was fine," he said, smiling. "What did you do with yours?"

 She'd spent part of it worrying and the rest thinking and dreaming of him. Since she couldn't very well tell
him that, she said, "I decided to take up crocheting." She held up the skein of yarn to prove her claim.

 "Very domestic," Matt teased, then his gaze slid down the rope of chain stitches that descended from the
skein and ended beneath the coffee table. His eyes widened. "What are you making?"

 Meredith stifled an embarrassed giggle because she didn't have the remotest idea. "Guess," she said,
trying to save face, hoping he'd think of something.

 Walking over, Matt bent down, picked up the end of the stitches, and began backing up until he'd
stretched the chain out twelve feet to the end of the room. "A carpet?" he ventured gravely.

 Somehow she managed to control her features and look wounded. "Of course it's not a carpet."

 He sobered at once and started toward her, instantly contrite. "Give me a hint," he said gently.

 "You shouldn't really need a hint. It's obvious what it's going to be." Fighting to keep her face straight,
she

 announced, "I'm planning to add a few more rows to what I've already crocheted—so it will be
wider—then I'm going to starch the whole thing, and you can use it to fence your property!"

 His shoulders shaking with laughter, Matt hauled her into his arms, oblivious to the crochet hook jabbing
in his chest.

 "I bought some things for dinner tonight," she told him, leaning back in his arms.

 Matt had intended to take her out. He tipped his chin down, smiling withsurprise. "I thought you said you
don't know how to cook."

 "You'll understand when you see what I bought," she said, and he put his arm around her shoulders and
walked into the kitchen. She took out the hot dogs and his gaze shot to the marshmallows.

 "Very clever," he said with a grin. "You figured out a way to makeme do the cooking."
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 "Believe me," she said gravely, "it's safer this way."

 He'd been home for less than ten minutes and it was the second time Matt had felt as if life was suddenly
filled with joy and laughter.

 She brought out a blanket and the food, and Matt eventually built a campfire. They spent the evening
outside, happily eating hot dogs that were overcooked, buns that were undercooked, and marshmallows
that dripped into the fire; they talked about everything from the terrain ofSouth America , to Meredith's
unusual lack of troublesome pregnancy symptoms, to the proper degree of doneness for marshmallows.
At twilight, they'd finished eating and Meredith cleared away the plates, then she went into the kitchen to
wash the dishes. With his knee drawn up, Matt waited for her to return, his gaze drifting idly from the
darkening sky above to the leaves he'd just gathered up and heaped on the fire to surprise her.

 When Meredith came back out, the air was pungent with the delicious aroma of autumn, and Matt was
sitting on the blanket, trying to look as if there was nothing whatsoever strange about the smell of burning
leaves in August. She knelt down on the blanket across from him, looked at the fire, then she raised her
face to his, and even in the darkness Matt could see her eyes shining. "Thank you," she said simply.

 "You're welcome," he replied, his voice strangely husky to his own ears. He held out his hand to her,
then had to fight down a wave of desire when she misunderstood his invitation to sit beside him and,
instead, moved between his legs so that she could sit with her back against his chest and watch the fire.
Desire was followed by exquisite delight a moment later when she softly confessed, "This is the nicest
night I've ever had, Matt."

 He slid his arm around her waist from behind, his fingers splaying protectively across her flat stomach,
and tried not to sound as touched as he felt. With his free hand he brushed her hair aside and kissed her
nape. "What about last night?"

 She bent her head forward, offering his mouth better access, and promptly amended, "This is thesecond
nicest night I've ever had."

 Matt smiled against her skin and nipped her ear, but passion was already erupting through his body,
raging through his veins like wildfire, refusing to be delayed or denied. Shaken by the force of it, he
turned her face up to his and captured her mouth. Her lips moved against his, sweetly, softly at first, then
deliberately provocative as her tongue slipped between his lips. Matt lost control. He forced his hand
inside her shirt, his fingers closing over her breast, and her moan of pleasure broke the last fragile thread
of his restraint. Turning her in his arms, he laid her down on the blanket, his body half covering hers, and
shoved his fingers into her hair, holding her captive for a plundering kiss. He was so attuned to her that he
sensed her momentary hesitation as the ferocity of his ardor stunned her into immobility. It stunned him,
too, this desperate, demanding need to possess her completely, this necessity to make a conscious effort
to slow himself down. It consumed him so completely that he never realized her hesitation came not from
fear of his stormy passion, but from her inexperience and uncertainty about how to return and stimulate it.
Even if he had realized it, he'd have hesitated about showing her how to do it right then, because pacing
himself so that he could prolong their lovemaking was already incredibly difficult. And so he undressed
her slowly, withfingers made awkward because they trembled, and he kissed her until she was writhing
beneath him, her hands rushing over his heated skin. The touch of her hands and mouth set him on fire,
and each soft sound she made sent his blood roaring as he led her from one plateau to the next higher
one, whispering hoarse, heated words of pleasure to her. She followed him, joining him, until he finally
made her cry out, her body racked with tremors, and then he poured himself into her.
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 Afterward, he wrapped the blanket around them, and laid beside her, gazing up at a sky quilted with
stars, inhaling the nostalgic fragrance of an early autumn. In the past, making love had always been an act
of mutual pleasure; with Meredith it was an act of spellbinding beauty. Exquisite, tormenting, magical
beauty. For the first time in his life, Matt felt utterly contented, completely at peace. The future was more
complicated than it had ever been, and yet he had never felt more confident that he could shape it to suit
them—if only she gave him the chance and the time. Time.

 He desperately needed more time with her to strengthen this strange, fragile bond that was drawing them
closer together with each hour they spent together. If he could get her to agree to go toSouth America
with him, he'd have time to strengthen that bond and she'd stay married to him. He believed that.
Tomorrow he was going to call JonathanSommers and without telling him why, he would try to find out
what sort of housing and medical facilities were available in the area. For himself, he hadn't given a damn.
Meredith and his baby were another story.

 If he couldn't take her with him ... That was the problem. He couldn't change his mind about going
toSouth America . For one thing, he'd signed a contract; for another, he needed the $150,000 bonus for
staying over there so that he could use it to capitalize his next investment. Like the foundation of a
skyscraper, that $ 150,000 was the foundation for his entire grand plan. It wasn't as much money as he'd
have liked it to be, but it would suffice.

 As he laid there beside her, he considered forgetting about the whole damned plan and staying in the
States with her, but he couldn't do that either. Meredith was accustomed to the best. She was entitled to
it, and he wanted her to have it. And the only way he could hope to give it to her was by going toSouth
America .

 The thought of leaving her behind and then losing her because she got tired of waiting for him, or she lost
faith in his ability to succeed, would normally have been driving him crazy. But he had one more thing in
his favor: She was pregnant with his child. Their baby would give her a strong reason to wait for him and
trust him.

 The same pregnancy that Meredith had regarded as a calamity, Matt now regarded as an unexpected
gift from fate. When he left her inChicago , he'd thought it would be at least two years before he could
come back and try to court her in style—assuming he hadn't already lost her to someone else. She was
beautiful and captivating and hundreds of men would have been after her while he was gone. One of them
would have probably caught her, and he'd known that the night he left her.

 But now fate had stepped in and handed him the world. The fact that fate had never been very kind to
the Farrell family was something that Matt refused to let dampen his spirits. He was now prepared to
believe in God, fate, and universal goodness all because of Meredith and the baby.

 The only thing he actually found a little hard to believe was that the sophisticated young heiress he'd met
at the country club, the bewitching blonde who drank champagne cocktails and handled herself with
smiling poise, was actually curled up beside him, asleep in his arms, his baby sheltered inside her.

 His baby.

 Matt spread his fingers over her abdomen, and smiled against her neck because Meredith had no idea
how he actually felt about their child. Or how he felt about her because she hadn't tried to get rid of
it—and him. That first day when she'd itemized her options, the mention of the wordabortion had made
him feel like throwing up.
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 He wanted to talk about the baby with her and tell her exactly how he felt about all this, but for one
thing, he felt like a selfish bastard for being so happy about something that distressed her so much. For
another thing, she was dreading the confrontation with her father, and any mention of her pregnancy
seemed to remind her of what was ahead.

 The confrontation with her father ... Matt's smile faded. The man was a son of a bitch, but somehow
he'd raised the most amazing woman Matt had ever met, and for that Matt was profoundly grateful to
him. He was so grateful that he was willing to do whatever he could to ease things between Meredith and
her father when he took her toChicago on Sunday. Somehow he was going to keep remembering that
Meredith was Philip Bancroft's only child, and that for reasons that could be clear only to Meredith, she
loved that arrogant bastard.

 Chapter 10

  

 "Where's Meredith?" Matt asked Julie when he came home from work the next afternoon.

 She looked up from the dining room table, where she was doing her homework. "She went riding. She
said she'd be back before you got home, but you're two hours early." With a grin, she added, "I wonder
what the attraction could be here?"

 "Brat," Matt said, rumpling her dark hair as he headed for the back door.

 Meredith had told Matt yesterday that she enjoyed riding, so Matt had called their neighbor that morning
and arranged for Meredith to ride one of Dale's horses.

 Outside, he walked across the yard, past the overgrown patch that had been his mother's vegetable
garden, while he searched the fields off to the right for a sign of her. He was halfway to the fence when he
saw Meredith coming, and the sight sent fear curling up his spine. The chestnut horse was at a smooth,
ground-eating gallop, running along the fence line, and Meredith was leaning low over its neck, her hair
tossing wildly about her shoulders. As she came nearer, he realized she was going to turn and head the
horse toward their barn. Matt changed direction, heading there, too, watching her while his pulse rate
slowed to a more even tempo and his fear receded. Meredith Bancroft rode like the aristocrat she was—
light and lovely in the saddle and in complete control.

 "Hi!" she called, her face flushed and glowing as she brought the horse to a stop in the barnyard beside a
bale of rotted hay. "I'll have to cool him down," she said as Matt reached for the horse's bridle, and then
everything happened at once: Matt's heel clipped the tines of an old rake left lying on the ground just as
Meredith started to swing her leg over the horse's back, and the handle of the rake flew up and hit the
horse in the nose. With an outraged snort, the horse lurched and reared. Matt let go of the bridle and
made a futile grab for Meredith, and she slid backward, landing on her rump on the hay, then sliding to
the ground.

 "Goddammit!" he burst out, crouching down and clutching her shoulders. "Are you hurt?"

 The bale of hay had broken Meredith's short fall, and she wasn't hurt, she was just mortified and
confused about what had happened. "Am Ihurt?" she repeated with a look of comic shock as she
pushed herself to her feet. "My pride is worse than hurt. It's demolished— destroyed—"

 He watched her, his eyes narrowed with concern. "What about the baby?"
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 Meredith paused in the act of brushing hay and dirt off the seat of Julie's borrowed jeans. "Matt," she
informed him with a wry, superior look, letting her hands rest on the seat of her pants,"this isnot where
the baby is."

 He finally realized where her hands were and where she'd fallen. Amusement and relief washed through
him, and he feigned a perplexed look. "It isn't?"

 For several minutes Meredith sat contentedly, watching him cool the horse, then she remembered
something and grinned. "I finished crocheting your sweater today," she called.

 He stopped short and stared at her, his expression dubious. "You . . . made that long ropy thing into a
sweater? For me?"

 "Of course not," Meredith said, managing to look hurt. "That long ropy thing was only a practice project.
I made the actual sweater today. It's a vest, though, not a sweater. Want to see it?"

 He said he did, but he looked so uneasy that Meredith had to bite down on her lip to stop from laughing.
When she emerged from the house several minutes later, she was carrying a bulky-knit beige vest with
her crochet hook stuck into it, and the skein of beige yarn from yesterday.

 Matt was just walking out of the barn, and they converged near the bale of hay. "Here it is," she said,
producing everything from behind her back. "What do you think?"

 His eyes shifted with unconcealed dread to her hands, riveted on the sweater, then rose to her innocent
face. He was stunned, and he was impressed. He was also visibly touched that she'd made it for him.
Meredith hadn't expected that, and she felt a little uneasy about her joke. "That's amazing," he said. "Do
you think it will fit?"

 Meredith was certain it would. She'd checked the sweaters in his drawers to make sure she bought the
right size. When she brought this one home, she'd carefully removed the labels. "I think so."

 "Let me try it on."

 "Right here?" she asked, and when he nodded, she tugged the crochet hook loose, fighting down her
increasing guilt. Slowly and with infinite care, he lifted it from her hands and put it on, smoothing it over
his striped shirt, tugging his collar into the right position. "How do I look?" he asked, posing with his
hands on his hips and his feet planted slightly apart.

 He looked absolutely wonderful—broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped, ruggedly handsome, and lethally
sexy, even in faded jeans and an inexpensive sweater.

 "I like it, especially because you made it for me yourself."

 "Matt," she said uneasily, prepared to confess.

 "Yes?"

 "About the sweater . .."

 "No, sweetheart," he interrupted, "don't apologize because you didn't have time to make more of them
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for me. You can do that tomorrow."

 Meredith was still reeling from the heady thrill of hearing his deep voice call her "sweetheart" when his
words registered, and she saw the amusement gleaming in his eyes. In a deliberately threatening gesture,
he bent down and grabbed a stick from the ground, then he started toward her and Meredith started
backing up, laughing helplessly. "Don't you dare!" she giggled, scooting around the hay bales and backing
toward the barn. Her shoulders collided with the side of the building and she made a wild sideways lunge,
but Matt caught her wrist, jerking her up short and pressing his body against the full length of hers.

 Cheeks flushed, eyes sparkling with laughter, she looked up at his grinning face. "Now that you've
caught me," she teased, "what are you going to do with me?"

 "Now, there's a question," he said in a husky voice. His gaze fixed on her lips, and he bent his head,
kissing her with deliberate, lazy sensuality until Meredith was responding, then he deepened the kiss,
parting her lips with his own, his tongue probing. And Meredith forgot they were standing in plain sight of
the house in broad daylight. She curved her hand around his nape, holding him close, and fed his hunger
with her own, welcoming the deliberately suggestive rhythm of his tongue. By the time he finally lifted his
head, they were both breathing fast and hard and his aroused body had left an invisible imprint on hers.

 Matt drew a long breath and tipped his head back, sensing instinctively that now was an ideal moment to
urge her to come toSouth America with him. He debated about how to do it and, because he was so
damned afraid she'd refuse, he decided to tip the scales in his favor with a form of coercion. "I think the
time has come for our talk," he stated as he straightened and looked at her. "I told you when I agreed to
get married that I was probably going to have some stipulations. I wasn't certain then what they were
going to be. Now I am."

 "What are they?"

 "I want you to join me inSouth America ." Having made that pronouncement, Matt waited.

 Torn between shock at his stipulation, extreme pleasure at what that stipulation was, and exasperation at
the dictatorial tone he'd used, she said, "I'd like to understand something. Are you telling me that the
marriage is off if I don't agree to what you're asking?"

 "I'd rather you answer my question before I answer yours."

 It took several moments before Meredith finallyrealized that after pressuring her by implying he might
refuse to marry her, Matt was now trying to see if she'd agree without his use of an actual threat. With an
inner smile at the unnecessary and arbitrary way he was going about achieving his goal, Meredith
appeared to consider the matter very carefully. "You want me to go off toSouth America with you?"

 He nodded. "I talked toSommers today. He said the housing and medical facilities are adequate. I need
to see them for myself and make sure of it. If they're acceptable, I want you to join me there."

 "I don't think it's a very fair offer," she said,straightfaced , shoving away from the barn and deliberately
repaying him for his methods by making him wait for her answer.

 He stiffened a little. "Right now it's the best I can do."

 "I don't think you're doing very well," Meredith said, strolling toward the house to hide her smile. "I get a
husband, a baby, and a house of my very own, plus the excitement of going off toSouth America . You
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get a wife who will probably cook your shirts, starch your food, and misplace your—"

 She yelped in laughing surprise as his hand landed on her backside, and when she spun around she
collided with his body, but Matt wasn't smiling. He was looking down at her with an indescribable
expression on his face, pulling her tightly against his chest.

 In the kitchen, Julie stood at the window and watched Matt kiss Meredith and then reluctantly let go of
her. When she walked away, he stood with his hands on his hips, watching her and grinning. "Dad," she
said, tossing an awed, beaming grin over her shoulder at her father, "Matt's falling in love!"

 "God help him if he is."

 She turned in surprise. "Don't you like Meredith?"

 "I saw the way she looked at this house the first time she walked into it. She was looking down her nose
at it and everything in it."

 Julie's face fell, then she shook her head. "She was scared that day. I could tell she was."

 "Matt's the one who ought to be scared. If he doesn't make it as big as he plans to, she'll dump him on
his ass for some rich bastard and he won't end up with anything, not even visiting rights with my
grandchild."

 "I don't believe that."

 "He hasn't got a chance in a million of being happy with her," Patrick said harshly. "Do you know what it
does to a man to be married to a woman he loves, and to want to give her the best of everything—or at
least better than what she had before she married him, and then not to be able to do it? Can you imagine
how it feels to look in a mirror every day and know you're failing and, because you are, that you're a
failure?"

 "You're thinking about Mom," Julie said, searching his haggard face. "Mom never thought you were a
failure. She told Matt and me both a hundred times how happy you made her."

 "Too bad I didn't make her less happy and keep her more alive," he said bitterly, turning to walk away.
The faulty logic and signs of depression weren't lost on Julie. Working double shifts this week was
wearing him down, she knew. She knew it as surely as she knew that soon, maybe tomorrow, he was
going to drink himself into a stupor. "Mom lived five years longer than the doctors said she could," Julie
reminded him. "And if Matt wants Meredith to stay with him, he'll find a way to make it happen. He's like
Mom. He's a fighter."

 Patrick Farrell turned and looked at her, his smile grim. "Was that a pointed reminder to me to fight
temptation?"

 "No," she said, "it's my way of begging you to stop blaming yourself because you couldn't do more.Mom
fought hard and you and Matt fought right along with her. You two finally paid off the last of her hospital
bills this summer. Don't you honestly think it's time to forget?"

 Patrick Farrell reached out and tipped her chin up. "Some people feel love in their hearts, Julie. Some of
us feel it all the way into our souls. We're the ones who can't forget." He took his hand away and glanced
out the window, and his face took on a harsh look. "For Matt's sake, I hope to God he isn't like that.
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He's got big plans for the future, but it's going to mean sacrifices, and that girl has never made a sacrifice
in her life. She won't have the courage to stick by him, and she'll bolt on him the minute the going gets
rough."

 Meredith stood in the doorway, shocked into immobility by what she'd heard him say. He turned to
walk out and they came face-to-face. Patrick had the grace to look slightly embarrassed, but he stood
his ground. "You heard that, and I'm sorry, Meredith. It's still the way I feel."

 She was hurt and he could see it, but she looked him straight in the eye. With quiet dignity she said, "I
hope you'll be just as eager to say you were wrong about me when you realize you are, Mr. Farrell."

 She turned and headed up the stairs, leaving Patrick staring after her in stunned silence. Behind him, Julie
said smugly, "You sure scared her to death, Dad. I see what you mean about Meredith having no
courage."

 Patrick frowned at her, but as he headed off to work he stopped and looked up the stairway. Meredith
was on her way down with a sweater, but she hesitated on the top step. Without a great deal of hope
that she would, he said, "If you prove me wrong, Meredith, you'll make me a very happy man."

 It was a tentative offer of a truce, and she accepted it with a nod.

 "You're carrying my grandchild," he added. "I'd like to see him grow up with two parents who are still
married to each other when he finishes college."

 "So would I, Mr. Farrell."

 That almost startled a smile from him.

 Chapter 11

  

 Sunlight slanted through the windshield, and Meredith watched it gleaming on the gold wedding band
that Matt had slid onto her finger the previous day during a simple civil ceremony performed by a local
judge and witnessed only by Julie and Patrick. In comparison to the lavish formal church weddings she'd
attended, her own had been brief and businesslike; the "honeymoon" that followed it in Matt's bed had
been anything but that. With the house to themselves, he had kept her awake until dawn, making love to
her again and again—trying to atone, she suspected, for not being able to take her on a proper
honeymoon.

 Meredith thought about that as she idly rubbed her ring against the sundress she'd borrowed from Julie.
In bed, Matt always gave, and he gave, and he gave—yet he seemed not to want or need her to do
anything to please him in return. Sometimes when he was making love to her, she longed to give him the
same soul-destroying pleasure that he was lavishing on her, but she was hesitant to take the initiative
without some form of encouragement from him first. It bothered her that he seemed to give more than he
received—but when he shifted on top of her and drove deeply into her melting body, Meredith forgot
about it. She forgot the world.

 This morning, when she was still half asleep, he had put a breakfast tray on the nightstand and sat down
beside her. For as long as she lived, Meredith knew she would remember the boyish glamour of his white
smile as he leaned over her and whispered, "Wake up, sleeping beauty, and give this frog a kiss."
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 She looked at him now, and there was nothing boyish about that square jaw and tough chin, but there
were other times—times when he laughed, or when he was sleeping and his dark hair was tousled, that
his features were absolutely endearing, rather than rugged. And those eyelashes! The other morning she'd
noticed those thick, spiked eyelashes lying against his cheek while he slept, and she'd had an absurd
impulse to lean down and tuck him in because he looked like a little boy.

 He caught her studying him and teased, "Did I forget to shave this morning?"

 That startled a laugh from her because it was in such conflict with the direction of her thoughts. "Actually,
I was thinking that you have eyelashes that a girl would kill for."

 "You'd better watch it," he warned, shooting her a mock scowl. "I beat up a kid in the sixth grade for
saying I had eyelashes like a girl's."

 Meredith laughed, but as they neared her house and the confrontation with her father, the lighthearted
mood they'd both tried to preserve began to disintegrate. Matt had to leave forVenezuela in two days, so
their time together was quickly running out. And although he'd agreed not to tell her father about her
pregnancy yet, he was personally opposed to the idea.

 Meredith didn't like it either. It added to her feeling of being a child bride, and she hated that feeling.
While she waited to join Matt inSouth America , she intended to learn to cook. In the past few days, the
idea of being a real wife, with a husband and a place of their own, had taken on an enormous appeal
despite the daunting description he'd given her of what that place of their own would probably be like.

 "Here we are," Meredith said a few minutes later as they turned into the drive. "Home sweet home."

 "If your father loves you as much as you think he does," Matt told her with quiet reassurance, helping her
out of the car, "he'll try to make the best of this once he gets over the shock." Meredith hoped he was
right, because, if he wasn't, it meant she would have to live at the farm while Matt was gone, and that she
didn't want to do—not with Patrick Farrell feeling about her the way he did.

 "Here goes," she said, drawing a deep breath as they walked up the steps to the front door. Since she'd
called this morning and asked Albert to tell her father she'd be home in the early afternoon, Meredith
assumed her father would be waiting.

 She was right. The moment she opened the door, he stalked out of the living room, looking like he hadn't
slept in a week. "Where in the hell have you been?" he thundered, looking ready to shake her. Unaware
of Matt, who was standing a few steps behind her, he raged, "Are you trying to drive me out of my
goddamned mind, Meredith?"

 "Just be calm for a minute, and I'll explain," Meredith said, lifting her hand in Matt's direction.

 He glanced to the left and saw who Meredith had been with. "Son of a bitch!"

 "It's not what you're thinking," Meredith cried. "We're married!"

 "You're what?"

 Matt answered the question in a calm, implacable voice. "Married."
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 In the space of three seconds Philip Bancroft arrived at the only possible reason that Meredith would
marry someone she didn't know. She was pregnant. "Oh.Christ!" The ravaged look on his face, the
anguished fury in his voice, hurt Meredith more than anything he could have done or said to her. And just
when she knew it couldn't get worse, she discovered it was only beginning. Rage had replaced his shock
and sorrow. Turning on his heel, Philip ordered them both into his study, then he slammed the door
behind them with a crash that shook the walls.

 Ignoring Meredith completely, he prowled back and forth across the study like a maddened panther,
and every time he looked at Matt, his eyes flashed with murder and hatred. For what seemed like hours,
he swore at Matt, he accused him of everything from rape to assault, and he grew more incensed when
Matt endured his vicious tirade in an impassive, tight-lipped silence that resembled indifference.

 Shaking with nerves and drowning in shame, Meredith sat beside Matt on the sofa where they'd made
love. She was so overwrought that it took several minutes before she finally realized that her father was
less infuriated by her pregnancy than he was by her marriage to an "ambitious, low-class degenerate."
When he finally ran out of words, he flung himself into the chair behind his desk and sat there in ominous
silence, his gaze riveted on Matt, tapping the end of a letter opener on the desk.

 Her throat aching with unshed tears, Meredith realized that Matt had been wrong. This was not
something her father would adjust to or get over. She was going to be cast out of his life, just as her
mother had been, and despite all their disagreements, she was utterly shattered. Matt was still a virtual
stranger, and from this day forward her father would be a stranger too. There was no point trying to
explain or defend Matt, because whenever she'd interrupted her father's tirade to do that, he'd either
ignored her or gotten angrier.

 Standing up, she said with as much dignity as she could, "I was going to stay here until I go toSouth
America . Obviously, that's impossible. I'll go upstairs and pack a few things." She turned to Matt to
suggest he wait for her in the car, but her father interrupted her, his voice taut with strain. "This is your
house, Meredith, and where you belong. Farrell and I need to have a private talk, however."

 Meredith didn't like the sound of that, but Matt nodded curtly for her to go.

 When the door closed behind her, Matt waited for another tirade to begin, but Bancroft seemed to get
himself under control. He sat at his desk, his fingerssteepled , staring at Matt for several long, hard
moments —mentally calculating, Matt suspected, the best way to ram home whatever he planned to say
next. His fury hadn't gotten him anywhere, so Matt knew he would try another tack. He did not,
however, expect Philip Bancroft to stumble onto Matt's only vulnerable place where Meredith was
concerned: Guilt. Nor did he expect him to be as eloquently lethal.

 "Congratulations, Farrell," Bancroft sneered in a bitter, sarcastic voice. "You've gotten an innocent
eighteen-year-old girl pregnant, a girl with her whole life in front of her—a life that would have given her a
college education, traveling, the best of everything." Raking Matt with a contemptuous stare, he said, "Do
you know why there are clubs likeGlenmoor ?" Matt remained silent, and Philip told him the answer.
"They're to protect our families, ourdaughters, from smooth-talking filth like you."

 Bancroft seemed to sense he'd drawn blood with those remarks, and with the instincts of a vampire, he
went for more. "Meredith is eighteen and you've stolen her youth by getting her pregnant and getting her
married. Now you want to drag her all the way down with you—you want to take her toSouth America
to live like a laborer's drudge. I've been toSouth America , and I know BradleySommers . I know
exactly what sort of drilling operation he's planning inVenezuela , where it is, and what it's really like.
You'll have to hack out paths through the jungle in order to get from what passes for civilization down
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there to the drilling site. When the next rain comes, the paths will be gone. Supplies are airlifted in and out
by helicopter, there's no phone, no air-conditioning, no nothing! And that humid hellhole is where you
intend to take my daughter?"

 Matt had known when he took the job that the $ 150,000 bonus drilling companies paid was to
compensate for certain deprivations, but he was fairly confident he could work things out for Meredith.
Despite his loathing for Philip Bancroft, Matt knew the man was entitled to some form of assurance about
Meredith's future well-being. For the first time since he arrived, he spoke. "There's a large village sixty
miles away," he began in a flat, resolute voice.

 "Bullshit! Sixty miles is eight hours by jeep, assuming the path you hacked out last time hasn't already
been reclaimed by the jungle! Is that the village where you're planning to ditch my daughter for a year and
a half? When do you plan to see her? You'll be working twelve-hour shifts, as I understand it."

 "There are also cottages on site," Matt pointed out even though he suspected, and he'd told Meredith,
they might not be adequate by his standards, regardless of whatSommers claimed. He also knew
Bancroft was right about the terrain and the inconveniences. He was gambling that Meredith might
findVenezuela beautiful and their brief time there something of an adventure.

 "That's a great life you're offering her," Philip shot back with cutting scorn. "A shack on site or a hovel in
some godforsaken village in the middle of nowhere!" Abruptly, he changed the angle for the next verbal
knife. "You've got a tough hide, Farrell, I'll give you that. You took everything I could hand out without
so much as a flinch. Do you also have a conscience, I wonder? You've sold my daughter your dreams in
return for her whole life. Well, she had dreams, too, you bastard. She wanted to go to college. She's
been in love with the same man since childhood too— A banker's son who could have given her the
world. She doesn't think I know about that, but I do. Did you?"

 Matt's jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

 "Tell me something, where did she get the clothes she has on?" Without waiting for an answer, Philip
jeered. "She's been with you for a few days and she doesn't even look the same! She looks like she's
been dressed by K-Mart. Now, then," Philip said, his voice turning businesslike, "that brings us to the
next issue which I'm sure is vital to you: Money. You are not going to see onecent of Meredith's money!
Am I making myself clear?" he snapped, leaning forward in his chair. "You've already robbed her of her
youth and her dreams, but you aren't ever going to see one cent of her money. I have control of it for
twelve more years. If, by some chance she's still with you in twelve years, before I turn it over to her, I'll
invest every goddamned cent of it in things she can't sell or trade for twenty-five years."

 When Matt remained icily silent, he continued. "If you're thinking I'll take pity on the way she's living with
you and start doling out money to make things better for her—ergo, for you—you don't know me very
well. You think you're tough, Farrell, but you don't know what tough is yet. I'll stop at nothing to get
Meredith free of you, and if that means letting her walk around in rags, barefoot and pregnant, I'll let it
happen! Have I made myself clear so far?" he snapped, his control slipping a notch at Matt's lack of
reaction.

 "Perfectly," Matt bit out. "And now let me remind you of something," he continued with an inured
expression that belied the battering he'd taken from guilt as Bancroft had hammered away. "There is a
child involved here. Meredith is already pregnant, so most of what you've said is already immaterial."

 "She was supposed to go to college," Philip countered. "Everybody knew that. I'll send her away, and
she can have the baby. Also there is still time to consider another alternative—"
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 Fury ignited in Matt's eyes. "Nothing happens to that baby!" he warned in a low, savage voice.

 "Fine. You want it, you take it."

 In all the chaos of the past week that was one alternative neither of them had discussed. Because as
things had turned out it hadn't been necessary. With a great deal more conviction than he felt at that
moment, Matt said, "This is completely irrelevant. Meredith wants to stay with me."

 "Of course she does!" Philip flung back. "Sex is a new experience for her." Casting a knowing,
contemptuous look over Matt, he added, "Not for you though, is it?" Like two duelists, they circled
mentally, but Philip had the sharpest rapier and Matt was on the defensive. "When you're gone, and sex
isn't part of your allure, Meredith will think more clearly," Philip stated with absolute conviction. "She'll
want her dreams, not yours. She'll want to go to college and go out with her friends. And so," he
concluded, "I'm asking you for a concession, and I'm willing to pay handsomely for it. If Meredith is like
her mother, her pregnancy won't really be apparent until she's past six months. So that she'll have time to
reconsider, I want you to talk her into keeping this revolting marriage and the pregnancy secret—"

 Rather than let Philip think he'd gotten Matt to agree, Matt said shortly, "She's already decided to do
that until after she joins me inSouth America ." The look of pleasure on Bancroft's face made Matt grit his
teeth.

 "Good, if no one knows you're married, that makes everything neater and cleaner when you get
divorced. Here is what I'm offering you, Farrell: In return for you letting go of my daughter, I'll contribute
a sizable chunk of money to finance whatever wild-assed scheme she mentioned you have in mind after
you leaveSouth America ."

 In frigid silence Matt watched Philip Bancroft take a large checkbook from his desk. Out of petty
vengeance, Matt sat there and let Bancroft write out a check because he wanted to put him to the trouble
before he refused it. It was small retribution for the inner torment he'd managed to cause Matt.

 Finished, Bancroft threw his pen down and stalked across the room while Matt slowly stood up. "Five
minutes after you walk out of this room, I'll have a stop-payment order put on this check at my bank,"
Bancroft warned. "As soon as you convince Meredith to give up on this travesty of a marriage and let
you raise the child, I'll instruct the bank to let the check clear. This money is your reward—one hundred
and fifty thousand dollars—for not destroying the life of an eighteen-year-old girl. Take it," he ordered,
holding out his hand.

 Matt ignored it.

 "Take the check, because it's the last cent of my money you'll ever see."

 "I'm not interested in your goddamned money!"

 "I'm warning you, Farrell," he said, his face darkening with rage again, "take this check."

 With icy calm Matt said, "Shove it up your—"

 Bancroft's fist slammed forward with surprising force. Matt dodged the blow, grabbed Bancroft's arm in
midswing , then he yanked him forward, spun him around, and jerked his arm up high behind his back. In
a soft snarl, he said, "Listen to me very carefully, Bancroft. In a few years I'll have enough money to buy
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and sell you, but if you interfere in my marriage, I'llbury you! Do we understand each other?"

 "Let go of my arm, you son of a bitch."

 Matt shoved him forward and stalked toward the door.

 Behind him, Bancroft recovered his composure with amazing speed. "We have Sunday dinner at three,"
he snapped. "I'd prefer you not upset Meredith by telling her what transpired in here. As you pointed out,
she is pregnant." Pausing with his hand on the door knob, Matt turned, his silence a tacit consent, but
Bancroft wasn't finished. Surprisingly, he seemed to have spent his fury and was now reluctantly
accepting that he couldn't put an end to the marriage, and that further attempts to try might very well
cause a permanent estrangement between Meredith and himself. "I don't want to lose my daughter,
Farrell," he said stonily. "It's obvious you and I are never going to like each other, however, for her sake,
we can at least try to get along."

 Matt studied the other man's angry, set face, but there was no sign of duplicity in his expression.
Furthermore, what he was suggesting was logical, sensible, and in his own and his daughter's best
interests. After a moment, Matt nodded curtly and accepted the offer at face value. "We can try."

 Philip Bancroft watched him walk out and close the door, then he slowly tore the check into pieces, a
tight smile on his face. "Farrell," he said derisively, "you've just made two enormous mistakes—you
refused this check, and you underestimated your adversary."

 Lying beside Matt, Meredith stared at the shadowy canopy above her bed, alarmed by the change she'd
sensed in him ever since he'd spoken with her father. When she'd asked him what took place in the
library, all Matt would tell her was, "He tried to talk me into getting out of your life." Since the two men
had treated each other civilly ever since their private meeting, Meredith assumed they'd declared a truce,
and she'd teasingly asked, "Did he succeed?" Matt had said no, and she'd believed him, but tonight he'd
made love to her with a grim determination that was completely unlike him. It was as if he wanted to
brand her with his body—or else he were saying good-bye ...

 She stole a sideways glance at him; he was wide awake, his jaw tight, lost in thought, but she couldn't tell
whether he was angry, sad, or simply preoccupied. They'd known each other for only six days, and now
more than ever she realized what a handicap that was, because she couldn't gauge his mood at all.

 "What are you thinking about?" he asked abruptly.

 Startled by his sudden willingness to talk, she said, "I was thinking we've known each other for only six
days."

 A mocking smile twisted his handsome mouth, as if he'd expected her to say something like that. "That's
an excellent reason to give up the idea of staying married, isn't it?"

 Meredith's uneasiness escalated to sick panic at his words, and with sudden clarity, she understood the
reason for her violent reaction: She was in love with him. Helplessly in love and painfully vulnerable
because of it. Hoping to affect a casual attitude, she rolled over onto her stomach and braced herself on
her forearms, not certain whether he'd been making a statement or trying to second-guess her thoughts.
Her first impulse was to assume that he'd just stated his opinion and to try to salvage her pride by
agreeing with him or pretending indifference. But if she did that, she'd never know for certain, and
uncertainty was something that drove her crazy. Furthermore, it didn't seem very mature to go leaping to
conclusions, especially right now, when there was so much at stake. She decided to follow her second
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impulse and to find out what he'd meant. Scrupulously avoiding his gaze she traced a circle on her pillow
and, summoning all her courage, she said, "Were you asking me for my opinion just now, or were you
telling me yours?"

 "I wasasking if that's what you were thinking."

 Relief surged through her, and Meredith smiled as she shook her head and explained, "I was thinking it's
hard for me to understand you tonight because we've only known each other for such a short time."
When he didn't reply to that, she looked at him and saw that he still looked grim and preoccupied. "It's
your turn now," she said with a nervous, determined smile. "What haveyou been thinking about?"

 His silence tonight had unnerved her, now that he was talking, his words chilled her. "I was thinking that
the reason we got married was because you wanted the baby legitimized, and because you didn't want to
tell your father you were pregnant. The baby's legitimized. Your father already knows you're pregnant.
Instead of trying to make this marriage work, there's another solution, one we didn't consider before, but
we should now: I can take the baby and raise it."

 Her resolve to react with calm maturity collapsed, and she leapt straight to an obvious conclusion. "That
would relieve you of the burden of an unwanted wife, wouldn't it."

 "I didn't suggest it for that reason."

 "Didn't you?" she said scornfully.

 "No." He shifted onto his side and touched her arm, sliding his hand caressingly over her skin.

 Meredith's temper exploded. "Don't you dare try to make love to me again!" she burst out, jerking her
arm away. "I may be young but I still have a right to know what's going on, and not be used all night like
a—a— body with no mind! If you want out of this marriage, just say so!"

 His reaction was nearly as volatile as hers. "Dammit, I'm not trying to get out of anything! I am drowning
in guilt, Meredith.Guilt, not cowardice! I got you pregnant and you came to me in a panic, so I got you
married too. As your father eloquently phrased it," he added with bitter self-contempt, "I have stolen your
youth. I've stolen your dreams and sold you mine."

 Overjoyed that guilt, not regret, was causing his mood, Meredith expelled her breath in a rush of relief
and started to say something, but Matt was now intent on proving to her that he was truly guilty of
stealing her youth and that her expectations for the future were probably unrealistic. "You said you didn't
want to stay at the farm while I'm gone," he pointed out. "Has it occurred to you that the farm is one hell
of a lot nicer than where you're going? Or are you under some infantile impression that you'll live like this
inVenezuela , or after we come back? Because if you are, you're in for a shock. Even if things work out
exactly like I think they should, it will be years before I can afford to support you in the manner to which
you're accustomed. Hell, I maynever be able to afford a house like this—"

 "A house like this—" Meredith interrupted, gaping at him in laughing horror, then she flopped face down
on the pillow and dissolved into gales of muffled mirth.

 Above her, his voice was taut with angry bewilderment. "This is not a damned bit funny!"

 "Yes it is," she said, laughing into the pillow. "Th-this is an awful house! It's unwelcoming and I'venever
liked it." When he didn't respond, Meredith got herself under partial control and shoved back up onto her
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forearms, then she pushed her hair aside and stole a laughing peek at his inscrutable face. "Want to know
something else?" she teased, thinking of his confession that he'd stolen her youth.

 Determined to make her understand the sacrifices he was causing her to make, Matt restrained the urge
to run his hand over the shimmering mass of waving hair that spilled over her back, but he couldn't keep
the answering smile from his voice. "What is it?" he whispered tenderly.

 Meredith's shoulders trembled with fresh merriment. "I didn't like my youth, either!" She'd hoped for a
favorable response to that announcement, and she got one. He seized her mouth in a hard kiss that
robbed her of breath and the ability to think. While she was still trying to recover from the effects of it, he
said harshly, "Promise me one thing, Meredith. If you change your mind about anything while I'm gone,
promise me you won't get rid of the baby. No abortion. I'll arrange to raise it myself."

 "I'm not going to change my—" "Promise me you won't get rid of the baby!" Realizing it was senseless to
argue, she nodded, looking deeply into those ominous gray eyes. "I promise," she said with a soft smile.

 Her reward for that promise was another hour of lovemaking, but this time he was the man she knew.

 Meredith stood in the driveway and kissed Matt good-bye for the third time that morning. The day had
not started off very well. At breakfast, her father had asked if anyone else knew about their marriage,
and that reminded Meredith that she'd called JonathanSommers last week when no one answered the
phone at theEdmunton house.

 To save face, she'd told Jonathan she'd found a credit card of Matt's in her car after she gave him a ride
home fromGlenmoor , and that she didn't know where to send it. Jonathan had provided the information
that Matt was still inEdmunton . As her father pointed out, it made the idea of announcing their marriage
just two days after that phone call to Jonathan ridiculous. He suggested that Meredith go toVenezuela
and let everyone think they'd gotten married there. Meredith knew he was right, but she wasn't good at
deception, and she was angry because she'd inadvertently created the need for more of it.

 Now Matt's departure was hanging over her like a cloud. "I'll call you from the airport," he promised.
"Once I get toVenezuela and check out the facilities, I'll call you from there, but it won't be on a phone.
We'll have radio communications with a base station that has an actual telephone. The connection won't
be very good, and I'm not going to have access to it except in emergencies. I'll convince them this time
that calling you to tell you I arrived safely constitutes an emergency," he added.

 "I won't be able to pull off something like that again though."

 "Write to me," she said, trying to smile.

 "I will. The mail service will probably be lousy, so don't be surprised if days go by with no letters and
then they arrive in a group."

 She stayed there in the drive, watching him leave, then she walked slowly back into the house,
concentrating on thinking of a few weeks from now when, with luck, they'd be together. Her father was
standing in the hall, and he gave her a pitying look. "Farrell is the sort of man who needs new women,
new places, new challenges all the time. He'll break your heart if you let yourself count on him."

 "Stop it," Meredith warned, refusing not to let what he said bother her. "You're wrong. You'll see."

 Matt kept his promise to call her from the airport, and Meredith spent the next two days finding things in
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the house to keep her occupied while she waited for him to call fromVenezuela . The call came on the
third day, but Meredith wasn't there; she was waiting nervously to see her obstetrician because she was
afraid she was miscarrying.

 "Spotting during the first three months isn't that unusual an occurrence," Dr.Arledge said when she was
dressed and sitting in his office. "It may not mean anything. However, most miscarriages occur during the
first three months." He said it as if he half expected her to be relieved. Dr.Arledge was a friend of her
father's. She'd known him for years, and Meredith had no doubt that he'd already done what her father
had—assumed she'd gotten married because she was pregnant. "At this point," he added, "there's no
reason to presume you're in jeopardy of miscarrying."

 When she asked him about going toVenezuela , he frowned a little. "I can't advise it unless you're
absolutely certain about the quality of available medical facilities."

 Meredith had spent nearly a month hoping fiercely that if she was pregnant, she'd miscarry; now she was
incredibly relieved that she wasn't going to lose Matt's baby... . Their baby.

 The thought kept her smiling all the way home.

 "Farrell called," her father said with the same disdainful voice he used whenever he spoke of Matt. "He
said he'd try to call you again tonight."

 Meredith was sitting by the phone when it rang, and Matt hadn't exaggerated when he said the phone
connection would be bad. "Sommers'sidea of adequate is a joke," he told her. "There's no way you can
come down here right away. It's mostly barracks housing. The good news is that one of the cottages
should be vacant in a few months."

 "Okay," she said, trying to sound cheerful because she didn't want to tell him why she'd gone to the
doctor.

 "You don't sound very disappointed."

 "I am disappointed!" she said emphatically. "But the doctor said miscarriages occur in the first three
months, so it's probably better if I stay here 'til then."

 "Is there a particular reason you've started worrying about miscarrying?" he asked during the next pause
in the static and racket.

 Meredith assured him she was feeling just fine. When he'd originally told her he wouldn't be able to call
her after the first time, she'd been disappointed, but it was so hard to hear him above the static and
shouting voices all around him, she didn't mind so much. Letters, she decided when she hung up, would
be almost as good.

 Lisa came back fromEurope to start college when Matt had been gone two weeks, and her reaction to
Meredith's story about meeting and marrying Matt was almost comic—once she realized Meredith
wasn't at all unhappy about anything that had happened. "I can't believe this!" she said over and over
again as she gaped at Meredith, who was sitting on her bed. "There is something wrong with this picture,"
she teased."I was the reckless one and you wereBensonhurst's own MaryPoppins , not to mention the
most cautious person alive! If anyone fell for a guy on first sight, got pregnant, and had to get married, it
was supposed to be me!"
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 Meredith grinned at her infectious merriment. "It's about time I got to be first doing something."

 Lisa sobered a little. "Is he wonderful,Mer ? I mean, if he isn't really, really wonderful, then he isn't good
enough for you."

 Talking about Matt and her feelings for him was a new and complicated experience, particularly because
Meredith knew how odd it would seem if she said she loved him after knowing him for six days. Instead,
she nodded and smiled and said feelingly, "He's pretty wonderful." Once she started, however, she found
it a little difficult to stop talking about him. Curling her legs beneath her, she tried to explain. "Lisa, have
you ever met anyone and then known within minutes that he's the most special person you're ever going
to meet in your life?"

 "I generally feel that way about everybody I date at first—I'm kidding!" She laughed when Meredith
threw a pillow at her.

 "Mattis special, I mean that. I think he's brilliant—I mean literally brilliant. He's incredibly strong and a
little dictatorial at times, but inside him there's something else, something fine and gentle and—"

 "Do we by any chance happen to have a picture of this paragon?" Lisa interrupted, as fascinated by the
glowing look on Meredith's face as the words she said.

 Meredith promptly produced a picture. "I found it in a family photo album his sister showed me, and
Julie said I could have it. It was taken a year ago, and even though it's just a snapshot and not very good,
it reminds me of more than just his face—there's some of his personality too." She handed Lisa the
snapshot of Matt; he was squinting a little in the sunlight, his hands shoved into the back pockets of his
jeans, grinning at Julie who was taking the picture.

 "Oh, myGod!" Lisa said, wide-eyed. "Talk about animal magnetism! Talk about male charisma... sex
appeal..."

 Laughing, Meredith snatched the picture away. "That is my husband you are drooling over."

 Lisa gaped at her. "You always liked clean-cut, blond, all-American types."

 "Actually, I didn't think Matt was especially good-looking when I first saw him. My taste has improved
since then though."

 Sobering, Lisa said, "Mer, do you think you're in love with him?"

 "I love being with him."

 "Isn't that the same thing?"

 Meredith smiled helplessly and said, "Yes, but it sounds less foolish than saying you're in love with
somebody you've known only a few days."

 Satisfied, Lisa shot to her feet. "Let's go out and celebrate! Dinner's on you."

 "You're on," Meredith laughed, already walking toward her closet to change clothes.

 The mail service fromVenezuela was much worse than Matt had said it would be. In the following eight
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weeks, Meredith wrote Matt three or four times a week, but she got only five letters—a fact her father
regularly remarked upon with more gravity than satisfaction. Meredith invariably reminded him that the
letters she did get were very long—ten or twelve pages. Furthermore, Matt was working twelve-hour
days doing hard physical labor, and he couldn't be expected to write as often as she did. Meredith
pointed that out to him too. What she never mentioned was that the last two letters had been much less
personal than the preceding ones. Where at first Matt had written about missing her and making plans, he
began to write more about the scene at the oil rig and the Venezuelan countryside. But whatever he
wrote about, he made it come vividly alive for her. She told herself he was writing about these things not
because he was losing interest in her, but because he wanted to keep her own interest piqued in the
country she'd be visiting.

 Trying to keep busy to help the days pass, Meredith read books on pregnancy and child rearing,
shopped for baby things, and planned and dreamed. The baby that had not seemed real at first was now
making its presence known by causing the periodic bouts of nausea and fatigue that should have occurred
earlier, combined with some ferocious headaches that sent Meredith to bed in a dark room. Even so, she
bore it with good humor and the absolute conviction that this was a special experience. As the days wore
on, she fell into the habit of talking to the baby as if, by placing her hand on her still-flat stomach, it could
hear her. "I hope you are having a good time in there," she teased one day as she lay on her bed, her
headache finally fading, "because you are making me sick as a dog, young lady." In the interest of
impartiality, she varied "young man" with "young lady," since she didn't have the slightest preference.

 By the end of October, Meredith's four-month pregnancy was thickening her waist, and her father's
regular comments about Matt wanting out of the marriage were beginning to ring with truth. "It's a
damned good thing you didn't tell anyone but Lisa you married him," he remarked a few days before
Halloween. "You still have options, Meredith, don't forget that," he added with rare gentleness. "When
this pregnancy starts to show, we'll tell everyone you've gone away to college for the winter semester."

 "Stop talking like that,dammit !" Meredith exploded, and marched up to her room. She'd decided to
make a point to Matt about his lack of writing by cutting way back on her own letters to him. Besides,
she was beginning to feel like a lovelorn idiot, writing to him all the time when he couldn't be bothered to
send a postcard.

 Lisa called late that afternoon. In two minutes she sensed Meredith's strained nerves and assessed the
cause. "No letter from Matt today?" she guessed. "And your father is playing his favorite tune, right?"

 "Right," Meredith said. "It's been two weeks since letter number five arrived."

 "Let's go out," Lisa announced. "We'll get all dressed up—that always makes you feel better, and we'll
go somewhere nice."

 "How about going toGlenmoor for dinner?" Meredith said, executing a plan she'd been toying with for
weeks. "And maybe," she confessed a little grimly, "JonSommers will be there. He usually is. You could
ask him all about oil drilling, and maybe he'll bring up Matt."

 "Okay, fine," Lisa said, but Meredith knew that Lisa's opinion of Matt was sinking with each day that no
letter arrived.

 Jonathan was in the lounge with several other men, talking and drinking. When Meredith and Lisa
walked in, they caused quite a stir, and it was absurdly easy to wangle an invitation to join the men at
their table. For nearly an hour, Meredith sat only a few feet from where she had stood with Matt near the
bar four months before, watching as Lisa gave an Academy Award-winning performance that fooled
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Jonathan into believing she was thinking about switching her major to geology and specializing in oil
exploration. Meredith learned more about drilling than she wanted to know, and virtually nothing about
Matt.

 Two weeks later Meredith's doctor wasn't smiling and confident when he talked to her. She was
spotting again, seriously. When she left, she was under instructions to restrict all activities. Meredith
wished more than ever before that Matt were there. When she got home, she called Julie just to talk to
someone close to him. She'd called Matt's sister twice before for the same reason, and each time, Julie
and her father had heard from Matt that week.

 In bed that night, Meredith lay awake, willing the baby to be all right, and willing Matt to write to her. It
had been a month since his last letter. In it, he'd said he was extremely busy and very tired at night. She
could understand that, but she couldn't understand why Matt had time to write to his family and not to
her. Meredith laid her hand protectively over her abdomen. "Your daddy," she whispered to the baby, "is
going to get a very stern letter from me about this."

 She assumed that worked, because Matt drove eight hours to get to a telephone and called her. She
was so glad to hear from him, she almost left handprints on the receiver, but he sounded a little abrupt
and a little cool. "The cottage on the site isn't available yet," he told her. "I've found another place here, in
a small village. I'll be able to get there only on weekends though."

 Meredith couldn't go, not now, when the doctor wanted to see her every week, and she wasn't
supposed to walk around more than a little. She couldn't go and she didn't want to scare Matt by telling
him the doctor thought she might be on the verge of losing the baby. On the other hand, she was so angry
with him for not writing, and so frightened for the baby, she decided to scare him anyway. "I can't come
down," she said. "The doctor wants me to stay home and not move around very much."

 "How odd," he shot back. "Sommerswas down here last week and he told me you and your friend, Lisa,
were atGlenmoor dazzling all the men in the lounge."

 "That wasbefore the doctor told me to stay home."

 "I see."

 "What do you expect me to do," Meredith shot back with rare sarcasm, "hang around here day after day
and wait for your occasional letters."

 "You might give that a try," he snapped. "By the way, you're not much of a correspondent."

 Meredith took that to be a criticism of her letter-writing style, and she was so furious that she almost
hung up.

 "I gather you don't have anything else to say?"

 "Not much."

 When they hung up, Matt leaned his hand against the wall beside the phone and closed his eyes, trying to
block out the phone call and the agony of what was happening. He'd been gone three months, and
Meredith no longer wanted to come toSouth America . She hadn't written him in weeks; she was already
resuming her old social life and then lying to him about being home in bed. She was only eighteen, he
reminded himself bitterly. Whywouldn't she want a social life? "Shit!" he whispered in helpless futility, but
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after a few minutes he straightened with resolve. In a few months things at the drilling site would be under
better control, and he'd insist that they give him four days off so that he could fly home and see her.
Meredith wanted him and she wanted to be married to him; no matter how few letters she wrote or what
she did, he knew in his heart that was still true. He'd fly home, and when they were together, he'd be able
to talk her into coming back with him.

 Meredith hung up the phone, flung herself across the bed, and cried her eyes out. When he'd told her
about the house he'd found, he certainly hadn't tried to make it sound nice, and he hadn't acted like he
particularly cared whether she came or not. When she finished, she dried her eyes and wrote him a long
letter apologizing for being a "bad correspondent." She apologized for losing her temper and,
surrendering all her pride, she told him how much his letters meant to her. She explained in great detail
what the doctor had told her.

 When she finished, she carried the letter downstairs and left it for Albert to mail. She'd already given up
hovering by the mailbox out at the road, waiting for letters from Matt that never came. Albert, who
served as butler-chauffeur and maintenance man, walked in right then with adustcloth in his hand. Mrs.
Ellis had taken three months off for her first vacation in years, and he'd reluctantly assumed some of her
tasks too. "Would you please mail this for me, Albert?" she asked.

 "Of course," he said. When she left, Albert took the letter down the hall to Mr. Bancroft's study,
unlocked an antique secretary, and tossed that letter on top of all the others, half of which were
postmarked fromVenezuela .

 Meredith went upstairs to her bedroom and was halfway to the chair at her desk when the hemorrhaging
started.

 She spent two days in the Bancroft wing ofCedarHillsHospital , a wing named after her family in honor
of their huge endowments, praying the bleeding wouldn't start again and that Matt would miraculously
decide to come home. She wanted her baby and she wanted her husband, and she had a terrible feeling
she was losing both.

 When Dr.Arledge released her from the hospital, it was on condition that she remain in bed for the
duration of her pregnancy. As soon as she came home, Meredith wrote Matt a letter that not only
informed him she was in danger of losing their baby, but that was, moreover,meant to scare him into
worrying about her. She was ready to do almost anything to stay on his mind.

 Completebedrest seemed to solve the problem of impending miscarriage, but with nothing to do but read
or watch television or worry, Meredith had ample time to reflect on painful reality: Matt had obviously
found her a convenient bed partner, and now that they were apart, he had found her completely
forgettable. She started thinking about the best ways to raise her baby alone.

 That was one problem she had worried about needlessly. At the end of her fifth month, in the middle of
the night, Meredith hemorrhaged. This time none of the skills known to medical science were able to save
the baby girl who Meredith namedElizabeth in honor of Matt's mother. They nearly failed to save
Meredith who remained in critical condition for three days.

 For a week after that she lay in bed with tubes running into her veins, listening anxiously for the sound of
Matt's long, quick strides in the corridor. Her father had tried to call him, and when he couldn't get
through, he'd sent him a telegram.

 Matt didn't come. He didn't call.
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 During her second week in the hospital, however, he answered her telegram with one of his own. It was
short, direct and lethal:

 a divorce is an excellent idea, get one.

 Meredith was so emotionally battered by those eight words that she refused to believe he was capable
of sending a telegram like that—not when she was in the hospital. "Lisa," she'd wept hysterically, "he'd
have tohate me before he'd do this to me, and I haven't done anything to make Matt hate me! He didn't
send that telegram—he didn't! Hecouldn't!" She talked Lisa into putting on another performance for the
benefit of the staff atWestern Union in order to find out who sent it.Western Union reluctantly provided
the information that the telegram had indeed been sent by Matthew Farrell fromVenezuela and charged to
his credit card.

 On a cold December day Meredith emerged from the hospital with Lisa walking on one side of her and
her father on the other. She looked up at the bright blue sky, and it looked different, alien. The whole
world seemed alien.

 At her father's insistence, she enrolled for the winter semester at Northwestern and arranged to share a
room with Lisa. She did it because they seemed to want her to, but in time, she remembered why it had
once meant so much to her. She remembered other things too—like how to smile, and then how to laugh.
Her doctor warned her that any future pregnancy would carry an even greater risk to her baby and
herself. The thought of being childless had hurt terribly, but somehow she coped withthat, too.

 Life had dealt her several major blows, but she had survived them and, in doing so, she found in herself
an inner strength she didn't know she possessed.

 Her father hired an attorney who handled the divorce. From Matt she heard nothing, but she finally
reached the point where she could think of him without pain or animosity. He had obviously married her
because she was pregnant andbecause he was greedy. When he realized that her father had complete
control of her money, he simply had no further use for her. In time, she stopped blaming him. Her reasons
for marrying him had not been unselfish either, she had gotten pregnant and been afraid to face the
consequences alone. And even though she had thought she loved him, he had never deceived her by
claiming to love her—she had deceivedherself into believing he did. They had married each other for all
the wrong reasons, and the marriage had been doomed from the start.

 During her junior year she saw JonathanSommers atGlenmoor . He told her his father had liked an idea
of Matt's so well that he'd formed a limited partnership with him and put up the additional capital for the
venture.

 That venture paid off. In the eleven years that followed, a great many more of Matt's ventures also paid
off. Articles about him and pictures of him appeared frequently in magazines and newspapers. Meredith
saw them, but she was busy with her own career, and it no longer mattered what he did. It mattered to
the press though. As year faded into year, the press became increasingly obsessed with his flamboyant
corporate successes and his glamorous bedroom playmates, who included several movie stars. To the
common man, Matt apparently represented the American Dream of a poor boy making good. To
Meredith, he was simply a stranger with whom she had once been intimate. Since she never used his
name and only her father and Lisa knew that she had ever been married to him, his widely publicized
romances with other women never caused her any personal embarrassment.

 Chapter 12
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 November 1989

 Wind whipped up whitecaps and sent them tumbling, frothing onto the sand twenty feet below the rocky
ledge where Barbara Walters strolled beside Matthew Farrell. A camera tracked their progress, its dark
glass eye observing the pair, framing them against a background of Farrell's palatialCarmel,California ,
estate on the right, and the turbulentPacific Ocean on the left.

 Fog was rolling in like a thick, undulating blanket, propelled forward by the same wild gusts that were
playing havoc with Barbara Walters's hair and spitting sand at the camera's lens. At the prearranged spot,
Walters stopped, turned her back to the ocean, and started to address another question to Farrell. The
camera swiveled, too, but now it saw only the couple framed against a dismal backdrop of gray fog while
wind blew Walters's hair across her face.

 "Cut!" she called out, irritably shoving hair out of her eyes, trying to free the strands sticking to her
lipstick. Turning to the woman who was in charge of makeup, she said, "Tracy, do you have anything that
willhold my hair down in this wind?"

 "Elmer's Glue?"Tracy suggested with a lame attempt at humor, and motioned to the van parked beneath
the cypress trees on the west lawn of the Farrell estate. After excusing herself to Farrell, Walters and the
makeup girl headed toward the van.

 "Ihate fog!" the cameraman announced bitterly as he glowered at the thick gray mist shrouding the
coastline, obliterating the panoramic view of Half Moon Bay that he'd envisioned using as cinematic
background for this interview. "Ihate fog," he repeated, turning his scowling face up to the sky. "And I
hate wind,goddammit !"

 He had addressed his complaint directly to the Almighty, and, as if in answer, a fistful of sand blew up
like a miniature whirlwind at the cameraman's feet and hurtled itself into his chest and face.

 The assistant cameraman chuckled. "Apparently, God isn't very fondof you either," he observed,
watching the irate man dust sand off his eyebrows. He held out a cup of steaming coffee. "How do you
feel about coffee?"

 "I hate that too," the cameraman muttered, but he took the cup.

 The assistant nodded in the direction of the tall man standing a few yards away, gazing out at the ocean.
"Why don't you ask Farrell to stop the wind and clear the fog? From what I hear, God probably takes
His orders from Farrell."

 "If you ask me," Alice Champion chuckled, joining the pair and sipping her own coffee, "Matthew Farrell
is God." Both men shot an ironic look at the script girl, but they said nothing, andAlice knew their silence
represented their own reluctant awe of the man.

 Over the rim of her coffee cup, she studied Farrell as he stood looking out across the ocean—a solitary,
somewhat secretive ruler of a financial empire calledIntercorp , an empire he had created out of his own
sweat and daring. A tall, urbane monarch who sprang from the steel mills of Indiana, Matthew Farrell had
somehow purged himself of any of the characteristics that might have been identified with his lowly
origins.
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 Now, as he stood on the ridge, waiting for the interview to continue,Alice thought he absolutely radiated
success, confidence, and virility. And power. Most of all, Matthew Farrell emanated raw, harsh power.
He wastanned, suave, and impeccably groomed, yet there was something about him that even his
tailor-made clothes and polite smile couldn't conceal—a danger, a ruthlessness that made others try to
amuse, rather than annoy him. It was as if his entire being gave off a silent warning not to cross him.

 "Mr. Farrell?" Barbara Walters stepped down from the van, clamping her blowing hair down against her
temples withboth hands. "This weather's impossible. We'll have to set up inside the house. It will take us
about thirty minutes. Can we use the living room?"

 "Fine," Matt said, his annoyance at this delay concealed behind a brief smile. He did not like reporters of
any kind, from any medium. The only reason he'd agreed to allow Barbara Walters to interview him was
that there'd been a long rash of publicity about his private life and amorous affairs, and it was beneficial to
Intercorp's image for its chief executive officer to be seen in his corporate persona for a change. When it
came toIntercorp , Matt made whatever sacrifices were necessary. Nine years ago, after he finished
working in Venezuela, he'd used his bonus and the additional moneySommers put up, to buy a small
automotive parts manufacturing company that was teetering on bankruptcy. A year later, he sold it for
twice what it had cost. Using his share of the profits and additional money he borrowed from banks and
private investors, he formedIntercorp and, for the next several years, he continued to buy up companies
that were teetering on bankruptcy—not because they were poorly managed, but only because they were
under-capitalized—then he shored them up withIntercorp's capital and waited for a buyer.

 Later, instead of selling the companies off, he began a carefully planned acquisition program. As a result,
in one decade, he'd builtIntercorp into the financial empire he'd imagined during those grim days and
nights he labored in the steel mills and sweated on the oil rig. Today,Intercorp was a massive
conglomerate headquartered inLos Angeles that controlled businesses as diverse as pharmaceutical
research laboratories and textile mills.

 Until recently, Matt had made it a practice to purchase only selected companies that were for sale. A
year ago, however, he had entered into negotiations to buy a multi-billion dollar electronics manufacturer
headquartered inChicago . Originally, the company had approached him, asking ifIntercorp would be
interested in acquiring them.

 Matt had liked the idea, but after spending a great deal of revenue and many months finalizing the
agreement, the officers of Haskell Electronics had suddenly refused to accept the previously agreed-upon
terms. Angry at the waste ofIntercorp's time and money, Matt decided to acquire Haskell with or without
their consent. As a result of that decision, a fierce and well-publicized battle ensued. At the end of it,
Haskell's officers and directors were left lying crippled on the financial battlefield, andIntercorp had
gained a very profitable electronics manufacturer. Along with victory, however, Matt also acquired a
reputation as a ruthless corporate raider. That didn't particularly faze him; it was no more irksome than
his reputation as an international playboy which the press had bestowed upon him. Adverse publicity and
the loss of his personal privacy were the costs of success, and he accepted them with the same
philosophical indifference that he felt for the fawning hypocrisy he encountered socially, and the treachery
he faced from business adversaries. Sycophants and enemies came with extraordinary success, and if
dealing with them had made him extremely cynical and wary, that, too, was the price he'd had to pay.

 None of that bothered him; what did bother him was that he no longer derived much gratification from
his successes. The exhilaration he used to feel when he faced a difficult business deal had been missing
for years, probably, he'd decided, because success was virtually a foregone conclusion now. There was
nothing left to challenge him—at least there hadn't been until he'd decided to take over Haskell
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Electronics. Now, for the first time in years, he was feeling some of the old adrenaline and anticipation.
Haskell was a challenge; the huge corporation needed to be completely restructured. It was top-heavy
with management; its manufacturing facilities were antiquated, its marketing strategies outdated. All of that
would have to change before it could begin to realize its full profit potential, and Matt was eager to get
toChicago and get started. In the past whenever he acquired a new company, he'd sent in the six men
whoBusiness Week magazine had dubbed his "takeover team" to evaluate the organization and make
recommendations. They'd been at Haskell for two weeks already, working in the sixty-story high rise that
Haskell owned and occupied, waiting for Matt to join them. Since he expected to be inChicago off and
on for the better part of a year, he'd bought a penthouse apartment there. Everything was in readiness,
and he was eager to leave and get started.

 Late last night he'd returned fromGreece , where negotiations to acquire a shipping fleet had taken four
long, frustrating weeks, instead of two, to bring to fruition. Now the only thing that was holding him up
was this damned interview. Silently cursing the delay, Matt turned toward the house. On the east lawn,
his helicopter was already waiting to take him to the airport, where the Lear he'd bought was ready to
take off forChicago .

 The helicopter pilot returned Matt's brief wave, then gave the thumbs-up sign that the chopper was
fueled and ready to fly, but he glanced worriedly toward the wall of fog closing in on them, and Matt
knew his pilot was as eager as he to be airborne. Crossing the flagstone terrace, he entered the house
through the French doors that opened into his private study. He was reaching for the telephone, intending
to call hisLos Angeles office, when the door across the room banged open. "Hey, Matt—" Joe O'Hara
poked his head into the opening, his gruff, uncultured voice and unkempt appearance a jarring contrast to
the almost antiseptic grandeur of the marble-floored study with its thick cream carpet and glass-topped
desk. Officially, O'Hara was Matt's chauffeur, unofficially, he was his bodyguard, and far better suited to
that role than the role of chauffeur—for when O'Hara slid behind the wheel of an automobile, he drove as
if he were jockeying for first place in the Grand Prix.

 "When're weleavin ' forChicago ?" O'Hara demanded.

 "As soon as I get this damned interview over with."

 "Okay. I phoned ahead and the limo will bewaitin ' for us on the runway at Midway. But that's not what
I came in here to tell you," O'Hara continued, walking over to the window and parting the draperies.
Gesturing for Matt to join him, he pointed toward the wide, curving drive that wound through the cypress
trees at the front of the house. His weathered face softened and his voice became low, lustful. "Take a
look at that sleek sweetheart out there," he said as Matt walked over to the window. Someone else
would have expected the sweetheart to be a woman, but Matt knew better. After O'Hara's wife died,
cars became his only remaining love. "She belongs to one of the cameramen who came out here with the
Walters broad."

 The sweetheart was a 1959 red Cadillac convertible in mint condition.

 "Will you look at them globes," O'Hara said, referring to the car's headlights in the awed, lascivious
voice of an adolescent looking at aPlayboy centerfold. "And those curves! Sleek, Matt, real sleek.
Makes you want to runyer hands across 'em, don't it?" He nudged the silent man beside him with an
elbow. "Have you ever seen anything prettierthan that?"

 Matt was spared the need to reply by the arrival of the script girl, who politely said they were finished
setting up in the living room.
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 The interview had been proceeding along predictable lines for nearly an hour, when the door suddenly
opened and a woman hurried into the room, her lovely, unsuspecting face wreathed in a smile. "Matt
darling, you're back! I—" Every head in the room swiveled, the ABC crew gaped, the taping session
forgotten as Meryl Saunders rushed forward wearing a red negligee so transparent, so suggestive, that it
would have made the lingerie buyer at Frederick's of Hollywood blush.

 But it was not Meryl's body the ABC group was staring at, it was her face—a face that graced movie
and television screens all over the world; a face whose girlish sweetness and outspoken religious beliefs
had made herAmerica 's darling. Adolescents liked her because she was so pretty and looked so young;
parents liked her because she set a wholesome image for their teenagers; and producers liked her
because she was one hell of an actress and because any movie she was in was guaranteed to gross in the
mega-millions. Never mind that she was twenty-three years old with a strong sexual appetite—in the
pulse beat of shocked silence that greeted Meryl's arrival, Matt felt as if he'd been caught in the act of
seducing Alice in Wonderland.

 Like the valiant little trooper she was on the movie set, Meryl smiled politely at the speechless group,
made a pretty apology to Matt for interrupting him, then turned and walked out with all the modest
dignity of a pinafore-clad student in a girls' convent school—which was a true tribute to her acting skills,
since the little red G-string and the cheeks of her fanny were clearly visible beneath the fiery red negligee
draping her lithesome body.

 Barbara Walters's face was a mirror of conflicting reactions, and Matt braced himself for the inevitable
barrage of prying questions about Meryl, sorry that her carefully constructed public image was about to
be demolished. But Ms. Walters merely asked if Meryl Saunders was a frequent houseguest of his. Matt
replied that she enjoyed staying at his house whenever it was unoccupied, as it often was.

 To his surprise, the journalist accepted his evasive answer and returned to the topic she'd been
discussing before Meryl's arrival. Leaning slightly forward in her chair, she asked, "How do you feel
about the growing number of hostile corporate takeovers?"

 "I think it's a trend that's bound to continue until such time as guidelines are set up to control it," Matt
replied.

 "IsIntercorp planning to swallow up any more?"

 A leading question, but not unexpected, and he sidestepped it smoothly. "Intercorpis always interested in
acquiring good companies in order to further our own growth and theirs."

 "Even if the company doesn'twish to be acquired?"

 "It's a risk we all run, evenIntercorp ," he replied, smiling politely.

 "But it would take another giant the size ofIntercorp to swallow you up. Is anyone immune to a forced
merger with you—friends, and so forth? I mean," she teased, "is it possible our very own ABC could find
itself your next prey?"

 "The object of a takeover attempt is called the target," he said dryly, "not the prey. However," he joked,
"if it will set your mind at rest, I can assure you thatIntercorp does not have an acquisitive eye on ABC at
this time."

 She laughed and then gave him her best professional media journalist smile. "Can we talk a little about
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your private life now?"

 Carefully concealing his irritation behind a bland smile, he asked, "Could I prevent you?"

 Her smile widening, she shook her head and began. "During the past few years you've reportedly had
torrid love affairs with several movie stars, a princess, and most recently with MariaCalvaris , the Greek
shipping heiress. Were these widely publicized love affairs real, or were they invented by the gossip
columnists?"

 "Yes," Matt replied unanswerably.

 Barbara Walters laughed at his deliberate evasion, then she sobered. "What about your marriage? Can
we talk about that?"

 Matt was taken so off guard that he was momentarily speechless. "My what?" he said, unable to believe
he'd heard her correctly.Unwilling to believe it. No one had ever discovered his brief, misbegotten
marriage to Meredith Bancroft eleven years ago.

 "You've never married," she clarified, "and I was wondering if you have any plans to marry in the future."

 Matt relaxed anduninformatively replied, "It's not out of the question."

 Chapter 13

  

 November 1989

 Crowds of Chicagoans strolled alongMichigan Avenue , their unhurried pace due partly to the
unseasonably mild November day and partly to the jam of shoppers gathered at the windows of Bancroft
& Company which were already spectacularly decked out for Christmas.

 In the years since the store's opening in 1891, Bancroft's had evolved from a quaint two-story brick
building with dome-shaped yellow awnings at its windows into a fourteen-story glass-and-marble
structure that covered an entire city block. But regardless of the many alterations that Bancroft's had
undergone, one thing had not changed: A pair of doormen attired in maroon and gold livery still stood
formal sentinel at the store's main entrance. This small touch of stately elegance remained—a visible
statement of Bancroft's continued insistence on dignity and graciousness.

 The two elderly doormen, who were so fiercely competitive that they'd rarely spoken to each other in
the thirty years they'd worked together, surreptitiously watched the arrival of a black BMW, and each
doorman silently willed the driver to draw up on his side of the doors.

 The car pulled up to the curb and Leon, on one side of the doors, held his breath, then expelled it in an
irritated sigh as the car glided past him and halted directly in front of his adversary's territory. "Miserable
old coot!"Leon muttered at his counterpart as Ernest hurried forward. "Good morning, Miss Bancroft,"
Ernest said as he opened Meredith's door with a flourish. Twenty-five years ago, he'd opened the door
of her father's car, taken his first look at Meredith, and said exactly the same thing in exactly the same
reverent tone.

 "Good morning, Ernest," Meredith replied, smiling and handing him her keys as she got out of the car.
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"Will you ask Carl to park my car for me? I had a lot to carry this morning, and I didn't want to have to
bring it all the way from the parking garage." Valet parking was another elegant convenience that
Bancroft's offered to its customers.

 "Certainly, Miss Bancroft."

 "Tell Amelia I said hello," she added, referring to his wife. Meredith was on familiar terms with many of
the store's long-time employees; they were like family to her now, and this store—the main store of a
growing chain that today had seven stores in various cities—was as much a home to her as the mansion
she'd grown up in or her own apartment.

 Pausing on the sidewalk, she watched the crowds gathered in front of the store windows. A smile
touched her lips and her heart swelled with pleasure. It was a feeling she experienced nearly every time
she gazed up at Bancroft's elegant facade, a feeling of pride and enthusiasm and fierce protectiveness.
Today, however, her happiness was boundless because last night Parker had taken her in his arms and
said with tender solemnity, "I love you, Meredith. Will you marry me, darling?" Afterward he had slid an
engagement ring on her finger.

 "The windows are better than ever this year," she said to Ernest as the crowd shifted and she glimpsed
the stunning result of Lisa's talent and skill. LisaPontini had already earned widespread industry acclaim
for her work at Bancroft's. In another year,when her boss retired, Lisa was slated to take his place as
director of visual presentation.

 Eager to find Lisa and tell her the news about Parker, Meredith opened the passenger door of her car,
gathered up two briefcases and several stacks of files, and headed for the main doors. As soon as she
entered the store, a security agent spotted her and came forward. "May I help you with those, Miss
Bancroft?"

 Meredith started to decline, but her arms were already aching, and besides, she felt an irresistible urge to
stroll around before she went to see Lisa, and to luxuriate in what looked to be another record sales day
based on the crowds of shoppers already thronging the aisles and counters. "Thank you, Dan, I'd
appreciate that," she said, shifting the load of heavy files into his arms and handing him both briefcases.

 When he headed off toward the elevators, Meredith absently straightened the blue silk scarf she'd
looped through the lapels of her white coat and, tucking her hands into her pockets, she strolled past the
cosmetic aisles. Shoppers jostled her as they hurried toward the banks of escalators in the center of the
store, but the bustle only added to her pleasure.

 With her head tipped back, she gazed up at the thirty-foot-high white Christmas trees that soared above
the aisles, their branches trimmed with twinkling red lights, huge red velvet bows, and enormous red glass
ornaments. Festive wreaths decorated with sleighs and bells were hanging on the mirrored square pillars
that dotted the store, and "Deck the Halls" was playing gaily on the speaker system. A woman who was
looking at handbags saw Meredith and nudged her friend. "Isn't that Meredith Bancroft?" she exclaimed.

 "That is definitely Meredith Bancroft!" one of the women pronounced. "And that writer who said she
looks like a young Grace Kelly was right!"

 Meredith heard them, but she scarcely registered what they said. In the last few years, she'd grown
accustomed to people staring at her and talking about her.Women's Wear Daily had called her "the
embodiment of cool elegance";Cosmopolitan called her "total chic."The Wall Street Journal called her
"Bancroft's reigning princess." Behind the doors of Bancroft's boardroom, the directors called her "a pain
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in the ass."

 Only the last description mattered to Meredith; she didn't care what the newspapers and magazines
wrote about her—except for whatever value their articles had for adding to the store's prestige. But the
board of directors mattered to her immensely, for they had the power to thwart her, to block her dreams
for Bancroft's continued expansion into other cities. The president of Bancroft's treated her withno more
affection or enthusiasm than the directors did. And he was her father.

 Today, however, not even her ongoing battle withher father and the board over expansion plans could
dampen Meredith's spirits. She felt so completely happy that she had to restrain the urge to hum along
with the Christmas carol. Instead, she indulged her high spirits by doing something she used to do as a
little girl: She walked over to one of the mirrored pillars, leaned close to it, peering into the mirror and
pretending to poke a strand of hair into place, then she grinned and winked at the security agent she
knew would be sitting inside the pillar, watching for shoplifters.

 Turning, she headed for the escalator. It had been Lisa's idea to decorate every floor in a different color,
and to key the hues according to the merchandise on the particular floor.Meredith thought it was very
effective— particularly when she stepped off the escalator on the second floor, which contained the fur
salon and designer gowns. Here, all the white trees were trimmed in a soft mauve with shimmering gold
bows. Directly in front of the escalators, seated in front of his "house," was a Santa Claus clad in white
and gold. On his knee was a mannequin—a beautiful woman wrapped in a magnificentfrench lace
peignoir who was pointing prettily to a $25,000 mink coat lined in mauve.

 The smile that had been lurking in Meredith's heart dawned across her face as she recognized that the
aura of extravagant luxury created by the display was a subtle and effective invitation to shoppers who
ventured onto this floor to indulge themselves with similar extravagance. Judging by the large number of
men looking at the furs and the many women trying on the designer gowns, the invitation was being
accepted. On this floor, each of the designers were given their own salon, where their collections were
displayed. Meredith walked down the main aisle, nodding occasionally to those employees whom she
knew. In the GeoffreyBeene salon, two stout women in mink coats were admiring a slinky blue-beaded
gown with a $7,000 price tag. "You'll look like a sack of potatoes in that, Margaret," one of them
warned the other. Ignoring her, the woman turned to the sales-clerk. "I don't suppose," she said, "you
have this in a size twenty?"

 In the next salon, a woman was urging her daughter, a girl of about eighteen, to try on a velvet Valentino
gown, while a salesclerk hovered discreetly in the background, waiting to assist. "If you like it," the
daughter replied, flinging herself down onto the silk sofa, "thenyou wear it. I'm not going to your stupid
party. I told you I wanted to spend Christmas inSwitzerland ."

 "I know, darling," her mother replied, looking guilty and apologetic as she spoke to the sulking teenager,
"but just this once we thought it would be nice to spend Christmas at home together."

 Meredith glanced at her watch, realized it was alreadyone o'clock , and headed for the bank of elevators
so that she could find Lisa and share her news. She'd spent the morning at the architect's office going
over the plans for theHouston store, and she had a busy afternoon ahead of her.

 The design room was in actuality an enormous storeroom located in the basement, beneath the street
level, that was crammed withdesign tables, dismembered mannequins, giant bolts of cloth, and every
conceivable prop that had been used in the display windows during the last decade. Meredith wended
her way through the chaos with all the familiar expertise of a former inhabitant—which she was. As part
of her early training, she'd worked in every department in the store. "Lisa?" she called out, and a dozen
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heads of helpers who worked for Lisa glanced up. "Lisa?"

 "Over here!" a muffled voice shouted, then the skirt around the table was thrust aside and Lisa's head of
curly red hair poked out. "Now what?" the voice demanded irritably, the hazel eyes peering at Meredith's
legs. "How can I get anything done with all these interruptions?"

 "Beatsme,"Meredith cheerfully replied, perching her hip on the top of the table and grinning at Lisa's
startled face. "I've never figured out how you find anything back here at all, let alonecreate it."

 "Hi," Lisa replied, looking sheepish as she crawled out from beneath the table on all fours. "I've been
trying to rig some wires under there so we can have the table tipped for the Christmas dinner treatment
we're doing in the furniture department. How was your date with Parker last night?"

 "Oh, fine," Meredith answered. "The usual, more or less," she lied, making a great show of fiddlingwith
the lapel of her coat with her left hand which now bore a sapphire engagement ring. She'd told Lisa
yesterday that she had a hunch Parker was going to propose.

 Lisa plunked her fists on her hips. "The usual! God,Mer , he was divorced two years ago, and you've
been going out with him for over nine months. You spend almost as much time with his daughters as he
does. You're beautiful and intelligent—men fall over themselves when they get one look at you, but
Parker has been looking you over' for months now—at very close range —and I think you're wasting
your time on him. If the idiot was going to propose, he would have done it already—"

 "He has," Meredith said with smiling triumph, but Lisa had launched into her favorite diatribe and it took
a moment for Meredith's words to register. "He's all wrong for you anyway. You need somebody to pull
you out of your conservative shell and make you do crazy, impulsive things—like voting for a Democrat
just once, or going to the opera on Friday instead of Saturday. Parker is too much like you, he's too
methodical, too steady, too cautious, too— You're kidding! He proposed?"

 Meredith nodded, and Lisa's gaze finally dropped to the dark sapphire in its antique setting. "Your
engagement ring?" she asked, snatching Meredith's hand, but as she examined the ring, her smile vanished
behind a puzzled frown. "What is this?"

 "It's a sapphire," Meredith replied, unperturbed by Lisa's visible lack of enthusiasm for the antique piece.
For one thing, she'd always liked Lisa's bluntness. Secondly, not even Meredith, who loved Parker,
could convince herself the ring was dazzlingly beautiful. It was fine, and old, and a family heirloom; she
was perfectly content with that.

 "I figured it's a sapphire, but what are those smaller stones? They don't sparkle like good diamonds."

 "They're an old-fashioned cut—not so many facets. The ring is old. It belonged to Parker's
grandmother."

 "He couldn't afford a new one, hmm?" she teased. "You know," she continued, "until I met you, I used to
think people with money bought gorgeous things and price was no object. .. ."

 "Only new money does that," Meredith chided. "Old money isquiet money."

 "Yeah, well, old money could learn something from new money. You people keep things until they're
worn out. If I ever get engaged and the guy tries to foist off his grandmother's worn-out ring on me, it's all
over right then. And what," she continued outrageously, "is the setting made of? It isn't very shiny."
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 "It's platinum," Meredith replied on a suffocated laugh.

 "Iknew it—I suppose it will never wear out, which is why whoever bought this thing two hundred years
ago had it made out of that."

 "Exactly," Meredith answered, her shoulders shaking with laughter.

 "Honestly,Mer ," Lisa answered, laughing with her, but there were tears in her eyes. "If you didn't feel
you have to be a walking advertisement for Bancroft & Company chic, you'd still be wearing clothes
from college."

 "Only if they were verysturdy clothes."

 Without further pretense Lisa wrapped her in a fierce hug. "He's not half good enough for you. No one
is."

 "He'sperfect for me," Meredith argued, laughing and returning Lisa's hug. "The opera benefit ball is
tomorrow night. I'll get a pair of tickets for you and Phil," Meredith said, referring to the commercial
photographer Lisa was dating. "We're giving an engagement party afterward."

 "Phil's inNew York ," Lisa said, "but I'll be there. After all, if Parker's going to be a member of our
family, I have to learn to love him." With an irrepressible grin, she added, "Even though hedoes foreclose
on widows for grins—"

 "Lisa," Meredith said more seriously, "Parker hates your banker jokes, and you know it. Now that we're
engaged, couldn't you please stop bickering with him?"

 "I'll try," she promised. "No more bickering and no more banker jokes."

 "And no more calling him Mr.Drysdale ?"

 "I'll stop watching 'Beverly Hillbillies' reruns altogether," Lisa swore.

 "Thanks," Meredith answered, standing up. Lisa turned away abruptly and became strangely
preoccupied with forcing the wrinkles out of a bolt of red felt. "Is anything wrong?"

 "Wrong?" Lisa asked, turning back, her smileoverbright . "What could be wrong? My best friend has
just gotten engaged to the man of her dreams. What are you going to wear tomorrow night?" she asked,
hastily changing the subject.

 "I haven't decided. I'll stop on the second floor tomorrow and pick something smashing out. In fact,
while I'm there I'll take a look at the bridal gowns, too. Parker is determined to have a big, splashy
wedding with all the trimmings and formalities. He doesn't want me to be cheated merely because he
already had a big formal wedding."

 "Does he know about—about that other thing, your other 'wedding'?"

 "He knows," Meredith said, her voice turning somber. "Parker was very kind and very understanding,"
she began, then abruptly broke off as a series of bells began chiming insistently on the store's loudspeaker
system. Shoppers were used to hearing them and ignored them, but each division head had an assigned
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code, and they responded as quickly as possible. Meredith paused, listening: Two short bells, a pause,
then one more. "That's my page number," she said with a sigh, standing up. "I have to run anyway.
There's a staff meeting in an hour, and I still have some notes to read."

 "Give 'emhell!" Lisa said, and abruptly crawled back beneath the table, reminding Meredith of a tousled
redheaded child playing in a makeshift tent she'd erected in the family dining room. Meredith went to the
phone on the wall near the door and called the store operator. "This is Meredith Bancroft," she said when
the operator answered. "You just paged me."

 "Yes, Miss Bancroft," the operator said. "Mr. Braden in security asked if you could come to his office as
soon as possible. He said to tell you it's important."

 Chapter 14

  

 The security offices were on the sixth floor, behind the toy department, discreetly concealed from view
by a fake wall. As vice president of operations, the security division fell under Meredith's supervision,
and as she walked past an aisle where shoppers were examining elaborate electric trains and Victorian
dollhouses, she wondered grimly whom security had caught stealing that required her to be there. It
couldn't be an ordinary shoplifter, because they'd handle that without her, which meant it was probably
an employee. Store employees, from executives to salesclerks, were closely watched by the security
division. Although shoplifters accounted for eighty percent of the number of thefts from the store, it was
employee theft that did the most monetary damage. Unlike shoplifters, who could steal only what they
could hide and carry, employees had dozens of opportunities and dozens of methods to steal every day.
Last month the security division had caught a salesclerk who'd been issuing bogus credits to friends for
false merchandise returns, and the month before a jewelry buyer had been fired for taking $10,000 worth
of bribes to buy inferior merchandise from three different suppliers. Meredith always felt as if there was
something extraordinarily sordid and sickening about a thief who was also an employee; it was difficult
not to feel almost betrayed. Bracing herself, she stopped at a door that saidmark braden, director of
security and loss preventionandwent into the large waiting room that adjoined Mark's office. Two
shoplifters, a woman in her twenties and another in her seventies, were seated in the vinyl and aluminum
chairs against the wall, under the watchful eye of a uniformed security agent. The younger woman was
huddled in her chair with her arms wrapped around her stomach and traces of tears on her cheeks; she
looked bedraggled, poor, and terrified. In sharp contrast, the older shoplifter was a picture of cheerful,
elegant propriety—an elderly porcelain doll clad in a red and black Chanel suit, sitting erectly in her chair
with her handbag propped primly on her knees. "Good morning, my dear," she chirped in her reedy voice
when she saw Meredith. "How are you today?"

 "I'm fine, Mrs.Fiorenza ," Meredith said, stifling her angry frustration as she recognized the elderly lady.
AgnesFiorenza's husband was not only a respected pillar of the community and the father of a state
senator, he was also a member of Bancroft's board of directors, which made the entire situation touchy,
which in turn was undoubtedly why Meredith had been summoned to security. "How are you?" Meredith
asked before she thought better of it.

 "I'm very unhappy, Meredith. I've been waiting out here for a half hour, and as I explained to Mr.
Braden, I really can't linger. I have to attend a luncheon in honor of SenatorFiorenza in a half hour, and
he'll be dreadfully upset if I'm not present. After that, I'm speaking to the Junior League. Do you think
you could hasten matters up a bit for me with Mr. Braden?"

 "I'll see what I cando," Meredith said, keeping her expression noncommittal as she opened the door to
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Mark's office. Mark Braden was leaning against the edge of his desk, sipping a cup of steaming coffee
and talking to the security agent who'd seen the younger woman actually purloin the items she'd taken.

 An attractive, well-built man of forty-five with sandy hair and brown eyes, Braden had been a security
specialist in the air force and he took his job at Bancroft's every bit as seriously as he had taken his
responsibilities to maintain national security. Meredith not only trusted and respected him, she liked him
and that was evident in

 her wry smile as she said, "I saw AgnesFiorenza in the waiting room. She wants me to tell you that
you're keeping her from an important luncheon."

 Braden held up his free hand in a gesture of helpless disgust and let it fall. "My instructions are to let you
deal with the old bat."

 "What did she filch this time?"

 "ALieber belt, a Givenchy handbag, and these." He held out a pair of huge, gaudy blue crystal earrings
from the costume jewelry section that would have looked bizarre on the diminutive elderly lady.

 "How much unused credit does she still have?" Meredith asked, referring to the account her harassed
husband had set up with the store to cover his wife's thefts in advance.

 "Four hundred dollars. It won't cover it."

 "I'll talk to her, but first, could I have a cup of that coffee?" Privately, Meredith was fed up with coddling
the old lady while others, like the young woman out there beside her, were prosecuted to the full extent
of the law. "I'm going to have the doormen ban Mrs.Fiorenza from the store after this," Meredith decided
aloud, knowing full well such an action might incur the wrath of her husband. "What did the younger
woman take?"

 "An infant's snowsuit, mittens, and a couple of sweaters. She denies it," he said with a fatalistic shrug,
handing Meredith her cup of coffee. "We've got her on videotape. Total value of the goods is about two
hundred dollars."

 Meredith nodded, sipping, wishing to God the bedraggled mother out there had admitted the theft. By
denying it, she was forcing the store to prove it—and to prosecute her—in order to protect itself from
some future lawsuit for fraudulently detaining her. "Does she have a police record?"

 "My contact at the police department says no."

 "Would you be willing to drop the charge if she signs a statement admitting the theft?"

 "Why the hell should we?"

 "For one thing, it's costly to prosecute and she has no prior record. For another, I find it highly distasteful
to let Mrs.Fiorenza go away with a scold for stealing designer things she can easily pay for, and at the
same time prosecute that woman for stealing warm clothes for her child."

 "I'll make you a deal—you banFiorenza from the store and I'll let the other one off, provided she'll admit
to the theft. Deal?"
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 "Deal," Meredith said emphatically.

 "Bring in the old lady," Mark instructed the security agent.

 Mrs.Fiorenza entered the room in a cloud of Joy perfume, all smiles but looking rushed. "Goodness, you
took long enough, Mr. Braden."

 "Mrs.Fiorenza ," Meredith said, taking charge, "you've repeatedly put us all to a great deal of trouble
because you insist on taking things from the counters without paying for them first."

 "I know I'm troublesome at times, Meredith, but that certainly doesn't justify your using that censorious
tone on me."

 "Mrs.Fiorenza !"Meredith said, further irritated at being spoken to like an ill-bred child. "People go to
jail—for years—for stealing things valued at less than the amount of these—" She gestured to the belt,
the handbag, and the earrings. "There's a woman out there in that waiting room who took warm clothes
for her baby, andshe's in danger of going to jail. But you—you take trifles that you don't need."

 "Good heavens, Meredith," Mrs.Fiorenza interrupted, looking appalled. "You can't think I took those
earrings for myself! I'm not completely selfish, you know. I do charitable things for people too."

 Confused, Meredith hesitated. "You mean you donate things you steal—like those earrings—to charity?"

 "Gracious me!" she replied, her china-doll face pulled into a scandalized expression. "What worthwhile
charity would acceptthose earrings? They're atrocious. No, indeed. I took them to give to my maid.She
has awful taste. She'll love them. Although, I do think you ought to mention to whoever purchased those
earrings for the store that they do nothing to enhance the image of Bancroft's!Goldblatt's , I think, might
find them suitable stock, but I can't see why Bancroft's—"

 "Mrs.Fiorenza ," Meredith interrupted, ignoring the absurd direction the discussion had taken, "I warned
you last month that if you were caught shoplifting again, I'd have to tell the doormen to baryou from the
store."

 "You aren't serious!"

 "I am completely serious."

 "I am barred from shopping at Bancroft's?"

 "Yes."

 "This is an outrage."

 "I'm sorry."

 "My husband is going to hear about this!" she said, but her voice had taken on a timid, pathetic tone.

 "He'll hear about it only if you choose to tell him," Meredith said, sensing that the elderly lady's intended
threat was filled with more alarm than anger.

 Her head lifted proudly, but there was a catch in her voice as she said, "I have no desire to ever shop in
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this store again. I shall take my business to I.Magnin's .They wouldn't dream of giving an inch of counter
space to those awful earrings!"

 She picked up the handbag she'd put on the desk a few moments before, patted her soft white hair into
place, and departed. Sagging against the wall, Meredith looked at the two men in the room and took a
sip of coffee, feeling sad and uneasy—as if she'd just slapped an old woman. After all, her husbanddid
ultimately pay for whatever she was caught stealing, so it wasn't as if Bancroft's lost money—at least, not
when they caught her.

 After a moment she said to Mark, "Did you notice that she seemed, well, pathetic, somehow?"

 "No."

 "I suppose it's for her own good," Meredith continued, studying the odd expression on his face. "Who
knows, we may have taught her a lesson by handing out a punishment instead of ignoring what she does.
Right?"

 Braden smiled slowly, as if deeply amused, then, without replying, he picked up the phone and pressed
four buttons. "Dan," he said to one of his security agents on the main floor, "Mrs.Fiorenza is on her way
down. Stop her and insist that she give you theLieber belt she has in her purse. Right," he said into the
phone, grinning at Meredith's stricken expression, "the same belt you caught her stealing earlier. She just
stole it from my desk."

 When he hung up, Meredith shook off her stunned chagrin and glanced at her watch, her mind turning to
the meeting that was scheduled for that afternoon. "I'll see you in the staff meeting later. Is your status
report ready?"

 "Yep. My department looks good. Losses are down by an estimated eight percent over last year."

 "That's wonderful," she said, and she meant it.

 Now, more than ever, Meredith wanted her entire division to shine. Her father's cardiologist was
insisting that he either retire from Bancroft's presidency, or, at the very least, take a six-month leave of
absence. He'd decided to take a leave of absence, and yesterday he'd met with the board of directors to
discuss who should be named interim president while he was on leave. Beyond that, all she knew was
that she desperately wanted a chance to fill in for him while he was away. So did at least four of the other
executive vice presidents. She'd worked as hard for it—harder—than any of them; not aslong as two of
them, but with ferocious diligence and indisputable success. Moreover, there had always been a Bancroft
in the president's chair, and if she hadn't been born female, Meredith knew the interim presidency would
belong to her automatically. Her grandfather had been younger than she when he took over, but he hadn't
been hampered by his father's bias against his sex or by a board of directors who had such awesome
control over decisions. That last was partly Meredith's fault. She'd been the one who campaigned and
fought for Bancroft's expansion into other cities. To do that had required raising enormous amounts of
capital, which could be accomplished only by taking Bancroft & Company public—selling shares of its
stock on the exchange. Now anyone could buy a share of its stock and each share carried one vote. As
a result, the board members were accountable to, and elected by, the public shareholders instead of
merely being puppets chosen—or dismissed— by her father. Worse for Meredith, all the board
members held large blocks of stock themselves, which they could vote and which gave them even more
power. On the good side, many of them were the same twelve men who'd been on Bancroft's board for
years; they were friends and business acquaintances of her father's or grandfather's, so they still tended to
do as her father suggested.
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 Meredith needed the six-month term as interim president to prove to her father and to the board that
when her father did eventually retire, she could handle the responsibilities of the presidency.

 If her father recommended that Meredith be appointed to succeed him while he was on leave of
absence, then the directors would surely give their approval. Her father, however, had been infuriatingly
noncommittal about his meeting with the board and even about when the board would announce its
decision.

 Putting her coffee cup down on Mark's desk, Meredith glanced at the tiny snowsuit that had been stolen
by the woman in the waiting room, and she felt the same ache of sadness that gripped her whenever she
faced the fact that she'd never have a baby of her own. Long ago, however, she'd learned how to hide
her emotions from coworkers, and her smile was untroubled as she said, "I'll talk to the other woman on
my way out. What's her name?"

 Mark told her, and Meredith went into the waiting room. "Mrs.Jordan ," she said to the pale young
mother who'd stolen the children's garments, "I'm Meredith Bancroft."

 "I've seen your picture in the papers," Sandra Jordan retorted. "I know who youare. So what?"

 "So, if you continue to deny that you stole those things, the store will have to prosecute you."

 So hostile was her expression that if Meredith hadn't known what the woman had taken, and she hadn't
seen the glint of frightened tears in her eyes, she might well have abandoned her attempted charity.
"Listen to me carefully, Mrs.Jordan , because I'm telling you this out of compassion. Take my advice or
take the consequences: If you deny taking those things, and we let you go without prosecuting you and
proving you did, you could turn around and sue us for unjustly accusing and detaining you. The store
cannot risk such a lawsuit; therefore, if you deny it, wehave to go through the entire legal ordeal now that
we've detained you. Do you understand me so far? There is a videotape of you stealing children's
garments that was filmed by one of the cameras in the ceiling in that department. We can and will
produce the tape in court in order to prove not only that you are guilty, but that we areinnocent of
wrongly accusing you. Are you following me?"

 Meredith paused and stared at the young woman's rigid face, unable to tell if she was grasping the lifeline
Meredith was offering her.

 "Am I supposed to believe that you let shoplifters go so long as they admit they took stuff?" she said,
looking dubious and disdainful.

 "Are you a shoplifter, Mrs. Jordan?" Meredith countered. "Is that what you are—a common, habitual
shoplifter?" Before the woman could strike back verbally, Meredith softened her voice. "Female
shoplifters of your age ordinarily take clothes for themselves, or perfume or jewelry. You took winter
clothes for a child. The police have no record of any prior arrest on you. I prefer to think you're a mother
who acted out of desperation and a need to keep her baby warm."

 The young woman, who evidently was more familiarwith confronting adversity than compassion, seemed
to crumple before Meredith's eyes. Tears rose in her eyes and began to trace down her cheeks. "I seen
on TV that you shouldn't ever admit to doing anything unless your lawyer is present."

 "Do you have a lawyer?"
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 "No."

 "If you don't admit you stole those things, you're going toneed one."

 She swallowed audibly. "Before I admit it, would you put it in writing—legal like—that you won't set the
police after me if I do admit it?"

 That was a first for Meredith. Without consulting with the store's attorneys, she couldn't be certain that
doing so might not later be construed as some sort of written "bribe," or cause some other sort of
ramifications. She shook her head. "You're complicating this needlessly, Mrs.Jordan ."

 The young mother shuddered with fear and doubt, and then she drew a long, shaky breath. "Well, if I
was to admit what I did, would you give me your word not to set the police after me?"

 "Would you take my word?" Meredith quietly asked.

 For a long moment the other woman searched Meredith's face. "Should I?" she asked finally, her voice
shaky with terror.

 Meredith nodded, her expression soft. "Yes."

 Another hesitation, a long, strangled breath, and then a nod that she accepted Meredith's word.
"Okay—I— did steal those things."

 Glancing over her shoulder at Mark Braden, who had silently opened the door and was watching the
scenario, Meredith said, "Mrs.Jordan admits to taking the clothing."

 "Fine," he said tonelessly. In his hand was the statement of admission she'd have to sign and he handed it
to the forlorn woman, along with a pen.

 "You didn't say," she told Meredith, "I'd have tosign a confession."

 "When you've signed it, you may leave," Meredith replied with quiet reassurance, and was subjected to
another long, searching look by the young woman.

 Her hand shook, but she signed it and shoved it back at Mark.

 "You can leave, Mrs.Jordan ," he said.

 She grasped the back of her chair, looking on the verge of relieved collapse, her gaze riveted on
Meredith. "Thank you, Miss Bancroft."

 "You're welcome." Meredith was already walking down the hall and into the toy department when
Sandra Jordan came rushing up behind her. "Miss Bancroft?" When Meredith stopped and turned, she
blurted out, "I seen—I mean, Isaw you on television news a few times—at fancy places, wearing furs
and gowns, and I wanted to say you're a lot prettier even than you look on TV."

 "Thank you," Meredith said with a slight, self-conscious smile.

 "And I—I wanted you to know, I've never tried to steal anything before either," she added, her eyes
pleading with Meredith to believe her. "Here, look," she said, pulling her wallet out of her purse and
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removing a photograph from it. A baby's tiny face with enormous blue eyes and an enchanting toothless
smile gazed back at Meredith. "That's my Jenny," Sandra said, her voice turning somber and tender. "She
got real sick last week. The doctor said I have to keep her warmer, but I can't afford the electric bill
now. So I figured if she just had warmer clothes—" Tears sprang to her eyes and she blinked fiercely.
"Jenny's father took off when I got pregnant, but that's okay because me and Jenny—we got each other,
and that's all we need. But I couldn't bear it if I—if I lost my Jenny." She opened her mouth as if to say
more, then she turned on her heel and fled. Meredith watched her rush down an aisle filled with hundreds
of teddy bears, but what she saw was the baby in the photograph, a tiny pink bow in her hair and a
cherub's smile on her face.

 Minutes later Sandra Jordan was stopped by the security guard at the main door when she tried to leave
the store. "Mr. Braden is coming down, Mrs.Jordan ," he informed her, and Sandra's whole body began
to quake at the horrible realization that she'd undoubtedly been tricked into signing a confession so they
could turn her over to the police. She was sure of it when Braden walked up to her carrying a large
Bancroft's shopping bag, which she instantly realized contained the pink snowsuit, along with all the other
evidence of her attempted theft— including a large teddy bear which she hadn't even touched. "You lied,"
she cried in a strangled voice as Braden held the bag out to her.

 "These things are for you to take home, Mrs.Jordan " he interrupted, his smile brief and impersonal, his
tone that of one who was making a speech he'd been told to make. In a daze of gratitude and disbelief,
Sandra took the bag with Jenny's warm clothes and a teddy bear in it and clutched it protectively to her
chest. "Merry Christmas from all of us at Bancroft & Company," he said flatly, but Sandra knew the gifts
weren't from him or a donation from the store either. Lifting her eyes to the mezzanine above, she
searched through a blur of tears for a sign of the beautiful young woman who'd looked at Jenny's picture
with such poignant gentleness in her smile. She thought she saw her then— Meredith Bancroft standing in
her white coat on the mezzanine, smiling down at her. She thought so, but she wasn't sure because
scalding tears were flooding her eyes and spilling down her cheeks. "Tell her," she whisperedchokily to
Braden, "Jenny and I said thank you."

 Chapter 15

  

 The offices of the senior executives were on the fourteenth floor, situated on both sides of a long, wide,
carpeted corridor that fanned out in opposite directions from the circular reception area. Portraits of all
the Bancroft presidents hung in ornate gilt frames on the walls of the reception area above the Queen
Anne sofas and chairs that were provided for visitors. To the left of the receptionist's desk was the office
and private conference room that had historically belonged to Bancroft's president. To the right were the
executive offices with secretaries seated outside them separated by functional as well as ornamental
partitions of carved mahogany.

 Meredith stepped off the elevator and glanced at the portrait of James Bancroft, the founder of Bancroft
& Company, her great-grandfather, twice removed.Good afternoon. Great-grandfather, she said
silently. She'd been saying hello to him every day forever, and she knew it was silly, but there was
something about the man with his thick blond hair, full beard, and stiff collar that filled her with affection.
It was his eyes. Despite his pose of extreme dignity, there was daring and devilment in those bright blue
eyes.

 And he had been daring—that and innovative as well. In 1891 James Bancroft had decided to break
with tradition and offer the same price to all customers. Until that time, local customers everywhere paid
lower prices than strangers, regardless of whether they came to a feed store or to Bancroft & Company.
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James Bancroft, however, had daringly placed a discreet sign in the window of his store for passers-by
to see:one price for everyone.

 Sometime later, James Cash Penney, another enterprising storekeeper inWyoming , had made the policy
his own, and in the ensuing decades, it was J. C. Penney who got the credit for it. Nevertheless,
Meredith knew, because she'd found it in an old diary, that James Bancroft's decision to charge one price
to all had predated J. C. Penney's.

 Portraits of her other ancestors hung in identical frames along the walls, but Meredith paid them scarcely
a glance. Her thoughts were already switching to the weekly executive staff meeting that lay ahead.

 The conference room was unusually silent when Meredith entered it, and the tension in the air was
almost tangible. Like Meredith, everyone was hoping Philip Bancroft might give some clue today as to
who his temporary successor was likely to be. Sliding into a chair near the end of the long table, she
nodded to the nine men and one woman who, like her, were all vice presidents, and who comprised
Bancroft's executive staff. Bancroft's hierarchy was simply arranged and efficient. In addition to the
controller who headed the financial division, and the store's chief counsel who headed the legal division,
there were five more vice presidents who were also general merchandise managers. Combined, those
five men were responsible for buying all the merchandise within the giant department store and all its
branch stores. Separately, they were each responsible for a large,preestablished group of merchandise.
Although each of them had managers who reported to them, and buyers and clerks who, in turn,
reported to the managers, the ultimate responsibility for the success or the failure of their individual
merchandise groups fell on their shoulders.

 Two more of the vice presidents at the conference table were in charge of activities that helped to move
the merchandiseout of the stores—the vice president of advertising and sales promotion whose group
planned the store's sales campaigns and bought the radio, television, and newspaper space to advertise
them; and the vice president of visual presentation, for whom Lisa worked, whose staff was responsible
for displaying all the merchandise within the stores.

 Meredith's position as senior vice president of operations put her in charge of everything else that
involved the running of the stores, from security and personnel to expansion and forward planning. It was
in this latter area that Meredith had found her niche and made her mark in the retailing community. In
addition to the five new stores that had been opened under her direction, the sites for five more stores
had been selected, and construction was already under way at two of them.

 The only other woman at the conference table was in charge of creative merchandising. It was her
responsibility to predict fashion trends in advance, and to make recommendations to the general
merchandising managers. Theresa Bishop, who held that position, was seated across the table from
Meredith, talking quietly with the controller.

 "Good morning." Her father's voice sounded strong and brisk as he strode into the conference room and
took his place at the head of the table. His next words jarred everyone into a state of electrified
expectation. "If you're wondering if any decision has been reached as to an interim president, the answer
is no. When it is, you will all be duly advised. Can we now dispense with that topic and get down to the
business of department stores. Ted"—his narrowed gaze swerved to Ted Rothman, the vice president
who was in charge of purchasing cosmetics, intimate apparel, shoes, and coats—"according to last night's
reports from all our stores, sales of coats are down by eleven percent compared to this same week last
year. What's your answer for that?"

 "My answer," Rothman replied with a smile, "is that it's unseasonably warm, Philip, and customers aren't
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concentrating on outer clothing as much as they normally would at this time of the year. It's to be
expected." As he spoke, he stood up and walked over to one of the computer screens built into a wall
cabinet, and quickly pressed a series of keys on the keyboard. The store's computer systems had long
ago been updated at Meredith's urging—and at considerable expense—so that at any given instant, sales
figures were available from every department in every one of their stores, along with comparisons based
on this time last week, or last month, or last year, "Sales of coats in Boston, where the temperature this
weekend dropped to a more normal seasonal level are"—he paused, watching the screen—"up by ten
percent over last week."

 "I'm not interested in last week! I want to know why our coat sales are down from last year."

 Meredith, who'd been on the phone witha friend atWomen's Wear Daily last night, looked at her
glowering father. "According toWWD," she said, "coatsalesare down in all the chains. They're printing a
story on it in the next issue."

 "I don't want excuses, I want explanations," her father bit out. Inwardly, Meredith winced a little—but
not much. From the day she'd forced himto acknowledge her value as a Bancroft executive, her father
had gone out of his way to prove to her, and to everyone else, that his daughter got no favoritism from
him. Quite the opposite, in fact. "Theexplanation," she said calmly, "is jackets. Winter jacket sales are
up by twelve percent, nationwide. They're taking up the slack in coat sales."

 Philip heard her, but he did not give her the small courtesy of acknowledging the worth of her input by so
much as a nod. Instead, he turned on Rothman, his voice clipped. "What are we supposed to do with all
the coats we'll have left?"

 "We cut back on our orders for coats, Philip," Rothman said patiently. "We don't expect to have any
surplus." When he didn't add that Theresa Bishop had been the one to advise him to buy jackets heavily
and cut back on coats, Gordon Mitchell, the vice president who was responsible for dresses,
accessories, and children's wear, was quick to point out Rothman's omission. "As I recall," he sad, "the
jackets were purchased instead of coats because Theresa told us the trend toward shorter skirts would
cause women to look toward jackets this year rather than coats." Mitchell had spoken up, Meredith
knew, not because he gave a damn whether Theresa got credit, but because he didn't want Rothman to
get the credit. Mitchell never missed an opportunity to try to make the other merchandising vice
presidents look less competent than himself. He was a petty, malicious man who had always repelled
Meredith despite his good looks.

 "I'm sure we're all well aware and appreciative of Theresa's fashion clairvoyance," Philip said with
stinging derision. He did not like women among his vice presidents, and everyone knew it. Theresa rolled
her eyes, but she did not look to Meredith for empathy; to do so would have showed a kind of mutual
dependency, ergo, weakness, and they both knew better than to show any sign of that to their formidable
president. "What about the new perfume that rock star is going to introduce—" Philip demanded,
glancing at his notes and then at Ted Rothman.

 "Charisma." Rothman provided the name of the perfume and the celebrity. "Her name is CherylAderly
— she's a rock star/sex symbol who—"

 "I know who she is!" Philip said shortly. "Will Bancroft's get to debut her perfume or not?"

 "We don't know yet," Rothman replied uneasily. Perfumes were one of the highest profit items in a
department store, and being given the exclusive right in a city to introduce an important new scent was a
coup. It meant free advertising from the perfume company, free publicity when the star came to the store

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


to promote it, and a huge influx of women shoppers who flocked to the counters to try it and buy it.

 "What do you mean, you don't know?" Philip snapped. "You said it was virtually in the bag."

 "Aderlyis hedging," he admitted. "As I understand it, she's eager to shed her rock-star image and do
some serious acting, but—"

 Philip threw down his pen in disgust. "For Christ's sake! I don't give a damn about her career goals!
What I want to know is whether Bancroft's is going to snag the debut of her perfume, and if not,why
not!"

 "I'm trying to answer you, Philip," he said in a cautious, placating voice. "Aderlywanted to debut her
perfume at a classy store to lend her a classy new image."

 "What could be classier than Bancroft's?" Philip demanded, scowling, and without waiting for a reply to
that rhetorical question, he said, "Did you find out who else she's considering?"

 "Marshall Field's."

 "That's a crock! Field's doesn't begin to outclass us and they can't do the job for her that we can!"

 "At the moment, our 'class' seems to be the problem." Ted Rothman held up his hand when Philip's face
turned an angry red. "You see, when we began negotiating the deal,Aderly wanted that class image, but
now her agent and her advisers have half convinced her that it's a mistake for her to try to ditch the
sexpot/rock star image that's won her so many teenage fans. For that reason, they're talking to
Field's—looking at them as a sort of compromise image."

 "I want that debut, Ted," Philip stated in a flat tone. "I mean that. Offer them a bigger cut of the profits if
necessary, or tell them we'll share some of their local advertising costs. Don't offer more than what it will
take, but get that debut."

 "I'll do my best."

 "Haven't you been doing that all along?" Philip challenged. Without waiting for a reply, he turned to the
vice president sitting beside Rothman, then one at a time he worked his way around the table, subjecting
each VP to the same curt cross-examination that Rothman had received. Sales were excellent and each
vice president was more than capable; Philip knew it, but as his health had worsened, so had his
disposition. Gordon Mitchell was thelast to come under Philip's fire: "The DominicAvanti gowns look like
hell—they look like last year's leftovers, and they aren't selling."

 "One of the reasons they aren't selling," Mitchell announced with a bitter, accusing glance at Lisa's boss,
"is because your people went out of their way to make theAvanti items look ridiculous! What was the
idea of putting sequined hats and gloves on those mannequins?"

 Lisa's boss, Neil Nordstrom, regarded the angry VP down the length of his nose, his expression placid.
"At least," he commented, "LisaPontini and her crew managed to make that stuff look interesting, which it
wasn't."

 "Enough, gentlemen," Philip snapped a little wearily. "Sam," he said, turning to speak to Sam Green, the
store's chief legal counsel, who was seated on his immediate left, "what about that lawsuit that woman
filed against us—the one who claimed she tripped in the furniture department and hurt her back?"
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 "She's a fraud," Sam Green replied. "Our insurance carrier just discovered she's filed four other lawsuits
against other retailers for the same thing. They aren't going to settle with her. She'll have to take us to
court first, and she'll lose if she does."

 Philip nodded and directed a cool glance at Meredith. "What about the real estate contracts on the land
inHouston you're so determined to buy?"

 "Sam and I are working out the final details. The seller has agreed to divide the property, and we're
ready to draw up a contract."

 He acknowledged her response with another curt nod and turned in his chair to address the controller,
who was seated on his right. "Allen, what do you have to report?"

 The controller glanced at the lined yellow pad in front of him. As chief financial officer of the Bancroft
Corporation, Allen Stanley was responsible for all things financial, including the store's credit department.
His twenty years of stressful, intellectual combat with Philip Bancroft had, in Meredith's opinion, probably
caused Allen to lose much of his hair as well as making him look sixty-five rather than the fifty-five he
was. Controllers and their staffs did not generate income for the store. Neither did the legal or the
personnel divisions. As far as Philipwas concerned, those three divisions had to be tolerated like a
necessary evil, but he regarded them as little more than leeches. Moreover, he despised the fact that the
heads of those three divisions were forever giving him reasons why he couldn't do something instead of
telling him how he could do it. Allen Stanley still had five years to go until he could take early retirement,
and there were times when Meredith wondered how he was going to make it. When Allen spoke, his
voice was carefully precise and noticeably hesitant. "We had a record number of new applications for
credit cards last month— almost eight thousand of them."

 "How many did you approve?"

 "Roughly sixty-five percent."

 "How in the hell," Philip spat out furiously, tapping the end of his Waterman pen on the table to
emphasize each word, "can you justify rejecting three thousand out of eight thousand applications? We're
trying to attract new card holders, and you're rejecting them as fast as the applications come in! I
shouldn't have to tell you how profitable interest on those cards is to our operation. And I'm not even
counting the loss of revenue from purchases those three thousand people willnot make at Bancroft's
because they can't shop here on credit!" As if he suddenly recalled his bad heart, Meredith watched him
make a visible effort to calm himself.

 "The applications we rejected were from people who aren't credit worthy, Philip," Allen stated in a firm,
reasonable tone. "Deadbeats, as you well know, do notpay for what they purchaseor the interest on their
accounts. You may think rejecting those applications cost us money, but the way I see it, my staff has
saved Bancroft's a fortune in uncollectible debts. I've established basic requirements that must be met
before we issue anyone a Bancroft's card, and the fact is that three thousand people could not meet those
requirements."

 "Because the requirements are too damned high," Gordon Mitchell put in smoothly.

 "What makes you say that?" Philip demanded eagerly, always prepared to find fault with the controller.

 "I say that," Mitchell replied with malicious satisfaction, "because my niece told me that Bancroft's just
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rejectedher application for a credit card."

 "Then she wasn't credit worthy," retorted the controller.

 "Really?" he drawled. "Then why did Field's and Macy's just issue her new cards? According to my
niece, who's a junior in college, her rejection letter said that she had an inadequate credit history. I
presume that means you couldn't find out anything about her, either bad or good."

 The controller nodded, his pale, lined face creased into a glower. "Obviously, if that's what our letter
said, that's what happened."

 "What about Field's and Macy's?" Philip demanded, leaning forward. "They obviously have access to
more information than you and your people do."

 "No, they don't. We all use the same credit bureau for reports. It's obvious their credit requirements are
more lenient than mine."

 "They aren'tyours,dammit , this store is notyours —"

 Meredith interceded, knowing that while the controller would adamantly defend his own actions, and his
staff's, he rarely had the spine to point out Philip's own mistakes to him, including this particular error in
judgment, which happened to be Philip's own. Motivated by an unselfish desire to defend Allen Stanley
and a very selfish desire to avoid another lengthy wrangle that the rest of the executives, including herself,
would all have to sit through, Meredith interrupted her father's tirade. "The last time this topic came up,"
she told him, managing to sound both courteous and objective, "you felt that history had shown us that
college students are often bad credit risks. You instructed Allen to deny credit cards to all college
students except in rare instances."

 Silence descended on the conference room—the eerie, watchful silence that often ensued whenever
Meredith opposed her father, but today it was heavier than ever, because everyone was watching for any
sign of leniency in Philip's rigid attitude toward his daughter—a sign that would indicate that she was his
choice to succeed him. In truth, her father was no more exacting than his counterparts at Saks or Macy's
or any other large retailer, and Meredith knew it. It was his brusque, autocratic style that she objected to,
not the demands he made. The executives gathered around the conference table had chosen retailing as a
career, knowing beforehand that it was a frenetic, demanding business where sixty-hour weeks were the
norm, not the exception, for anyone who wanted to make it to the top—and stay there. Meredith, like
the others, had known that, just as she had known that in her case she would have to work harder,
longer, and more effectively than all the others if she was to claim the presidency that would have
automatically been hers had she had the foresight to be born a male.

 Now she entered into the topic under debate, knowing full well that while she might earn her father's
respect, she would incur a disproportionate amount of his resentment. He sent a disdainful glance her
way. "What wouldyou suggest, Meredith?" he asked, neither admitting nor denying that the rule had been
his.

 "The same thing I suggested last time—that college students with no bad credit information be granted
credit cards, but with a low limit—say five hundred dollars—for the first year. At the end of the year if
Allen's people are satisfied with the payment records, then the cardholder's maximum can be increased."

 For a moment he simply looked at her, then he turned away and without appearing to have heard her, he
continued the meeting. An hour later he closed the deerskin folder with his meeting notes in it and glanced
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at the executives at the conference table. "I have an inordinately heavy schedule of meetings today,
gentlemen—and ladies—" he added in a condescending tone that always made Meredith long to take a
poke at him. "We'll have to omit going over the best sellers for the week. Thank you for coming. The
meeting is adjourned. Allen," he said in an offhand voice, "go ahead and offer charge accounts with a
five-hundred-dollar limit to college students so long as they don't have bad credit."

 That was it. He didn't give Meredith recognition for the idea, or acknowledge her in any way. He
behaved as he most often did when his talented daughter showed excellent judgment: He reluctantly took
her suggestions without ever admitting their value, or hers, to the store. But they were valuable, and
everyone knew it. Including Philip Bancroft.

 Meredith gathered up her notes and left the conference room beside Gordon Mitchell. Of all the
candidates for the role of interim president, Mitchell and Meredith were the two most likelyto begiven the
job; Mitchell knew it, and so did Meredith. At thirty-seven, he had more years in retailing than Meredith,
and that gave him a slight edge over her, but he'd joined Bancroft's only three years before. Meredith had
been with Bancroft's seven years, and, more important, she had successfully spearheaded Bancroft's
expansion into other states; she had argued and cajoled and ultimately persuaded her father and then the
store's bankers to finance that expansion. She herself had chosen the locations for the new stores, and
she herself remained deeply involved in all the endless details of building and stocking those stores.
Because of all that, as well as her prior experience in Bancroft's other divisions, she had one thing to offer
the board of directors that no other candidate for president had, including Gordon Mitchell, and that was
versatility. Versatility, and a broader range of understanding of store operations. She stole a sideways
glance at Gordon, and saw the calculating expression in his eyes as he looked at her. "Philip told me he's
taking a cruise at the doctor's orders, when he goes on leave," Gordon began as they walked down the
carpeted hallway past the secretaries posted in cubicles outside the vice presidents' offices. "Where is he
planning—" He broke off as his secretary stood up at her desk and, raising her voice slightly, said, "Mr.
Mitchell, you have a call on your private line from Mr. Bender. His secretary says it's rather urgent."

 "I told you not to answer my private line, Debbie," he snapped. Excusing himself to Meredith, Mitchell
stalked past his secretary into his office, and closed the door.

 Outside his office, Debbie Novotny bit her lip, watching Meredith Bancroft walk away. Whenever "Mr.
Bender's secretary" called, Gordon got tense and excited, and he alwaysclosed the door when they
talked. For nearly a year, he'd been promising to divorce his wife so that he could marry Debbie, and
now she was suddenly terrified that the reason he'd been stalling was because "Mr. Bender's secretary"
was actually a phony name for a new lover. He'd made other promises he hadn't kept, too, like saying he
would promote Debbie to a buyer and give her a raise. Her heart hammering in her throat, Debbie
gingerly picked up her phone. Gordon's voice was low, alarmed: "I told you to stop calling me at the
office!"

 "Calm down, this won't take long," Bender said. "I've still got ashitload of those silk blouses you bought
left over, and a mountain of that costume jewelry. I'll give you twice your usual cut if you'll take the stuff
off my hands." It was a man's voice, and Debbie was so relieved that she started to hang up when it
struck her that what Bender was talking about sounded like bribery.

 "I can't," Gordon snapped. "I've seen that last batch of blouses and the jewelry you shipped in here, and
it's mediocre crap! We've gotten away with our arrangement this long only because your stuff had some
quality. If someone around here gets a close look at that last batch of stuff, they're going to demand to
know who bought it and why. When they do, my merchandise managers are going to point the finger
straight at me and say Itold them to buy from you."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "If you're worried about it," Bender said, "fire both of them, then they won't be around to point the
finger."

 "I'll have to, but that doesn't change anything. Look, Bender," Gordon said with cold finality, "our
relationship has been profitable for both of us, but it's over. It's too risky. Secondly, I think I'm going to
be offered the interim presidency here. When that happens, I'll be completely out of the merchandising
end of things."

 Bender's voice turned menacing. "Listen to me very closely, you schmuck, because I'm only going to lay
this out for you one time: You and I have had a very good thing going, and your ambitions are no concern
of mine. I paid you a hundred thousand bucks last year—"

 "I said the deal's over."

 "It's not over until I say it is, and it's a long way from over. Cross me, and I'll make a phone call to old
man Bancroft—"

 "And tell him what?" Gordon jeered. "That I refused your bribe to buy your crap?"

 "No, I'll tell him about how I'm an honest businessman, and you've been bleeding me for kickbacks
before you'll let your people buy my excellent merchandise. That's not bribery, that's extortion." He
paused a minute to let that sink in, then he added, "And there's always the IRS to worry about, isn't
there? If they were to get an anonymous phone call and start checking you out, I'll bet they'd find out that
you've got an extra hundred thousand bucks somewhere that you didn't declare. Income tax evasion is
fraud, sweetheart. Extortion and fraud."

 In the midst of Gordon's growing panic, he heard a sound on the telephone—a strange, muffled sound of
a file cabinet being closed. "Hold on a minute," he said quickly, "I need to get something out of my
briefcase." Ignoring his briefcase which was lying on his desk where he'd left it, he put the phone down,
then he walked over to his office door and silently turned the knob, opening it a crack: His secretary was
seated at her desk, a telephone receiver to her ear, her hand over the mouthpiece—and only one phone
line was lit up on her telephone. White-faced withfury and panic, he closed the door and returned to his
desk. "We'll have to finish our discussion tonight," he snapped. "Call me at home."

 "I'm warning you—"

 "All right, all right! Call me at home. We'll work something out."

 Somewhat appeased, Bender said, "That's better. I'm not completely unreasonable. Since you have to
turn down Bancroft's job, I'll raise your cut."

 Gordon hung up the phone and punched the button on the intercom. "Debbie, will you come in here?" he
said, then he released the button and added, "Stupid, meddling bitch!"

 A moment later Debbie opened the door, her stomach in knots, her illusions about him all but shattered,
terrified that her face would betray her guilty knowledge.

 "Close the door and lock it," Gordon said, forcing a husky note into his voice as he came around his
desk and walked over to the sofa. "Come here," he added.

 Confused by the sensual note in his voice and the contrasting coldness in his eyes, Debbie approached
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him warily, then stifled a cry of panicked surprise when he yanked her into his arms. "I know you were
listening in on my phone call," Gordon said, forcing himself to ignore the impulse to put his hands around
her throat. "I'm doing it for us, Debbie. When my wife is finished with me after the divorce, I'll be cleaned
out. I need money for us—to give you the things you should have. You understand, don't you,
sweetheart?"

 Debbie looked up at his handsome face and saw the endearing pleading in his eyes, and she understood.
She believed. His hands were unzipping her dress, pulling it down, and when his fingers shoved into her
bra and bikini pants, she pressed against him, offering him her body. Her love. Her silence.

 Meredith was just picking up the telephone when her secretary passed her office door. "I was at the
copy machine," Phyllis explained, walking into the office. At twenty-seven, PhyllisTilsher was intelligent,
intuitive, and completely sensible in every way except one: She was irresistibly attracted to irresponsible,
unreliable men. It was a weakness that she had laughingly discussed with Meredith during the years that
they had worked together. "Jerry Keaton in personnel called while you were gone," Phyllis continued,
and withher usual smiling efficiency she began to report the calls she'd taken for Meredith. "He said
there's a possibility one of our clerks is going to file a discrimination suit"

 "Has he talked to the legal department?"

 "Yes, but he wants to talk to you too."

 "I have to go back to the architect's office to finish looking over the plans for theHouston store,"
Meredith said. "Tell Jerry I can see him first thing Monday morning."

 "Okay. Mr. Savage also called." She broke off as Sam Green knocked politely on the door frame.
"Excuse me," he said to them both, and then he added, "Meredith, can you spare me a few minutes?"

 Meredith nodded. "What's up?"

 "I just got off the phone with Ivan Thorp," he said, frowning as he walked up to her desk. "There may be
a hitch in the deal for theHouston land."

 Meredith had spent more than a month inHouston looking for suitable sites on which Bancroft's could
build not only a new store, but an entire shopping center. She'd finally located an absolutely ideal spot
within sight of The Galleria, and they'd been negotiating with Thorp Development, who owned the
property, for months. "What sort of a hitch?"

 "When I told him we're ready to write a contract, he said he may already have a buyer for all their
properties, including that one."

 Thorp Development was aHouston holding company that owned several office buildings and shopping
centers as well as undeveloped land, and it was no secret that the Thorp brothers wanted to sell the
entire company, that had been in theWall Street Journal. "Do you believe they really have a buyer? Or
is he trying to get us to make a higher opening offer for the land?"

 "The latter probably, but I wanted you to know there could be some competition we didn't anticipate."

 "Then we'll have to work it out, Sam. I want to build our next store on that piece of property more than
I've ever wanted to build any other store anywhere else. The site is perfect.Houston is starting to recover
from its slump, but building prices are still nice and low. By the time we're ready to open, their economy
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will be booming."

 Meredith glanced at her watch and stood up. It wasthree o'clock on a Friday afternoon which meant
traffic would already be getting heavy. "I have to run," she saidwith an apologetic smile. "See if your
friend inHouston can find out anything about Thorp having another buyer."

 "I've already called him. He's checking around."

 Chapter 16

  

 Matt's limousine barged through the Friday afternoon downtown traffic, bullying its way swiftly toward
the sixty-story high rise that was Haskell Electronics' national headquarters. In the backseat, Matt
glanced up from the report he was reading just as Joe O'Hara swung the limo around a cab, ran a red
light, and, hammering repeatedly on the car's horn, bluffed a group of intrepidChicago pedestrians into
getting out of his way. Less than ten feet from Haskell's underground parking garage, Joe slammed on the
brakes and swung the car into the entrance. "Sorry, Matt," he said with a wry grin, glancing up and
noticing Matt's scowl in the rearview mirror. "One of these days," Matt replied shortly, exasperated, "I'd
like you to explain what makes you want to turn pedestrians into hood ornaments." His voice was
drowned out as the nose of the long car dipped down, tires screeching endlessly as they wound around
and around, descending to the parking level reserved for chief executives, avoiding the wall beside them
by scant inches. No matter how elegant or expensive the car was, O'Hara still drove it like a fearless
teenager in asouped -up Chevy with a blonde in his lap and a six-pack of beer on the seat. If his reflexes
weren't still as quick as any teenager's, he'd have lost his driver's license and probably his life years
before.

 He was also as loyal as he was daring and, ten years ago in South America, those traits had caused him
to risk his life dragging Matt to safety when the truck Matt was driving lost its brakes, plunged down an
embankment, and caught fire. For his efforts, Joe had received a case of his favorite whiskey along with
Matt's unending gratitude.

 Strapped over Joe's shoulder, beneath his jacket, was a .45 automatic that he'd bought years ago when
he first drove Matt across the Teamsters' picket lines at a trucking company he'd just bought. Matt
privately thought the gun was unnecessary. Although only five feet ten, Joe was 225 pounds of solid
muscle with a pugnacious face that verged on ugly, and a scowl that was distinctly menacing. He was
better suited to the job of bodyguard than chauffeur: He looked like a sumo wrestler. He drove like a
maniac.

 "Here we are," Joe called, managing to brake thecar to a smooth stop near the private elevator beneath
the building. "Home sweet home."

 "For a year or less," Matt said, closing his briefcase. Normally when Matt bought a company, he
remained on the premises for only a month or two—long enough to meet with his own men while they
evaluated the management staff and to make recommendations. In the past, however, he'd bought only
well-managed companies that were in trouble because they were short of operating capital for one
reason or another. The changes he instituted at those companies were mostly minor and done simply to
tune up their operation and make it fit in withIntercorp's . Haskell was different. Old methods and
procedures would have to be discarded in favor of new; benefitsredetermined , salaries adjusted,
loyalties altered, a vast new manufacturing facility constructed in suburbanSouthville , where he'd already
bought land. Haskell needed a major overhaul. Between the shipping company he'd just bought and
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Haskell's reorganization, Matt was going to be working long, arduous days and nights, but he'd been
doing that for years. In the beginning, he'd done it out of some desperate compulsive desire to succeed,
to prove he could. Even now, when he'd succeeded beyond his wildest imaginings, he kept up his
exhausting pace—not because he enjoyed it or the success anymore, but because it was habit. And
because nothing else gave him any more satisfaction either. He worked hard, and when he took the time
to play, he played hard. Neither was particularly meaningful or gratifying. But streamlining Haskell,
making it into all the things it should be, was a challenging goal. Maybe that's where he'd gone wrong,
Matt decided as he put his key into the lock of the private express elevator that went to the executive
floors of the building. He'd created a huge conglomerate by buying desirable, well-run companies that
neededIntercorp's financial backing. Maybe he should have bought a few that needed more than that. His
takeover team had been here for two weeks, making their evaluations. They were upstairs, waiting to
meet with him, and he was eager to get started.

 On the sixtieth floor the receptionist answered her telephone and listened to the information being
imparted to her by the uniformed guard who also acted as a receptionist in Haskell's lobby on the ground
floor. When she hung up, Valerie went over to the secretary seated to her right. "Pete Duncan said a
silver stretch limo just turned into the garage," she whispered. "He thinks it's Farrell."

 "Silver must be his favorite color," Joanna replied with a meaningful glance at the new six-foot-square
silver plaque with theIntercorp insignia which had been hung on the rosewood wall behind her desk.

 Two weeks after theIntercorp takeover, a band of carpenters had arrived, supervised by a man who
identified himself asIntercorp's interior design manager. When he departed two weeks later, the entire
reception area on the one hundredth floor, as well as the conference room and Matt Farrell's future
office, had been completely redecorated. Where once there had been time-worn Oriental carpets and
dark wood furniture gently scarred with age, there were acres of silvery carpet covering every inch of
floor and modern burgundy leather sofas arranged in groups with Lucite coffee tables in front and beside
them. It was a well-publicized idiosyncrasy of Matt Farrell's that every division and acquisition of
Intercorp's was immediately redecorated to look like all his other holdings.

 Valerie and Joanna, along with several of the other secretaries on this floor, were now very familiar, not
only with Matthew Farrell's reputation and quirks, but with his ruthlessness. Within days afterIntercorp
acquired Haskell, the president—Mr. Vern Haskell—had been forced to take an early retirement. So
were two of the senior vice presidents, one of whom had been Vern Haskell's son, the other his
son-in-law. Another VP refused to resign and was fired. The offices of those loyal VPs—which were
situated on this floor, but on the opposite side of the building—were now occupied by three ofFarrel's
henchmen. Three more of his men were stationed elsewhere in the building—spying on everyone,
according to rumor, asking prying questions, and making out lists, undoubtedly of whom to fire next.

 To make matters worse, it wasn't just the senior executives who'd been squeezed out of their jobs; Mr.
Haskell's secretary had been given her "choice" of either working for some minor executive or leaving
with her boss, because Matthew Farrell insisted on sending hisown secretary in fromCalifornia . That had
caused a fresh furor of fear and resentment among the remaining executive secretaries, but that was
nothing compared to how they felt about Farrell's secretary when she actually arrived: Eleanor Stern was
a stick-straight, skinny, wire-haired tyrant/busybody who watched them like a hawk and who still used
words like "impertinence" and "propriety." She arrived at the office before anyone else, left after
everyone else, and when the door to her office was open, which it wasn't now, she could hear the
quietest feminine laugh or word of casual gossip. When she did, she would get up and come to stand in
her doorway like an irate master sergeant until the recreational chat came to its inevitable and awkward
end. For that reason Valerie resisted the impulse to call several of the secretaries and tell them Farrell
was about to arrive, so they could come over on some invented excuse and at least have a look at him.
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 The movie magazines and tabloids made him sound like a handsome, sophisticated hunk who dated
movie stars and European royalty.The Wall Street Journal said he was "a corporate genius with a
Midas touch." Mr. Haskell said on the day he left that Matthew Farrell was "an arrogant, inhuman
bastard with the instincts of a shark and the morals of a marauding wolf." As Joanna and Valerie waited
for a glimpse of him, they were already predisposed to despise him on sight. And they did.

 The soft ding of the elevator bell struck the reception area like a hammer on a gong. Matthew Farrell
strode out, and the very air suddenly seemed to crackle with the suppressed energy of his presence.
Deeply tanned and athletically built, he stalked swiftly toward them, reading a report and carrying a
briefcase, a beige cashmere topcoat looped over his forearm. Valerie stood up uncertainly. "Good
afternoon, Mr. Farrell." For her courtesy, she received a daunting glance from cool gray eyes, a curt nod,
and then he swept past like the wind—powerful, unsettling, and completely indifferent to mere mortals
like Valerie and Joanna.

 Matt had been here once before to attend an evening meeting, and he walked with unerring certainty into
the private suite of offices that had belonged to Haskell's president and his secretary. Not until he closed
the door of the secretary's office did he tear his attention from the report he'd been reading in the
elevator, and then it was only to glance perfunctorily at his own secretary, who'd worked closely with him
for nine long years. They did not greet each other or indulge in small talk; they never had. "How is
everything going?"

 "Quite well," Eleanor Stern replied.

 "Is the agenda ready for the meeting?" he added, already starting toward the tall, rosewood double
doors that opened into his private office.

 "Of course," she replied, matching his brisk manner perfectly. They'd been an ideal match from the very
first day she'd arrived at his office along with twenty other women, most of them young and attractive,
who'd been sent over to Matt by an employment agency. Earlier that same day, he'd seen a picture of
Meredith in a copy ofTown and Country magazine that someone had left in the cafeteria. She was lying
on a Jamaican beach with a collegiate polo player. The caption said she was vacationing with school
friends. More bitterly determined to succeed than ever as a result of that picture, he had begun
interviewing the applicants. Most of them were airheads, or openly flirtatious, and he was in no mood to
tolerate either stupidity or women's wiles.What he wanted, needed, was someone smart and reliable,
someone who would keep pace with his newly reinforced drive to make it to the top. He'd just tossed
the last applicant's resume in the wastebasket, when he looked up and saw Eleanor Stern marching
toward him in her stout-heeled shoes, plain black suit, her gray hair in a prim bun. She thrust her resume
into his hand and waited in stoic silence while Matt read the pertinent facts which included the information
that she was fifty years old, unmarried, and that she could type 120 words per minute and take shorthand
at 160 words per minute. Matt had glanced up at her, intending to question her, only to have her
announce in a frosty, defensive voice, "I am not unaware that I'm twenty years older than those other
applicants out there, and twenty times less attractive. However, because I have never been a beautiful
woman, I've had to develop and rely upon my other qualities."

 Taken aback, Matt had asked, "What are those qualities?"

 My mind and my skills,"she'dreplied. "In additionto my typing and shorthand skills, I am also a paralegal
and a full-charge bookkeeper. Furthermore, I can do something that very few twenty-year-olds can do
anymore—"
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 "And that is?"

 "I canspell!"The remark with all its prim superiority and implied disdain for anything less than perfection
appealed to him. She had a certain aloof pride that Matt admired, and he sensed in her the same rigid
determination to get the job done that he felt. Based on that instinctive belief that she was right for the
position, he said bluntly, "The hours are long and the salary isn't great now. I'm just getting started. If I
make it to the top, I'll take you with me. Your salary will go up according to your contribution."

 "Agreed."

 "I'll be traveling a great deal. Later, there may be times when you'll have to accompany me."

 Amazingly, her pale eyes had narrowed. "Perhaps you ought to be more specific about my duties, Mr.
Farrell. Women undoubtedly find you an extremely attractive man; however—"

 Dumbfounded that she apparently thought he was planning to make a pass at her, and angered by her
censorious, unsolicited opinion of his appeal to other women, Matt had replied in a voice even colder
than hers, "Your duties would be purely secretarial, and no more. I'm not interested in an affair or a
flirtation; I don't want cake on my birthday, or coddling,or your opinions on personal matters that pertain
to me alone. All I want is your time and your skills."

 He'd been much harsher than he'd ordinarily have been, which owed itself more to that picture of
Meredith than to Eleanor Stern's attitude, but she didn't mind in the least. In fact she seemed to prefer the
sort of working arrangement he'd described. "I find that completely agreeable," she announced.

 "When can you start?"

 "Now."

 He'd never regretted his decision. Within a week, he'd realized that like him, Eleanor Stern could work
at a ceaseless, killing pace without ever wearing out or wearing down. The more responsibility he gave
her, the more she accomplished. They never bridged the barrier that had been erected between them
when she expressed alarm over his intentions. At first they had simply been too absorbed in their mutual
work to give it thought. Later it didn't seem to matter, they had fallen into a routine, and it worked
magnificently for both of them. Matt had made it all the way to the top, and she had worked day and
night beside him, without complaint. In fact, she was a nearly indispensable asset to his business life, and,
true to his word, he had rewarded her loyalty and efforts liberally: Miss Stern's salary was $65,000 a
year—more than many ofIntercorp's mid-level executives were paid.

 Now, she followed him into his office and waited as he laid his briefcase on the polished rosewood desk
that had been delivered recently. Normally he handed her at least onemicrocassette filled with instructions
and dictation for her to transcribe. "There's no dictation," Matt explained, unlatching his briefcase and
handing her a stack of files. "And I didn't have a chance to go over the Simpson contract on the plane.
The Lear had an engine problem, so I had to take a commercial flight here. The baby in front of me was
evidently having problems with his ears, and he screamed for the entire flight."

 Because he'd opened the conversation, Miss Stern evidently felt required to participate. "Someone
should have done something for him."

 "The man beside me volunteered to smother him," Matt said, "but the baby's mother was no more
amenable to that solution than she'd been to mine."
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 "What was your solution?"

 "A shot of vodka with a brandy chaser." Closing his briefcase, he said, "How good is the clerical staff up
here?"

 "Some of them are very conscientious. However, Joanna Simons, whom you passed on your way in
here, is barely adequate. Rumor has it that she was more than a secretary to Mr. Morrissey, which I am
inclined to believe. Since her skills are nonexistent, it stands to reason her talents lie in some other area."

 Matt barely noticed her sniff of prim disapproval. Tipping his head toward the conference room that
adjoined his office, he said, "Is everybody in there?"

 "Of course."

 "Do they all have copies of the agenda?"

 "Of course."

 "I'm expecting a call fromBrussels sometime during the next hour," Matt said, already starting for the
conference room. "Put that one through to me right away, but hold any others."

 Six ofIntercorp's most talented vice presidents were seated on a pair of long burgundy suede sofas that
faced each other across a large glass and marble coffee table in the conference room. The men stood up
as Matt came forward, each of them shaking his hand, each of them studying his features for some
indication of the outcome of his trip to Greece. "It's good to have you back, Matt," the last man said as
Matt shook his hand. "Well, don't keep us in suspense," Tom Anderson added. "How wasAthens ?"

 "Extremely pleasant," Matt replied as they all moved over to the conference table. "Intercorpnow owns a
fleet of tankers."

 Triumph, full-bodied and sweet, swept through the room, and then voices rose as everyone began
discussing plans to utilizeIntercorp's newest "family branch."

 Leaning back in his chair, Matt observed the six high-powered executives who were seated before him.
All of them were dynamic, dedicated men, the best in their individual fields. Five of them had come from
Harvard,Princeton , and Yale; from UCLA and MIT, with degrees in fields ranging from international
banking to marketing. Five of them were wearing $800 custom-tailored business suits, discreetly
monogrammed Egyptian cotton shirts, and carefully chosen silk ties. Grouped together, as they were
now, they looked like a four-color ad for Brooks Brothers—something headed: When you've reached
the pinnacle, only the best is good enough. In contrast to them, the sixth man, Tom Anderson, was a
jarringly discordant figure in his green-and-brown-plaid jacket, green trousers, and paisley tie.Anderson
's passion for loud clothes was a source of great amusement among the other impeccably dressed men on
the takeover team, but they rarely jibed him about it. For one thing, it was difficult to sneer at a man who
stood six feet four and weighed 245 pounds.

 Andersonhad a high school equivalency degree, no college at all, and he was aggressively proud of it.
"My degree is from the school of life," he would announce whenever he was asked about his education.
What he left unsaid was that he possessed an uncanny talent no school could provide: He was
instinctively, intuitively sensitive to the nuances of human nature. He knew within minutes of talking to a
man what motivated him and made him tick, whether it was vanity, greed, ambition, or something much
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different.

 On the surface he was a plain-spoken, giant bear of a man who liked to work in his shirt-sleeves.
Beneath that unpolished surface, Tom Anderson had a gift for negotiating—and a knack for getting to the
crux of a problem that was invaluable, especially when he was dealing with the unions onIntercorp's
behalf.

 But of all his attributes, Matt prized one the most:Anderson was loyal. He was, in fact, the only man in
the room whose talents were not for sale to the highest bidder. He'd worked for the first company that
Matt had bought. When he sold it, Tom elected to take his chances withMatt rather than the new owners
who'd offered him an excellent position and a better salary.

 Matt paid the other men on the acquisition team enough to ensure they would not be tempted to sell out
to a rival corporation; he paidAnderson even more because he was completely dedicated to Matt and to
Intercorp . He never regretted what they cost him because, as a team, they were the best—but it was
Matt himself who channeled their energies in the right direction. The master plan forIntercorp's growth
was his alone, and he altered it as he saw fit. "Gentlemen," he said, interrupting their discussion about the
tankers. "We'll talk about the tankers another time. Let's talk about Haskell's problems."

 Matt's post-acquisition methods were unique and effective. Rather than wasting months trying to sort out
the company's problems, find the causes and cures, and weed out the executives who weren't performing
toIntercorp's standards, Matt did something much different: He sent in the group of men gathered in the
conference room to work side by side with the existing vice presidents of the acquired company. Each of
the six men was an expert in a particular corporate area, and in a matter of weeks they could familiarize
themselves completely with their individual division, assess the talents of the vice president of that
division, and locate the weaknesses and strong points of that division.

 "Elliott," Matt said to Elliott Jamison, "let's start with you. Overall, how does Haskell's marketing division
look?"

 "Not bad, but not great either. They have too many managers here, as well as in the regional offices, and
too few sales reps out in the field selling the products. Their existing customers get lavished with attention,
but the reps don't have time to open up new accounts. Considering the high quality of Haskell's products,
Haskell should have three or four times the number of customers they have now. At this point I'd
tentatively suggest adding fifty reps to their sales force. Once you have theSouthville plant constructed
and operating, I'd suggest adding fifty more."

 Matt jotted a note on the yellow legal pad on the table in front of him and returned his attention to
Jamison. "What else?"

 "PaulCranshaw , the marketing vice president, will have to go, Matt. He's been with Haskell for
twenty-eight years and his marketing philosophy is antiquated and foolish. He's also inflexible and
unwilling to change his ways."

 "How old is he?"

 "His file says fifty-six."

 "Will he take an early retirement if we offer it to him?"

 "Possibly. He's not going to quit on his own, that's for sure. He's an arrogant son of a bitch and openly
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hostile aboutIntercorp's takeover."

 Tom Anderson lifted his gaze from an admiring study of his paisley tie. "That's not surprising. He's a
distant cousin of old Haskell's."

 Elliott looked at him in surprise. "Really?" he said, reluctantly fascinated withTom's ability to ferret out
information without ever seeming to try. "That fact wasn't in his personnel file. How did you find it out?"

 "I had a delightful conversation with a charming old gal down in the records section. She's been here
longer than anyone else, and she's a walking diary of information."

 "No wonderCranshaw was so damned abrasive. He'll definitely have to go—he's a tremendous morale
problem, among other things. That's it for generalities, Matt. I'll meet with you next week and we can go
over specifics."

 Matt turned to John Lambert for financial information.

 Taking his cue, Lambert glanced at his notes and said, "Their profits are good, we knew that before, but
there's plenty of room for streamlining and cutting down on expenses. Also, they do a lousy job of
collecting their own receivables. Half their accounts take six months to pay, and it's because Haskell
hasn't made it a policy to be more aggressive with their collections."

 "Are we going to have to replace the controller, then?"

 Lambert hesitated. "That's a tough call to make. The controller claims that Haskell was the one who
didn't want the customers urged to pay up any quicker. He says he's tried for years to implement a more
aggressive procedure, but old man Haskell wouldn't hear of it. Putting that aside, he runs a pretty tight
ship. Morale is very high in his division and he's a gooddelegator . He has just enough supervisors to get
the job done, and they do it well. His department is lean."

 "How did he react to your invading his realm? Did he seem willing to adapt to change?"

 "He's a follower, not a leader, but he's conscientious. Tell him what you want done, and it'll be done. On
the other hand, if you want innovations and aggressive accounting procedures, he's not likely to come up
with them on his own."

 "Get him straightened out and on the right track," Matt said after a moment's hesitation. "When we name
a president here, he can keep an eye on him. Finance is a big division; it seems to be in good shape. If
morale is high there, I'd like to keep it that way."

 "I agree. By next month I'll be ready to discuss a new budget and pricing structure with you."

 "Fine." Matt turned to the short blond man who specialized in all matters pertaining to personnel and
personnel policies. "David, what's the story in human resources?"

 "It's not bad. Pretty good, actually. The percentage of minority employees is a little low, but not low
enough to get us in the headlines or lose us government contracts," David Talbot replied. "Human
resources has done a good job of establishing and maintaining sound hiring and promotion practices, and
so forth. LloydWaldrup , the vice president who heads that division, is sharp and well-qualified for his
job."
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 "He's a closet bigot," Tom Anderson argued, leaning forward to pour himself a cup of coffee from the
sterling silver coffee service in the center of the table.

 "That's a ridiculous allegation," Talbot said irritably. "LloydWaldrup gave me the reports showing the
number of women and minorities within the various job categories, and there's a fair percentage of them
with management titles."

 "I don't believe the reports."

 "Jesus, what is it with you, Tom!" he snapped, turning in his chair to glower at Tom's imperturbable
features. "Every time we acquire a company, you start in on the human resources managers. What is it,
specifically, that makes you nearly always dislike them?"

 "I guess it's that they arenearly always power hungry ass kissers."

 "IncludingWaldrup ?"

 "EspeciallyWaldrup."

 "And which of your acclaimed instincts leads you to believe that of him?"

 "He complimented my clothes two days in a row. I never trust anyone who compliments my clothes,
particularly if he's wearing a conservative gray suit."

 Muted chuckles broke the tension building in the room, and even David relaxed. "Is there any other
reason to believe he's a liar about his hiring and promotion practices?"

 "Yep, there is," Tom said, carefully keeping the plaid sleeve of his jacket out of his coffee as he reached
for the sugar bowl. "I've been wandering around this building for a couple of weeks now, while you've
been busy doing your job down in human resources, and I couldn't help noticing one little thing." He
paused to stir the sugar in his coffee, which annoyed everyone in the room except Matt, who continued
to regard him with calm interest, then Tom leaned back and propped his ankle atop his opposite knee,
the coffee cup in his hand.

 "Tom!" David said testily. "Will you get to the point so we can go on with the meeting! What did you
notice while you were walking around this building?"

 Completely unperturbed, Tom lifted his shaggy brows and said, "I saw men sitting in private offices."

 "So what?"

 "What I didn't see were any women sitting in them, except in the accounting division, where there've
historically been women managers. And only a couple of the women who did have offices had secretaries
sitting outside of them. Which made me wonder if your buddyWaldrup isn't handing out some fancy titles
to keep the ladies happy and make himself look good on his employment reports. If these women
actually have management-level jobs, where are their secretaries? Where are their offices?"

 "I'll check it out," David said with an irritated sigh. "I'd have discovered it sooner or later, but it's better
to know it now." Turning to Matt, he continued. "At some point in the future we're going to have to bring
Haskell's vacation policy and salary scales into some sort of alignment withIntercorp's . Haskell gives
their people three weeks vacation after three years employment and four weeks after eight years. That
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policy is costing the company a fortune in lost time and the constant need to hire additional temporary
help."

 "How do their wage scales compare?" Matt asked.

 "They're lower than ours. Haskell's philosophy was to give employees more time off but pay them less.
I'll meet with you and go over this in more detail when I've had a chance to work up some figures and
recommendations."

 For the next two hours Matt listened while the remaining men reported on their individual areas and
debated solutions. When they were finished discussing Haskell, Matt brought them up-to-date on
developments in other divisions ofIntercorp that might concern them now or later, developments that
ranged from a threatened union strike atIntercorp's textile mill in Georgia to the design and capabilities of
the new manufacturing facility he intended to build for Haskell on the large parcel of land he'd purchased
inSouthville .

 Throughout the entire meeting, one man, PeterVanderwild , remained silent and attentive, like a brilliant,
slightly awed graduate student who understood all the basics—but who was learning the finer points from
a group of experts. At twenty-eight, Peter was a former Harvard "whiz kid" with a genius I.Q., who
specialized in reviewing companies forIntercorp to acquire, analyzing their potential for profit, and then
making his recommendations to Matt. Haskell Electronics had been one ofVanderwild's choices, and it
was going to be his third winner in a row. Matt had sent him here toChicago with the rest of the team
because he wanted Peter to experience firsthand what happenedafter a company was acquired. He
wanted him to observe what couldnot be seen on the financial statements that Peter relied on so heavily
when he made his recommendations to buy a company—like controllers who were lax about collecting
money, and human resources directors who were closet bigots.

 Matt had brought him there to observe and to be observed. Despite Peter's outstanding success thus far,
Matt knew he still needed guidance. Moreover, he was cocky and hypersensitive, brash and timid,
depending upon the situation, and that was something Matt intended to curb. He had a tremendous
amount of raw talent; it needed channeling.

 "Peter?" Matt said. "Any new developments in your area that we ought to hear about?"

 "I have several possible companies in mind that would be excellent acquisitions," Peter announced.
"They're not as big as Haskell but they're profitable. One of them is a nice little computer software
company in silicon valley—"

 "No software companies, Peter," Matt said firmly.

 "But JLH is—"

 "No software companies!" Matt interrupted. "They're too damned risky right now." He saw the
embarrassed flush creep upVanderwild's neck. Reminding himself that his goal was to direct the younger
man's enormous talents, not to crush his enthusiasm, Matt curbed his impatience and added, "It's no
reflection on you, Peter. I've never told you my feelings about software companies. What else do you
want to recommend?"

 "You mentioned you wanted to expand our commercial property division," Peter said hesitantly. "There
is a company inAtlanta , another here in Chicago, and a third one down inHouston . All three are looking
for someone to buy them out. The first two own mostly high- and mid-rise office buildings. The third one,
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inHouston , is predominantly invested in commercial land. It's a family-owned company and the two
Thorp brothers, who've run it since their father died a few years ago, reportedly can't stand each other."
Still flinching from Matt's swift rejection of his last recommendation, Peter hastened to point out the
drawbacks of this one. "Houstonhas been in a long slump, and I suppose there's no reason to assume its
recent recovery will continue. Also, since the Thorp brothers can't agree on anything, the deal would
probably cause us more trouble than it's worth—"

 "Are you trying to convince me it's a good idea or a bad one?" Matt asked with a smile to atone for his
earlier curtness. "You make the choices based on your best judgment, and I'll shoot them down for you.
That's my job, and if you start doing my job plus your own, I won't have anything to do. I'll feel useless."

 Chuckles greeted that joking remark and, getting up, Peter handed him a folder labeledrecommended
acquisitions/commercial property companies. In it were data sheets on the three companies he'd
mentioned, and a dozen other, less appealing ones. More relaxed now, he sat back down.

 Matt opened the file and saw that the dossiers were long andPeter's analyses were very complex. Rather
than detain the other men needlessly, he said, "Peter has been his usual thorough self, gentlemen, and this
file is going to take considerable time to go over. I think we've covered everything that needs to be
discussed for now. I'll meet witheach of you next week. Let Miss Stern know when you're ready to go
over your individual divisions in more detail." To Peter he said, "Let's go over this in my office."

 He'd just sat down at his desk when his intercom buzzed, and Miss Stern told him that hisBrussels call
was coming through. With the phone cradled between his shoulder and jaw, Matt began looking over the
financial statement of theAtlanta company Peter had recommended.

 "Matt," JosefHendrik said, his delighted voice rising above the static on the line, "we have a bad
connection, my friend, but my excellent news cannot wait for a better one. My people here are in full
accord with the limited partnership I proposed to you last month. They offered no opposition to any of
the stipulations you made."

 "That's fine, Josef," Matt replied, but his enthusiasm was somewhat dampened by jet lag and the
realization that it was much later than he'd thought. Beyond the broad expanse of windows at the outer
wall of his office, the sky was shrouded in darkness and lights were twinkling in the adjoining
skyscrapers. Far below onMichigan Avenue , he could hear car horns honking as commuters sat in
snarled rush hour traffic, trying to fight their way home. Reaching toward the lamp on his desk, Matt
switched it on, then he glanced at Peter, who got up and turned the overhead lights up as well. "It's later
than I thought, Peter, and I still have several phone calls to make. I'll take this file home and look through
it over the weekend. We'll discuss it Monday morning atten o'clock ."

 Chapter 17
  

 Refreshed from a sauna and shower, Matt wrapped a towel around his waist and reached for the
wristwatch lying on the black marble vanity that swept around his circular bathroom. The telephone rang,
and he picked it up.

 "Are you naked?" Alicia Avery's sultry voice asked before he'd said a word.
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 "What number are you calling?" he said withfeigned confusion.

 "Yours, darling.Are you naked?"

 "Semi-naked," Matt said, "and running late."

 "I'm so glad you're finally inChicago . When did you get in?"

 "Yesterday."

 "I have you in my clutches at last!" She laughed, an enticing, contagious laugh. "You can't believe the
fantasies I've been having, thinking about tonight when we get back from the opera's benefit ball. I've
missed you, Matt," she added, blunt and direct as always.

 "We're going to see each other in an hour," Matt promised, "if you let me get off the phone, that is."

 "All right. Actually, Daddy made me call. He was afraid you'd forget about the opera benefit tonight.
He's almost as eager to see you as I am—for very different reasons, of course."

 "Of course," Matt joked.

 "Oh, and I may as well warn you that he intends to put you up for membership at theGlenmoor Country
Club. The ball is the perfect spot to introduce you to some of the members and get their vote, so he'll try
to drag you all over if you let him get by withit. Not that he needs to bother," she added. "You’ll be a
shoo-in. Oh, and the press will be there en masse, so prepare to be mobbed when they see you. It's very
humiliating, Mr. Farrell," she teased, "to know my date is going to cause more of a sensation tonight than
I am...."

 The mention of theGlenmoor Country Club, where he'd met Meredith that long-ago Fourth of July,
made Matt's jaw tighten with grim irony, and he hardly heard the rest of what Alicia said. He already held
memberships in two country clubs, both of them as exclusive asGlenmoor . He rarely used the clubs he
belonged to, and if he joined one inChicago , which he had no desire to do, it sure as hell wouldn't be
Glenmoor . "Tell your father I appreciate the thought, but I'd rather he didn't." Before he could say more,
Stanton Avery picked up an extension. "Matt," he said in his bluff, hearty voice. "You haven't forgotten
the opera benefit shindig tonight, have you?"

 "I remembered it,Stanton ."

 "Good, good. I thought we'd pick you up at nine, stop at the Yacht Club for drinks, and then go on to
the hotel. That way, we won't have to sit throughLaTraviata before the serious drinking and partying
begins. Or are you especially fond ofLaTraviata ?"

 "Operas make me comatose," Matt joked, andStanton chuckled in agreement. In the past several years
Matt had attended dozens of operas and symphonies because he moved in a social stratum where
sponsorship of, and attendance at, cultural functions was necessary from a business standpoint. Now that
he was unwillingly familiar with most famous symphonies and operas, his original opinion of them hadn't
changed: He found most of them boring as hell and all of them overlong. "Nine is fine," he added.

 Despite his dislike of operatic music and of being mobbed by the press, Matt was generally looking
forward to the evening as he buckled on his wristwatch and picked up his shaver. He had met Stanton
Avery inLos Angeles four years before, and whenever Matt was inChicago orStanton was inCalifornia ,
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they tried to get together. Unlike many of the dilettante socialites Matt had met,Stanton was a tough,
blunt, down-to-earth businessman, and Matt liked him immensely. In fact, if he could choose a
father-in-law,Stanton would have been his choice. Alicia was much like her father— sophisticated and
polished but direct as hell when it came to getting what she wanted. They had both wanted him to
accompany them to the opera benefit tonight, and they wouldn't take no for an answer. He'd ended up
not only agreeing to attend, but agreeing to contribute $5,000 as well.

 Two months ago, when Alicia was with him in California and blatantly hinting that they ought to get
married, Matt had briefly entertained the idea, but the impulse had passed very quickly. He enjoyed
Alicia in bed and out of it, and he liked her style, but he'd already had one disastrous marriage to a
spoiled, rich,Chicago socialite, and he had no intention of repeating the experience. Conversely, he'd
never seriously considered remarrying because he'd never beenable to duplicate the feelings he'd had for
Meredith—that violent, possessive, insane need to see and touch and laugh with her, that volcanic
passion that controlled him and couldn't be sated. No other woman had looked up at him and made him
feel humbled and powerful at the same time—or ignited that same desperate desire to prove that he
could be more and better than he was. To marry someone who didn't do that to him was settling for
second-best, and second-best in anything wasn't good enough. At the same time, he had absolutely no
desire to ever again experience those tormenting, stormy, crushing emotions again. They'd been as painful
as they were pleasant, and when his misbegotten marriage was over, the mere memory of them—andof
the traitorous young wife he'd adored— had made his life a hell for years afterward.

 The truth was that if Aliciahad been able to get under his skin as Meredith had, he'd have broken off
with her as soon as he felt it happening. He didn't want, would never permit himself, to be that vulnerable
to anyone, ever again. Now that he was inChicago , Alicia wasn't likely to let the issue of marriage drop.
If she didn't, he was either going to have to make it clear that was permanently out of the question, or he
would have to put an end to their very delightful relationship.

 Shrugging into his black tuxedo jacket, Matt strolled out of the bedroom and into the living room. He still
had fifteen minutes before Stanton and Alicia were due to arrive, so he walked over to the far corner of
the apartment and up to the raised platform that contained a bar and several sofas comfortably arranged
for conversation. He'd chosen this building, and this apartment, because all the outer walls were broad
expanses of curved glass that offered a breathtaking view ofLake Shore Drive and theChicago skyline.
For a moment, he stood looking out, then he walked over to the bar, intending to have a brandy. As he
did so, his jacket brushed against the newspaper that his housekeeper had left neatly folded on an end
table, and the newspaper flipped onto the floor, the sections spilling out.

 And he saw Meredith.

 Her photograph leapt out at him from the last page of the front section—her smile perfect, her hair
perfect, her expression perfect. Typical Meredith—he thought with icy revulsion as he picked up the
paper and looked at her picture—posed and packaged for effect and appearances. She'd been a
beautiful teenager, but whoever did her media photos was going overboard to make her look like Grace
Kelly as a young woman.

 His gaze shifted from her picture to the article below it, and for a split second he tensed with surprise:
According to the columnist, Sally Mansfield, Meredith had just become engaged to her "childhood
sweetheart," Parker Reynolds III, and Bancroft & Company intended to celebrate her February wedding
with a national sale in all their stores.

 A smirk of ironic amusement twisted Matt's lips as he tossed the paper aside and walked over to the
window. He'd been married to the treacherous little bitch, and he didn't evenknow she'd had a
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"childhood sweetheart." But then, he hadn't really known her at all, Matt reminded himself. What he did
know of her, he despised.

 In the midst of that thought, Matt suddenly realized that what he was thinking didn't match what he was
feeling. Evidently he was reacting out of old habit, because he didn't actually despise her anymore. All he
truly felt for her was cold distaste. What had happened between them was so long ago, time had eroded
every strong emotion he'd felt for her, even loathing. In its place there was nothing ... nothing except
disgust and pity. Meredith had been too spineless to be treacherous; spineless and completely dominated
by her father. When she was nearly six months pregnant, she'd aborted their baby and sent Matt a
telegram afterward, telling him what she'd done and that she was divorcing him. And despite what she'd
done to his baby, he'd been so insane about her that he'd flown back with some demented intention of
trying to talk her out of an immediate divorce. When he got to the hospital, he was informed at the lobby
desk in the Bancroft wing that Meredith did not want to see him, and a security guard accompanied him
back out the doors. Thinking those instructions might have been issued by Philip Bancroft, not Meredith,
Matt had gone back the next day, only to be met by a cop at the front door who slapped an injunction
into his hand, an injunction Meredith herself had obtained that made it illegal for him to go near her.

 For years Matt had pushed those memories, along with the anguish he'd felt over the baby, into some
dark, safe recess of his mind, because he couldn't stand to think of it. Putting Meredith out of his mind
had become an art he'd practiced and perfected. At first he did it out of self-preservation. Later, out of
habit.

 Now, as he gazed at the tinkling headlights far below onLake Shore Drive , he realized he didn't need to
do that anymore. She had ceased to exist for him.

 He'd known when he made the decision to spend the next year inChicago that Meredith and he would
be bound to encounter each other, but he'd refused to let it affect his plans. Now he realized he needn't
have bothered to consider it, because it didn't matter. They were both adults; the past was over.
Meredith was nothing if not well-bred. They'd both be able to carry off their meeting with the polite
courtesy that was expected of adults in these situations.

 Matt climbed intoStanton 's stretch Mercedes and shook his friend's hand, then his gaze shifted to Alicia,
who was swathed in an ankle-length sable coat the same color as her dark glossy hair. She reached out
and put her hand in his, smiling intobis eyes—seductive, direct, and appealing. "It's been a long time," she
said in that rich, soft voice of hers.

 "Too long," he replied, and he meant that.

 "Five months," she reminded him. "Do you intend to shake my hand or are you going to kiss me
properly?"

 Matt tossed a helpless, amused glance at her father— an explanation of intent.Stanton answered with an
indulgent, paternal smile of permission, and Matt tugged Alicia's hand, pulling her unceremoniously onto
his lap. "How properly did you have in mind?" he asked.

 She smiled and said, "I'll show you."

 Only Alicia would have dared to kiss a man the way she did in front of her father. But then, not many
fathers would have smiled and politely diverted their gaze to the side window while their daughters kissed
a man witha lingering sensuality designed to be sexually arousing. Alicia did and Matt was. They both
knew it. "I think you've really missed me," she said.
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 "And I think," he told her, "one of us should have the grace to blush."

 "That's very provincial of you, darling," she informed him, laughing as she reluctantly took her hands from
his shoulders. "Very middle class."

 "There was a time," he reminded her pointedly, "when being middle class would have been an
improvement."

 "You're proud of that, aren't you?" she teased.

 "I suppose I am."

 She slid off his lap, crossed her long legs, and her coat parted to reveal a thigh-high slash in the side of
her black sheath gown. "What do you think?" she asked.

 "You can find out later what he thinks,"Stanton said, suddenly impatient with his daughter's monopoly of
his friend. "Matt, what do you know about the rumors that Edmund Mining is going to merge with
Ryerson Consolidated? Before you answer that," he said, "how is your father? Does he still insist on
staying at the farm?"

 "He's fine," Matt said, and it was true. Patrick Farrell had been sober for eleven years. "I finally
convinced him to sell the farm and move to the city. He'll be staying with me for a few weeks, then he's
going to visit my sister. I have to go out to the farm later this month and pack up family mementos. He
doesn't have the heart to do it."

 The vast ballroom of the hotel with its soaring marble columns, glittering crystal chandeliers, and
magnificent vaulted ceiling was always splendid, but tonight Meredith thought it was especially wonderful.
The decorations committee had turned it into a gorgeous winter fairyland, with white gazebos blanketed
in artificial snow and filled with red roses and holly. Near the center of the room, a larger gazebo with
roses trailing up its columns and "snowbanks" at its sides was occupied by an orchestra playing a salute
to Rodgers and Hart. Fountains bearded with glittering artificial icicles spouted geysers of sparkling
champagne while waiters circulated among the guests, offering hors d'oeuvres to those who didn't wish to
help themselves from the giant silver-plated tiers laden with food.

 Tonight, the lavishness of the decorations were enhanced by the glitter of jeweled silks and brocaded
velvets, as the patrons of the opera, who'd turned out en masse, paused in their laughing conversations to
pose for photographers from the media or strolled about, greeting friends. Near the center of the room,
Meredith stood beside Parker, his hand possessively at her waist, accepting good wishes from friends
and acquaintances who'd read about their engagement. When the last group drifted away, Meredith
looked at Parker, her face lit up with sudden laughter.

 "What's so funny?" he asked witha tender smile.

 "The song the orchestra is playing," she explained. "It's the same one we danced to when I was thirteen."
When he looked puzzled, she added, "At MissEppingham's party at the Drake Hotel."

 Parker's expression cleared and he grinned at the memory. "Ah, yes—MissEppingham's mandatory
night of misery."

 "It was miserable," Meredith agreed. "I dropped my purse, and bumped your head,and stepped all over
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your feet while we danced."

 "You dropped your purse, and we bumped heads," he said with the same gentle sensitivity to her feelings
that she'd come to love, "but you did not step on my feet. You were adorable that night. In fact, that was
the first night I actually noticed what amazing eyes you have," he continued with a reminiscent smile. "You
looked up at me with the oddest, most intent expression—"

 Meredith burst out laughing. "I was probably considering the best way to propose to you!"

 He grinned, his arm tightening around her. "Really?"

 "Absolutely." Her smile wavered when she noticed a gossip columnist bearing down on them. "Parker,"
she said quickly, "I'm going up to the lounge for a few minutes. Sally Mansfield is headed this way, and I
don't want to talk to her until I find out on Monday who at Bancroft's told her that nonsense about
Bancroft's celebrating our wedding with a national sale.

 "The person who did it will have to ask her to print a retraction," Meredith said with finality as she
reluctantly pulled away from his encompassing arm, "because there isn't going to be any such sale. Please
watch for Lisa," she added as she started toward the grand staircase that led up to the mezzanine. "She
should have been here long ago."

 "We timed it perfectly, Matt,"Stanton said as Matt lifted the fur coat off Alicia's shoulders and handed it
to the coat-check girl stationed off the ballroom. Matt heard him, but his attention was momentarily
diverted by the daring expanse of creamy flesh exposed by the wide, plunging neckline of Alicia's black
velvet sheath. "That's quite a gown," he told her, his expression warm with amusement and frank desire.

 She held his gaze, her head tipped back, a knowing smile curving her vermilion lips. "You are the only
man," she softly told him, "who can make 'that's quite a gown' sound like an irresistible invitation to join
you in bed for atleast a week."

 Matt chuckled at that as they started toward the dazzling lights and noisy clamor of the party. Ahead, he
saw two photographers snapping pictures and a television crew roaming through the crowd, and he
braced himself for the inevitable descent of the press.

 "Was it?" Alicia asked as soon as her father stopped to talk to friends.

 "Was it what?" Matt said, pausing to take two glasses of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter.

 "An invitation for a week of glorious fucking like the one we had two months ago?"

 "Alicia," Matt admonished her mildly, nodding politely to two men he knew, "behave yourself." He
would have started forward, but Alicia remained stubbornly where she was, studying him with deepening
intensity. "Why haven't you ever married?"

 "Let's discuss that some other time."

 "I tried the last two times we were together, but you evaded it."

 Annoyed with her obstinacy, her topic, and her timing, Matt put his hand beneath her black-gloved arm
and guided her off to the side. "I gather," he told her, "that you intend to discuss it here and now."
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 "I do," she said, meeting his gaze, chin proudly high.

 "What's on your mind?"

 "Marriage."

 He paused and Alicia saw the sudden chill in his eyes, but what he said was even more cutting than his
expression: "To whom?"

 Stung by his deliberate insult and furious with her tactical blunder in trying to force his hand, she glared at
his implacable expression, and then the tension drained from her. "I suppose I deserved that," she
admitted.

 "No," Matt said shortly, angry withhis own excessive tactlessness, "you didn't."

 Alicia stared at him, confused, wary, and then she smiled a little. "At least we know where we
stand—for now."

 His answering smile was brief, cool, and distinctlyunencouraging . With a sigh Alicia tucked her hand in
the crook of his arm. "You are," she told him bluntly as he led her forward, "thehardest man I've ever
met!" Trying to inject some levity into the moment, she sent him a seductive sideways glance and added
truthfully, "Physically, as well as emotionally, of course."

 Lisa shoved her engraved invitation at the doorman stationed outside the ballroom. Stopping just long
enough to pull off her coat and check it, she scanned the milling throng, looking for Parker or Meredith.
Spotting Parker’s blond head near the bandstand, she headed toward him, brushing past Alicia Avery,
who was strolling slowly beside a very tall, dark-haired, broad-shouldered man whose profile seemed
vaguely familiar. As Lisa wended her way through the crowd, men turned to gaze appreciatively at the
figure she presented—a willowy redhead clad in billowing red satin lounge pants and a black velvet
jacket, with a beaded black band tied around her forehead—an utterly incongruous and inappropriate
ensemble that somehow—on Lisa—looked exactly right.

 Other men thought that, but not Parker. "Hi," she said, coming up beside him as he filled his glass from
one of the champagne fountains.

 He turned, his gaze narrowing with disapproval on her clothes, and Lisa bridled at his unvoiced criticism.
"Oh, no!" she speculated dramatically, looking at his handsome, glowering face with sham alarm. "Has
the prime rate gone up again?"

 His irate gaze jerked from the cleavage exposed by her jacket to her taunting expression. "Whydont you
dress like other women?" he demanded.

 "I don't know," Lisa said, pausing as if to think it over, then with a bright smile, she announced, "It's
probably the same stroke of perversity that makes you enjoy foreclosing on widows and orphans.
Where's Meredith?

 "In the ladies' lounge."

 Having thus indulged in the sort of uncharacteristic rudeness that had festered between both of them for
years, they both stoically sought to avoid looking at each other by focusing their attention on the crowd.
Simultaneously, a subdued commotion erupted off to their right, and they both looked in that direction,
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watching as television crews and newspaper reporters, who'd been wandering among the guests or
standing on the sidelines, suddenly galvanized into action, rushing toward their prey. Flashes from
cameras started going off, and Lisa leaned farther to the right, catching a glimpse of the press mobbing
the dark-haired man she'd noticed with Alicia Avery. Television cameras were aiming at his face as he
escorted her forward through the explosion of flashbulbs and the throng of reporters waving microphones
at him. "Who is that?" she asked, glancing uncertainly at Parker.

 "I can't see—" Parker began, watching the uproar with mild interest, but when the crowd parted, he
tensed. "It's Farrell."

 The last name, combined with the full view of Farrell's tanned face, was enough to tell Lisa that the man
with Alicia was Meredith's faithless, heartless, former husband. Hostility exploded inside her as she
watched him stop to answer questions being called out to him by reporters, while Alicia Avery hung on
his arm, smiling for the photographers. For a long moment Lisa stood there, remembering the anguish
he'd caused Meredith and contemplating the wholly satisfying idea of marching up to him in front of the
fawning media and calling him a son of a bitch right to his face! Meredith wouldn't like that, she knew;
Meredith hated scenes and, besides, no one but Parker and Lisa knew that Meredith and he had ever
been involved in any way. Meredith! The thought hit her at the same instant it struck Parker, wiping the
bland, civilized expression from his own face as he watched Farrell. "Did Meredith know he was going to
be here?" she gasped at the same instant Parker clasped her arm and ordered, "Find Meredith and warn
her that Farrell's here."

 As Lisa sidled and shoved her way into the crowd, Matthew Farrell's name was already passing through
them like a whispered chant. He'd broken away from the press, except for Sally Mansfield, who was
standing behind him as he spoke with Stanton Avery near the foot of the grand staircase. Keeping one
eye on Farrell so she could warn Meredith where he was, and her other eye on the balcony, Lisa plunged
forward, then stopped in helpless dismay as Meredith suddenly appeared and started down the staircase.

 Since she couldn't get to her before she reached the bottom step and passed by Farrell, Lisa stood still,
taking grim satisfaction in the fact that Meredith had never looked more stunning than she did right
now—when her lousy ex-husband was about to see her for the first time in eleven years! In complete
defiance of the current slinky fashions, Meredith was wearing a full-skirted strapless gown of shimmering
white satin with a tightly fitted bodice sewn with seed pearls and strewn with white sequins and tiny
crystals. At her throat was a magnificent ruby and diamond necklace that was either a gift from Parker,
which Lisa was inclined to doubt, or on loan from the estate jewelry department of Bancroft's, which Lisa
figured was more likely.

 Partway down the staircase, Meredith stopped to speak to an elderly couple, and Lisa held her breath.
Parker stepped up beside her, his gaze shifting restlessly from Farrell to Sally Mansfield to Meredith.

 His attention on what Stanton was saying to him, Matt looked around for Alicia, who'd gone to the
powder room, and someone called his name—or what sounded like his name. Turning his head, he
looked for the source of the voice, looked higher, toward the staircase.... And he froze. With his
champagne glass arrested halfway to his mouth, Matt stared at the woman on the staircase who had been
a girl, and his wife, the last time he saw her. And at that moment he understood why the media loved to
compare her to a young Grace Kelly. With her blond hair caught up in an elegant cluster at the nape,
entwined with small white roses, Meredith Bancroft was a breathtakingly beautiful image of breeding and
serenity. In the years since he'd last seen her, her figure had ripened, and her delicately boned face had
acquired a radiance that was mesmerizing. Matt's shock vanished as quickly as it had hit him, and he
managed to drink his champagne and nod at whatever Stanton was saying to him, but he continued to
study the lush beauty on the staircase—only now it was with the detached interest of an expert examining
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a piece of art he already knows is flawed and a fake.

 Except that even he could not entirely harden his heart against her as she stood there, listening to an
older couple who were stopping her from descending the stairs. She had always gotten along well with
people much older than she was, Matt remembered, thinking of the night she had taken him under her
wing at her country club, and his heart softened yet more. He searched for signs of the brittle woman
executive in her, but what he saw was an entrancing smile, shining turquoise eyes, and an unexpected
aura of being—he searched his mind for the word and all he could think of wasuntouched. Perhaps it
was the virginal white she wore, or the fact that while most of the other women were wearing seductive
gowns that were slashed down to the navel and up to the thigh, Meredith had bared only her shoulders,
and shestill managed to look more provocative than they. Provocative and regal and unattainable.

 Within him he felt the last vestiges of bitterness subside. More than beauty, there was a gentleness about
her that he'd forgotten—a gentleness that had to have been overridden by nothing less than stark terror in
order for her to have gone through with that abortion. She had been so young when she was forced to
marry him, Matt thought now, and she hadn't really known him at all. No doubt she expected to end up
living in some dirty town likeEdmunton , married to a drunk—as Matt's father had been—and trying to
raise their child. Her father would have damned sure tried to convince her that was going to happen; he'd
have done anything to put an end to her alliance with a nobody—including convincing her to have an
abortion and divorce him. Matt had realized all that shortly after their divorce. Unlike her father, Meredith
had never been a snob, not really. Well-bred and carefully raised, yes, but never actually such a complete
snob that she'd have done those things to Matt and their child. Fear and youth and pressure from her
domineering father had done that. He realized that now. After eleven years it had taken seeing her again
to realize what she had been. And what she still was.

 "Beautiful, isn't she?"Stanton said, nudging Matt.

 "Very."

 "Come with me, I'll introduce you to her and herfiance . I need to speak to herfiance anyway. By the
way, you should get to know Parker—he controls one of the biggest banks inChicago ."

 Matt hesitated, and then he nodded. Meredith and he were bound to see each other at all sorts of social
functions; it seemed best to get pastthe hurdle of the first confrontation now rather than later. At least this
time, when he was introduced to her, he wouldn't have need to feel like a social leper.

 Scanning the crowd for Parker, Meredith descended the last step, then stopped at the sound of Stanton
Avery's bluff, jovial voice beside her. "Meredith," he said, putting a detaining hand on her arm, "I'd like to
introduce you to someone."

 She was already smiling, already beginning to extend her hand as she shifted her gaze fromStanton 's grin
to a very tall man's tanned throat and then to his face.Matthew Farrell's face. Mind reeling, stomach
churning, she heard Avery's voice as if in a tunnel, saying, "This is my friend, Matt Farrell ..." And she
saw the man who had let her lie alone in the hospital when she lost his baby, then sent her a telegram
telling her to get a divorce.

 Now he was smiling down at her—that same, unforgettable, intimate, charming,loathsome smile, while
he reached out to take her hand, and something inside of Meredith burst. She jerked her hand out of
Matt's reach, looked him over with freezing contempt, and turned to Stanton Avery. "You really ought to
be more selective about your friends, Mr. Avery," she said with cool hauteur. "Excuse me." Turning her
back, Meredith walked away, leaving behind her a fascinated Sally Mansfield, a stunned Stanton Avery,
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and an infuriated Matthew Farrell.

 It wasthreea.m. before the last of Meredith and Parker's guests left Meredith's apartment, leaving only
the two of them with her father. "You shouldn't be up so late," Meredith told him as she sank down on a
chintz-covered Queen Anne chair. Even now, hours after confronting Matthew Farrell, she still shook
inside when she thought of it, only now it was anger with herself that haunted her—that, and the savage
fury in his eyes when she left him standing there with his hand outstretched to her, looking like a fool.

 "You know perfectly well why I'm still here," Philip said, pouring himself a glass of sherry. He hadn't
learned of Meredith's meeting with Farrell until an hour ago when Parker told him, and he obviously
intended to hear the details.

 "Don't drink that. The doctors said you shouldn't."

 "Damn the doctors, I want to know what Farrell said to you. Parker tells me you cut Farrell dead."

 "He didn't have a chance to say a word to me," Meredith replied, and she told him exactly what had
transpired. When she was finished, she watched in frustrated silence as he swallowed down the
forbidden sherry—an aging, impressive, silver-haired man in a custom-tailored tuxedo. He had
dominated and manipulated her for most of her life, until she had finally found the courage and fortitude to
withstand the force of his iron will and volcanic temper. And despite all that, she loved him and worried
about him. He was all the family she had, and his face was drawn from illness and fatigue. As soon as his
leave of absence was arranged he was taking an extended cruise, and his doctor had made him promise
that he'd neither worry about Bancroft & Company, world affairs, or anything whatsoever. For the six
weeks he was away, he wasn't to watch the news, read the paper, or do anything that wasn't completely
frivolous and restful. Tearing her gaze from her father, she looked at Parker and said, "I wish you hadn't
told my father what happened tonight. It wasn't necessary."

 Sighing, Parker leaned back in his chair and reluctantly told her of something she hadn't known.
"Meredith, Sally Mansfield saw—and probablyheard—the whole confrontation. We'll be lucky if
everyone doesn't read about it in her column tomorrow."

 "I hope she prints it," Philip said.

 "I don't," Parker countered, ignoring Philip's glower with his usual unruffled calm. "I don't want people
asking questions aboutwhy Meredith snubbed him."

 Leaning her head back, Meredith let out a ragged sigh and closed her eyes. "If I'd had time to think, I
wouldn't have done it—not so openly, anyway."

 "Several of our friends were asking about it already tonight," Parker said. "We'll have to think of some
explanation," he began, but Meredith interrupted him.

 "Please," she said wearily, "not tonight. I for one would like to go to bed."

 "You're right," Parker said, and stood up, giving Philip little choice except to leave with him.

 Chapter 18
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 It was nearlynoon by the time Meredith got out of the shower. Clad in burgundy wool slacks and a
sweater, with her hair pulled up into a ponytail, she wandered into the living room and looked with
renewed dismay at the SundayTribune she'd flung onto the sofa after seeing Sally Mansfield's column.
The very first item Sally had written was about last night's fiasco: Women all over the world seem to be
falling prey to Matthew Farrell's legendary charm, but our own Meredith Bancroft is certainly immune to
him. At the opera benefit ball Saturday night, she gave him what would have been called in olden days
the "cut direct." Our lovely Meredith, who is reputedly gracious to one and all, refused to shake Matthew
Farrell's hand. One wonders why.

 Too tense to work and too weary to go out, Meredith stood in the center of the lovely room, looking at
the antique tables and chairs as if they were as unfamiliar to her as her own inner turmoil. The Persian
carpet beneath her feet was patterned in pale green and rose on a cream background. Everything was
exactly as she'd wanted it, from the chintz draperies pulled back from the wide windows to the ornate
French desk she'd found at an auction inNew York . This apartment, with its view of the city, had been
her only real extravagance—this and the BMW she'd bought five years earlier. Today the room seemed
jumbled and unfamiliar, exactly as her thoughts were.

 Abandoning the notion of working for a while, she walked into the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee.
With her back against the counter, she sipped her coffee, waiting for the feeling of unreality to vanish,
avoiding thinking about last night until her head cleared. With a fingernail she idly traced the vines that
wound through the ceramic tiles on the countertop. Plants hung from the ceiling over the breakfast nook,
basking in the sunlight coming through the windows. Today the sky was overcast. So was she. The hot,
fresh coffee was doing more to erase the numbness in her mind than the shower had, and as full
awareness returned, she could hardly bear the angry shame she felt for her behavior last night. Unlike
Parker and her father, Meredith didn't regret what she had done because of a fear about the
repercussions of Sally Mansfield's column. What hammered at her was the fact that she had lost
control—no, that she had lost her mind! Years ago she had forced herself to stop blaming Matthew
Farrell, not so much for his sake but for her own, because the fury and pain she'd felt at his betrayal had
been more than she could endure. A year after her miscarriage, she had made herself think over,
objectively, all that had happened between them; she had struggled and worked for that objectivity, and
when she'd found it, she'd clung to it until it was a part of her.

 Objectivity—and a psychologist she'd talked to in college—had enabled her to understand that what
had happened to them had been inevitable. They'd been forced to marry each other, and except for the
child they'd conceived together, they did not have one single other reason to stay married. They'd had
nothing in common, nor would they ever have had. Matt had been callous in the way he'd ignored her
plea to come home from South America when she miscarried, and more callous in his immediate demand
for a divorce. But beneath his surface charm, he'dalways been invulnerable and uncompromising. How
could he be otherwise, given his background? He'd had to fight his way through life, coping with a
drunken father, a young sister, a job in the steel mills, and all the rest. If he weren't tough, and hard, and
consumed with self-purpose, he'd never have made it out of there. When he treated Meredith with such
painful indifference eleven years ago, he was simply being what he was: hard and cold and tough. He'd
donebis duty and married her, prompted perhaps partially by greed. He'd soon realized Meredith had no
money of her own and, when she lost the baby, he had no further reason to remain married to her. He
had none of her values, and if they'd stayed married, he'd have broken her heart. She'd come to
understand all that—or at least she'd thought she had. And yet, last night, for one horrible, turbulent
moment she'd lost her objectivity and her composure. That should never have happened,wouldn't have
happened if she'd had just a few minutes warning before she had to confront him—or if he hadn't smiled
at her in that warm, familiar, intimate way! Her hand had actually itched to slap that phony smile off his
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face.

 What she'd said toStanton had been what she felt; what dismayed her most were the uncontrollable,
wrenching feelings that had made her say it. And what she feared was that it might happen again. But
even as the thought occurred to her, she realized there was no possibility of that. Except for resenting the
fact that Matt had become more handsome, and had acquired more superficial charm than any man with
his utter lack of scruples had a right to, she felt nothing now. Evidently, the explosion of emotions she'd
felt last night had been the last feeble eruption from a dead volcano.

 Now that she'd reasoned her way through it, Meredith felt considerably better. Pouring another cup of
coffee, she carried it into the living room andsat down at her desk to work. Her beautiful apartment once
again felt orderly and familiar and serene—just like her mind. She glanced at the telephone on her desk,
and for one absurd instant she felt an impulse to call Matt Farrell and do what good breeding dictated:
apologize for making a scene. She dismissed that nonsensical impulse with a light shrug as she opened her
briefcase and took out the financial data for theHouston store. Matthew Farrell hadn't given a damn
about what she thought or what she did when they were married. Therefore, he certainly wouldn't care
what she did last night. Besides, he was so egotistical and so inured, nothing could hurt or offend him.

 Chapter 19
  

 At exactlyten o'clock on Monday morning, PeterVanderwild presented himself to Miss Stern, whom
he'd privately nicknamed "The Sphinx," then he waited like an irritated supplicant for her to acknowledge
him. Not until she was damned good and ready did she stop typing and aim her basilisk gaze at him. "I
have an appointment to see Mr. Farrell atten o'clock ," he informed her.

 "Mr. Farrell is in a meeting. He will see you in fifteen minutes."

 "Do you think I should wait?"

 "Only if you have nothing whatsoever to do for the next fifteen minutes," she replied frostily.

 Dismissed like a recalcitrant schoolboy, Peter strode stiffly to the elevator and returned to his office.
That seemed infinitely wiser than remaining on the sixtieth floor and thus proving to her he had nothing to
do for fifteen minutes. At10:15 Miss Stern motioned him into the inner sanctum while three of Haskell's
vice presidents were still filing out of it, but before Peter could open his mouth, the phone on Matt
Farrell's desk rang.

 "Sit down, Peter," Matt said. "I'll be with you in a minute." With the phone at his ear, Matt opened the
file on potential acquisitions that Peter had left with him. All of them were corporations that owned large
blocks of commercial real estate, and Matt had reviewed each one over the weekend. He was pleased
with several of Peter's choices, impressed by the extraordinary thoroughness of his research, and slightly
stunned by some of his recommendations. When he hung up the phone, he leaned back in his chair and
concentrated all his attention on Peter. "What do you particularly like about theAtlanta company?"

 "Several things," Peter replied, startled by the abruptness of the question. "Their properties are mostly
new commercial mid-rise buildings with a high percentage of occupancy. Nearly all their tenants are
established corporations with long-term leases, and all the buildings are extremely well-maintained and
managed. I saw that myself when I flew toAtlanta to look them over."
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 "What about theChicago company?"

 "They're into high-rent residential buildings in prime locations here and their profits are excellent."

 Matt's gaze narrowed on the younger man as he bluntly pointed out, "From what I could see in this file,
many of their buildings are over thirty years old. The cost of renovating and repairs will begin eating into
those excellent profits in seven to ten years."

 "I took that into account when I prepared that profit forecast in the file," Peter said. "Also, the land those
buildings are sitting on will always be worth a fortune."

 Satisfied, Matt nodded and opened the next file. It was this recommendation that had made him wonder
if Peter's acclaimed genius might not have been overrated, along with his common sense. Frowning at
Vanderwild over the top of the folder, he said, "What made you consider thisHouston company?"

 "IfHouston continues its economic recovery, property values are going to soar and—"

 "I realize that," Matt interrupted impatiently. "What I want to know is why you would recommend we
consider acquiring Thorp Development. Everybody who readsThe Wall Street Journal knows that
company has been for sale for two years, and they knowwhy it hasn't sold: It's ridiculously overpriced
and it's badly managed."

 Feeling as if the chair he was sitting in had suddenly become electrified, Peter cleared his throat and
doggedly persevered. "You're right, but if you'll bear withme a moment, you might change your opinion
about its desirability." When Farrell nodded curtly, Peter plowed ahead: "Thorp Development is owned
by two brothers who inherited it ten years ago when their father died. Since they got control of the
company, they've made a lot of poor investments, and to do that, they've mortgaged most of the
properties their father had acquired over the years. As a result, they're in debt up to their corporate ears
to Continental City Trust inHouston . The two brothers can't stand each other, and they can't agree on
anything. For the past two years one brother has been trying to sell off the entire company with all its
assets in a single bloc, while the other brother wanted to split up the assets and sell them off in pieces to
anyone who'll buy one. Now, however, they don't have any choice except to do the latter, and do it
quick, because Continental is about to start foreclosing."

 "How do you know all this?" Matt asked.

 "When I flew toHouston in October to visit my sister, I decided to look Thorp over and check out some
of their properties while I was there. I got the name of their banker, Charles Collins, from Max Thorp,
and I allied him when I got back here. Collins was desperately eager to 'help' Thorp find a buyer, and he
talked his head off. In the course of our conversation, I began to suspect that the reason for his eagerness
might be that he needs to get Thorp's loans off his books. He called me last Thursday and told me Thorp
was eager to work a deal with us and that they'd sell out very cheap. He urged me to reconsider and
make them an offer. If we move quickly, I figure we can pick up any of Thorp's properties for the
amount of the mortgages on them, rather than their actual value, because Collins is about to foreclose and
Thorp obviously knows it."

 "What makes you think he's about to foreclose?"

 Peter smiled a little. "I called a banker friend of mine inDallas and asked if he knew Collins at
Continental City Trust. He said he did, and he made a friendly phone call to Collins, ostensibly to
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commiserate about the sad state of banking inTexas . Collins toldhim the bank examiners were
pressuring him to foreclose on several large, delinquent loans—including the ones to Thorp." Peter
paused in silent triumph, waiting for some sort of compliment from his dispassionate boss for the
thoroughness and outcome of his research; what he got was a brief smile and an almost imperceptible
nod of approval. It felt as if God had just blessed him. Buoyed up beyond all bounds of reason by that,
Peter leanedforward in his chair. "Are you interested in hearing about some of the properties Thorp
owns? A couple of them areprime parcels that could be developed and sold for a fortune."

 "I'm listening," Matt said, though he wasn't nearly as interested in buying and developing raw land as he
was in buying commercial buildings.

 "The best of Thorp's properties is a very desirable fifteen-acre parcel of land two blocks from The
Galleria which is an enormous and deluxe shopping center with its own hotels. Neiman-Marcus is in the
Galleria complex;Saks Fifth Avenue and a lot of exclusive designer boutiques are close by, and the
expressway is within sight. Thorp's property is between the two shopping complexes, and it's the perfect
site for another top-quality department store and mall."

 "I've seen the area when I was there on business," Matt put in.

 "Then you surely know what a bargain it would be if we could buy that piece of land for the twenty
million Thorp owes on it. We could either develop it ourselves or hold on to the land and sell it later for a
nice profit. Five years ago, it was worth $40 million. IfHouston continues its economic recovery, it'll be
worth that soon."

 Matt was jotting notes in the Thorp file and waiting for a break in Peter's recitation so that he could
explain that he preferred thatIntercorp invest in commercial buildings, when Peter added, "If you're
interested, we'd have to move quickly because both Thorp and Collins indicated they're expecting an
offer for that property at any hour. I thought they were trying to hustle me until they named names.
Evidently Bancroft & Company, here inChicago , is hot for the land, and no wonder! There's nowhere
else inHouston like it. Hell, we could grab it for twenty million and turn around in a few months and sell it
to Bancroft's for twenty-five to thirty million which is what it's actually worth." Peter's voice trailed off
because Matthew Farrell's head had snapped up and he was staring at Peter with a very strange
expression on his face.

 "What did you say?" he demanded.

 "I said that Bancroft & Company plans to buy the land," Peter said, wary of that cold, calculating,
ominous look in Farrell's eyes. Thinking Farrell wanted more information, he added quickly, "Bancroft's
is like Bloomingdale's or Neiman-Marcus—old, dignified stores with a predominantly upper class
clientele. They've begun expanding into—"

 "I'm familiar with Bancroft's," Matt said tightly. His gaze shifted to the file on Thorp and he studied the
appraisal on theHouston land with heightened interest. He saw the figures on the appraisal documents,
and he realized the land was a bargain with a huge potential for profit. But profit wasn't on his mind right
now. With renewed anger, he was thinking of Meredith's actions Saturday night.

 "Buy it," he said softly.

 "But don't you want to hear about some of the other properties?"

 "I'm not interested in anything except the piece of property that Bancroft's wants. Tell legal to draw up
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an offer, contingent on our own appraiser agreeing with Thorp's appraiser on the value of the tend. Take
it toHouston tomorrow and present it to Thorp yourself."

 "An offer?" Peter almost stammered. "For how much?"

 "Offer fifteen million, and give them twenty-four hours to sign the contract or we'll walk. They'll counter
immediately with twenty-five. Settle at twenty, and tell them we want ownership of the property within
three weeks or the deal is off."

 "I really don't think—"

 "There's another contingency. If Thorp accepts our offer, they are to keep the entire transaction
completely confidential. No one is to know we're buying that land until after the sale is consummated. Tell
legal to include all that in the contract, along with the other usual contingencies."

 Suddenly Peter felt uneasy. In the past, when Farrell had invested in or bought companies Peter had
recommended, he hadn't done it on Peter's recommendations alone. Far from it. He'd checked things out
himself and taken precautions. This time, however, if something went wrong, Peter would be solely and
entirely held to blame. "Mr. Farrell, I really don't think—"

 "Peter," Matt interrupted with silky finality. "Buy the goddamned property."

 Nodding, Peter stood up, but his unease was growing by the moment.

 "Phone Art Simpson in our legal department inCalifornia , give him the contingencies, and tell him I want
the contracts here tomorrow. When they arrive, bring them in and we'll discuss the next steps."

 WhenVanderwild left, Matt turned in his chair and looked out the windows. Obviously, Meredith still
thought of him as an inferior lowlife, beneath her contempt, which was her right to do. It was also her
right to make her feelings clear to everyone who read theChicago newspapers, which was what she'd
done. However, exercising those rights was going to cost her about ten million dollars—the additional
price she was going to have to payIntercorp for the land she wanted inHouston .

 Chapter 20
  

 "Mr. Farrell said I was to bring these contracts to him as soon as they arrived," Peter informed Miss
Stern in an assertive tone, late the following afternoon.

 "In that case," she replied with thin gray brows raised, "I would suggest you do exactly that."

 Irritated at having lost yet another skirmish with her, Peter swung on his heel, knocked on the rosewood
door of Matt Farrell's office, and opened it. In Peter's desperation to dissuade Farrell from acting
precipitously on theHouston land, he failed to notice that Tom Anderson was at the far end of the large
office, studying a painting that had just been hung on the wall. "Mr. Farrell," Peter began, "I have to tell
you that I'm extremely uneasy about this Thorp deal."

 "Do you have the contracts?"
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 "Yes, I do." Reluctantly, Peter handed the contracts to him. "But will you at least listen to what I have to
say?"

 Farrell nodded to one of the burgundy suede chairs that made a semicircle in front of his desk. "Sit
down, while I look these over, and then you can have your say."

 In nervous silence, Peter watched him reading the long, complex documents that committedIntercorp to
a cash outlay of millions of dollars without a trace of expression on his face. Suddenly, Peter wondered if
the man was ever susceptible to such human weaknesses as doubt or fearor regret or any other strong
emotion.

 In the year since Peter had joinedIntercorp , he'd seen Matt Farrell decide he wanted to accomplish
something; when he did, he could untangle complications that had kept his staff running in circles,
override any remaining obstacles, and have the deal closed in a matter of a week or two. When
motivated to achieve an objective, he plowed through any obstacles in his path, human or corporate, like
a deadly tornado—with awesome force and complete lack of emotion.

 The other men who worked closely with Farrell as part of his "reorganization team" were better at hiding
their awe and uncertainty about their employer than Peter was, but Peter sensed they felt as he did. Two
nights ago they'd all worked untilten o'clock , and they'd invited Peter to join them for a late dinner. Tom
Anderson had decided at the last minute to continue working. During that dinner it became obvious to
Peter for the first time that not one of those four men knew Farrell much better than he himself did. Only
Tom Anderson seemed to be privileged with Farrell's trust and friendship, though no one knew how he'd
earned it.

 His speculations came to an abrupt end as Farrell made two changes to the contracts, initialed them,
signed his name at the bottom, and slid the documents across his desk to Peter. "These are all right as
amended. What's your problem with the deal?"

 "There are a couple of them, Mr. Farrell," Peter replied, straightening in his chair and trying to recover
his earlier assertive attitude. "In the first place, I have the feeling you're going ahead with this deal because
I led you to believe that we could make a quick, easy profit by reselling the land to Bancroft &
Company. Yesterday, I thought that was a virtual sure thing, but I've spent the last day and a half
researching Bancroft's operation, going over their financial statements, and I've also made some phone
calls to some friends of mine on Wall Street. Last I talked to someone who knows Philip and Meredith
Bancroft personally—"

 "And?" Farrell demanded impassively.

 "And now I'm not completely confident Bancroft & Company will be financially able to buy theHouston
land. Based on everything I found out, I think they're heading for big trouble."

 "What sort of trouble?"

 "It's rather a long explanation, and I can only speculate, based on the facts and on a hunch I have."

 Instead of berating him for not getting directly to the point, which Peter half expected, Farrell said, "Go
on."

 The two small words of encouragement banished Peter's nervous uncertainty, and he became the
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confident, capable investment brain they'd written up in the business magazines when he was still at
Harvard. "All right, here's the overall picture: Until a few years ago, Bancroft's had a couple of stores in
theChicago area, and the company was virtually stagnant. Their marketing techniques were antiquated,
their management team relied too much on the 'prestige' of their name, and they, like the dinosaur, were
on the road to extinction. Philip Bancroft, who's still president, ran the stores as his father had run
them—like a family dynasty that didn't need to respond to economic trends. Then along came his
daughter, Meredith. Instead of going to some finishing school and devoting herself to showing off for the
society pages, she decides that she wants to take her rightful place in Bancroft's hierarchy. She goes to
college, majors in retailing, graduates summa cum laude, and gets her master's degree—none of which
thrills her father, who tries to turn her off on the idea of working for Bancroft's by making her start at the
store as a clerk in the lingerie department."

 Pausing for a moment, Peter explained, "I'm giving you all this background so that you'll have a handle
on who's running the store—literally."

 "Go on," Farrell said, but he sounded bored, and he picked up a report on his desk and began reading
it.

 "During the next few years," Peter continued doggedly, "Miss Bancroft works her way up through the
ranks and along the way she acquires a hell of a good firsthand grasp of everything involved in retailing.
When she's promoted into merchandising, she starts pushing for Bancroft's to market its own
private-label brands—a highly profitable move which they should have made long before. When that idea
yields big profits, Papa shifts her into furniture merchandising which had been a losing proposition for the
store. Instead of failing there, she pushes for a special 'museum antique' section, which pets written up in
all the newspapers and brings shoppers into the store to ogle the antiques, which are on loan from
museums. While they're there, the shoppers naturally wander over to the regular furniture department,
and suddenly they're spending their furniture money at Bancroft's instead of at the suburban furniture
stores.

 "Papa then makes her manager of public relations, which had been a meaningless position that involved
little more than approving an occasional donation to some charity and supervising the annual Christmas
pageant in the auditorium. Miss Bancroft promptly set about conceiving more annual special events to
bring shoppers into the store—but not just the ordinary ones like fashion shows. She also used the
family's social connections with the symphony, the opera, the art museum, etc. For example, she got
theChicagoArt Museum to move an exhibit to the store, and she talked the ballet into performing the
Nutcracker during the Christmas season in the store's auditorium. Naturally, all that caused an explosion
of media coverage, which, in turn, created an escalated awareness of Bancroft & Company with
Chicagoans and gave the store an even more elite image. Shoppers began coming to the store in record
numbers, and her father switched her over to fashion merchandising, which was the next place she
excelled. There, her success probably owed itself as much to her appearance as to any particular fashion
talent. I've seen newspaper clippings of her and she's not only classy, she's stunning. Some of the
European designers evidently thought so, too, when she went over there to talk to them about letting
Bancroft's handle their lines. One of them who'd let only Bergdorf Goodman handle his line evidently cut
a deal with her—he agreed to let Bancroft's have it exclusively, on the condition that Miss Bancroft
herself appear in his gowns. He then designed an entire collection for her to wear, which she was
naturally photographed in at various society functions. The media and the public went wild when they saw
her wearing his stuff, and women began to arrive in droves in Bancroft's designer departments. The
European designer's profits soared, Bancroft's profits soared, and several other designers jumped on the
bandwagon and pulled their lines from other stores to give them to Bancroft's."

 Farrell sent him an impatient look over the top of the report he'd been reading. "Is there a point to all
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this?"

 "I was coming to it right now: Miss Bancroft is a merchant, like her forebears, but her special talent is
actually in expansion and forward planning, and that's what she heads now. Somehow, she managed to
convince her father and Bancroft's board of directors, who are anything but progressive, to embark on an
expansion program and open stores in other cities. To finance the opening of those stores, they needed to
raise hundreds of millions of dollars, which they did in the usual way— they borrowed what they could
from their bank, then they took the company public and sold shares on the New York Stock Exchange."

 "Whatdifference does all this make?" Farrell demanded shortly.

 "It wouldn't make any difference were it not for two things, Mr. Farrell: They've expanded so quickly
that they're in hock up to their ears, and they've been using most of their profits to open more stores. As
a result, they don't have a lot of cash lying around to weather any major economic reversals. Frankly, I
don't know how they intend to pay for theHouston land, or if they can. Secondly, there's been a rash of
hostile takeovers lately with one department store chain swallowing up another. If somebody wanted to
take over Bancroft's, they couldn't afford to put up a fight and win it. They're ripe for a takeover attempt.
And," Peter stated, deepening his voice to emphasize the importance of what he was about to say, "I
think somebody else has noticed that."

 Instead of looking concerned, Peter watched an odd expression cross Farrell's face, an expression that
might have been amusement or satisfaction. "Is that right?"

 Peter nodded, slightly disconcerted by his strange reaction to what should have been alarming news. "I
think somebody is already secretly starting to buy up all the shares in Bancroft's they can get their hands
on, and they've been buying them up in blocks small enough not to alert Bancroft's or Wall Street or the
SEC yet." Gesturing toward the three computer screens on the credenza behind the desk, Peter said,
"May I?"

 Farrell nodded and Peter got up and walked over to the credenza. The first two computers processed
information from all ofIntercorp's reporting divisions, and their screens were lit up with data that Farrell
had evidently been looking at earlier. The third computer screen was blank, and Peter used it to key in
the codes and requests that he used in his own office. An instant later, the Dow Jones average scrolled
across the screen. Interrupting that display, Peter keyed in another set of requests and the screen lit up
with the heading:

 TRADING HISTORY:

 BANCROFT & COMPANY TRADING CODE B&C

 NYSE

 "Look at this." Peter pointed to the columns of data on the screen. "Until six months ago, Bancroft's
stock was pretty much where it had been for two years— selling at ten dollars a share. Until then, the
average number of shares traded in a week was one hundred thousand. Now look," he said, moving his
finger down the column on the left. "In the last six months it's been inching upward until it's now nearly
twelve dollars a share, and the volume of shares traded has been hitting new highs about once a month."

 He pressed another key, and the screen went dark, then he turned toward Farrell, frowning. "It's just a
hunch, but I think someone—some entity—may be trying to acquire control of the company."
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 Matt stood up, putting an abrupt and permanent end to the discussion. "Either that, or investors simply
think B&C is a good long-term investment. We'll proceed with the purchase of theHouston property."

 Peter, realizing he was dismissed, had no choice but to pick up the signed contract on the desk and do
as he was instructed. "Mr. Farrell," he said hesitantly, "I've been wondering why you're sending me
toHouston to handle these negotiations. It's out of my line—"

 "It shouldn't be a difficult deal to close," Matt said with a tentative, reassuring smile. "And it will broaden
your experience. As I recall, that was partof the reason you gave for wanting to joinIntercorp ."

 "Yes, sir, it was," Peter replied, but the burst of pride he felt at Farrell's obvious confidence in him to
handle things took an awful blow when Farrell added, as Peter headed for the door, "Don't bungle it,
Peter."

 "I won't," Peter assured him, but he was shaken by the unspoken warning he'd heard in Farrell's voice.

 Tom Anderson, who'd been quietly standing near the windows throughoutVanderwild's dissertation,
spoke up as soon as he left. "Matt," he said with a chuckle as he returned to the chair he'd vacated in
front of Matt's desk, "you scare the hell out of that kid."

 "That kid," Matt pointed out dryly, "has an I.Q. of one sixty-five, and he'salready madeIntercorp several
million dollars. He's proving to be an excellent investment."

 "And is that land inHouston an excellent investment, too?"

 "I think it is."

 "Good," Tom replied, sitting down and stretching his longiegs out in front of him. "Because I'd hate to
think you were spending a fortune just to retaliate against some society dame who insulted you in front of
a reporter."

 "Why would you leap to a conclusion like that?" Matt asked, but there was a gleam of sardonic
amusement in his eye.

 "Idunno . Sunday, I just happened to read in the paper that a chick named Bancroft gave you the cold
shoulder at the opera. And tonight, here you are, signing a contract to buy something she wants for
herself. Tell me something—how much is that land going to costIntercorp ?"

 "Twenty million, probably."

 "And how much is it going to cost Ms. Bancroft to buy it from us?"

 "A hell of a lot more."

 "Matt," he drawled with deceptive casualness, "d'youremember the night eight years ago, when my
divorce from Marilyn was final?"

 Matt was surprised by the question, but he remembered the time well enough. A few months after Tom
started working for him, Tom's wife suddenly announced that she'd been having an affair and wanted a
divorce. Too proud to plead and too crushed to fight, Tom had moved his things out of their house, but
he'd believed until the day the divorce went through that she'd change her mind. On that day Tom hadn't
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come into work or telephoned, and atsix o'clock that night, Matt understood why—Tom called from the
police station, where he'd been taken that afternoon after being arrested for being drunk and disorderly.

 "I don't remember much about that night," Matt admitted, "except that we got drunk together."

 "I'd already gotten drunk," Tom corrected wryly, "then you bailed me out of jail, and weboth got drunk
together." Watching Matt closely, he continued. "I have a hazy recollection that you commiserated with
my misfortune that night, by ranting about some dame named Meredith who'd jilted you, or something.
Except you didn't call her a dame, you called her a spoiled little bitch. At some point before I passed out,
you and I drunkenly agreed that women whose names start with the letter M are no good for anyone."

 "Your memory is obviously better than mine," Matt said evasively, but Tom had noticed the
imperceptible tightening in Matt's jaw at the mention of her name, and he leapt to the instant and correct
conclusion.

 "So," he continued with a grin, "now that we've established that the Meredith that night is actually
MeredithBancroft, would you care to tell me what happened between you two to make you still hate
each other?"

 "No," Matt said. "I wouldn't." He stood up and walked over to the coffee table, where he'd laid out the
engineering drawings for theSouthville facility. "Let's finish our discussion aboutSouthville ."

 Chapter 21
  

 Traffic was backed up for blocks near Bancroft's corner. Crowds of shoppers huddled tightly in their
coats rushed across the intersection, ignoring thedon't walk signal, their heads bent against the bitter wind
that blasted acrossLake Michigan and whirled through the downtown streets. Car horns blared and
drivers cursed the pedestrians, who were causing them to miss their green light. In her black BMW,
Meredith watched as droves of shoppers paused at Bancroft's windows and then went into the store.
The weather had turned cold, and that always brought out the early shoppers who preferred to beat the
Christmas rush. Today, however, her mind wasn't on the numbers of shoppers entering the store.

 In twenty minutes she had to make a formal presentation to the board of directors on theHouston store,
and although they'd already given a tentative nod to the project, she couldn't proceed any further and
finalize arrangements without their formal approval this morning.

 Four other women were gathered around Meredith's secretary's desk when Meredith got off the
elevator on the fourteenth floor. Stopping at Phyllis's desk, she peered over their shoulders, half
expecting to see another issue ofPlaygirl magazine like the one they'd huddled over last month. "What's
up?" she asked. "Another male centerfold?"

 "No, not that," Phyllis said as the other secretaries hastily disbanded and she followed Meredith into her
office. Rolling her eyes in amusement, she explained, "Pam ordered another printout of her astrological
forecast for next month. This one says true love is coming her way, along with fortune and fame."

 Lifting her brows in shared amusement, Meredith said, "I thought that's what the last one said."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "It did. I told her for fifteen dollars,I'd do her next one." The two women regarded each other in laughing
harmony, and then they switched to business. "You have a board of directors meeting in five minutes,"
Phyllis reminded her.

 Meredith nodded and picked up the folder with her notes in it. "Is the architect's model in the
boardroom?"

 "Yes. And I got the projector set up for the slides."

 "You're a complete jewel," Meredith said, and she meant it. With the folder in hand, she started for the
door, then she turned and added, "Call Sam Green and ask him to be available to meet with me as soon
as I finish with the board of directors. Tell him I'd like to go over the preliminary purchase contract he's
drawn up for theHouston land. I want to get it to Thorp Development by the end of the week. With a
little luck," Meredith added, "I'll have the board's approval on theHouston project by this afternoon."

 Phyllis picked up the telephone on Meredith's desk to call the chief counsel and gave a thumbs-up sign.
"Knock 'emdead," she said.

 The boardroom was very much as it had been fifty years earlier, only now, in the age of glass and brass
and chrome, there was a nostalgic grandeur about the immense room with its Oriental carpeting, the
intricate molding on dark-paneled walls, and the English landscapes hanging in their baroque frames.
Stretching down the center of the huge room was a massive carved mahogany table, thirty feet in length,
with twenty ornately carved chairs upholstered in scarlet velvet arranged around it at precise intervals. In
the center of the table was an enormous and elaborate antique sterling silver bowl filled with red and
white roses. Beside it was a matching tea and coffee service with delicate Sevres porcelain coffee cups
rimmed in gold and hand-painted with tiny roses and vines. Silver pitchers, frosted from the ice water
within them, had also been placed at intervals down the table.

 The room, with its oversize, heavily carved furniture, had the atmosphere of a throne room, which
Meredith often suspected was exactly what her grandfather had wanted when he commissioned the
furnishings to be made a half century before. There were times when she couldn't decide whether the
room was impressive or ugly, but either way, every time she entered it, she felt as if she were stepping
into history. This morning, however, her thoughts were more on making history by opening another store
than on feeling a part of past history. "Good morning, gentlemen," she said with a bright, businesslike
smile at the twelve conservatively dressed men fanned around the table who had the power to accept or
reject her proposal for theHouston project.

 With the exception of Parker, whose smile was warm, and old CyrusFortell , whose smile was
lecherous, there was a marked reticence in the chorus of polite "good mornings" that answered her
greeting. Part of their reserve, Meredith knew, sprang from their awareness of the power and
responsibility they held; part of it was due to the simple fact that she had repeatedly forced and cajoled
them into investing Bancroft's profits into expansion rather than using it to pay large dividends to
shareholders—including themselves. Most of all, however, they were restrained and guarded with her
because she was an enigma and because they didn't know exactly how to deal with her. Although she
was an executive vice president, she was not a member of the board, therefore they outranked her. On
the other hand, she was a Bancroft—a direct descendant of the founder of the company—and entitled to
be treated with a measure of respect. And yet her own father, who was both a Bancroft and a member
of the board, treated her with curt tolerance and nothing more. It was no secret that he'd never wanted
her to work for Bancroft & Company; it was also no secret that she'd excelled in every way, and that her
contribution to the company had been great. As a result of all that, the board members were caught in a
situation guaranteed to make successful, confident men become temperamental and
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brusque—uncertainty. And because Meredith was indirectly the cause of that unpleasant feeling for them,
they reacted to her with frequent and unprovoked negativity.

 Meredith understood all that, and she refused to let theirunencouraging expressions ruffle her confidence
as she took her place at the foot of the table where the projector had been set up, and wait for her
father's permission to begin.

 "Since Meredith is here," he said, his tone implying she was late and had kept them waiting, "I believe we
can now get down to business."

 Meredith waited through the interminable reading of the minutes of the last board meeting, but her
attention was on the architectural scale model of theHouston store that Phyllis had wheeled in earlier.
Looking at the magnificent Spanish-style mall the architect had designed with space for other shops in its
enclosed courtyard, she felt her resolve harden and her confidence soar.Houston was the perfect place
for this newest and largest member of Bancroft's growing family, and the proximity of the land toHouston
's Galleria would ensure its success from the moment Bancroft's opened its doors. When the minutes had
been accepted as read, Nolan Wilder, who was the board's chairman, formally stated that Meredith
wished to present the final figures and plans for theHouston store for their approval.

 Twelve perfectly groomed, masculine heads turned to her as she stood up and walked over to the slide
projector. "Gentlemen," she began, "I gather you've all had ample opportunity to look over the architect's
model?"

 Ten of them nodded, her father glanced at the model, but Parker quietly regarded her with the
half-proud, half-puzzled smile he usually wore whenever he watched her perform her job—as if he
couldn't quite fathom how or why she insisted on doing it, but was pleased with how well she did it. His
position as Bancroft's banker gave him his seat on the board, but Meredith knew she couldn't always
count on his support. He was his own man; she'd understood that from the beginning, and she respected
him for it.

 "We've already discussed most of these cost figures in past meetings," Meredith said, reaching behind
her and dimming the lights, "so I'll try to go over these slides as quickly as possible." She pressed the
button on the projector's remote control, and the first slide showing the anticipated costs for the
proposed store dropped into place. "As we agreed earlier this year, theHouston store will be
approximately three hundred thousand square feet. Our projected building costs are thirty-two million
dollars which includes our new store, fixtures, parking lot, lighting—everything. The land we intend to
purchase from Thorp Development will be an additional twenty to twenty-three million depending upon
our final negotiations with them. We'll need another twenty million for inventory—"

 "That's seventy-five million maximum," one of the directors interrupted, "but you're asking us to approve
an expenditure of seventy-seven million for the store."

 "The other two million is to cover pre-opening expenses," Meredith explained. "If you'll look at line four
on the screen, you'll see that it covers grand-opening expenses, advertising, et cetera."

 She pressed the button and the next slide fell into place, showing much higher figures for the project.
"This next slide," she explained, "shows our projected costs for building the entire mall when we build our
store rather than waiting until later to expand. You already know that I feel strongly that we ought to build
the entire mall at the same time we build our store. The added costs are fifty-two million, but we'll
recover that from leasing out space in the mall to other retail tenants."
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 "Recover it, yes," her father stated irritably, "but not immediately, as you implied, Meredith."

 "Did I imply that?" Meredith asked politely, knowing she'd done no such thing. She smiled at him and let
a pulse beat of silence reprimand him for his injustice and impatience. It was, she'd learned, the most
effective way to deal with him when he was unreasonable. Even so, his voice sounded strained, as it often
had since his heart attack, and she had to subdue a sharp jab of worry.

 "We're waiting," he warned.

 In a tone of calm reason, Meredith continued. "Some of you feel we ought to wait before constructing
the entire mall. I think there are three strong reasons to build it all at once."

 "For the record, what are those reasons?" another board member asked as he filled his glass with ice
water.

 "In the first place, we'll have to pay for all the land whether we're using it for the mall or not. If we go
ahead and build the mall on it at the same time we build our store, we'll save several million dollars in
construction costs, because as you all know, it is cheaper by the square foot to build it all at once rather
than to add on later. Second, construction costs are bound to rise asHouston 's economy continues to
improve. Third, if we have other, carefully selected tenants in our mall, they will help bring traffic into our
store. Are there any other questions?" she asked, and when there were none, Meredith proceeded to the
remaining slides. "As you can see from these graphs, our area research team has thoroughly evaluated the
location I've chosen for theHouston store, and they've given it the highest possible rating. The
demographics of the primary trade area are perfect, there are no geographic barriers—"

 Her explanation was interrupted by CyrusFortell , an eighty-year-old reprobate who'd been on
Bancroft's board for fifty years, and whose ideas were as antiquated as the brocaded vest and
ivory-handled cane he always carried. "That's all a bunch ofjibberish to me, missy," he exclaimed in his
reedy, irate voice." 'Demographics' and 'primary trade areas' and 'area research teams' and 'geographic
barriers.' What's itmean, that's what I want to know!"

 Meredith felt a mixture of exasperation and affection for Cyrus, whom she'd known since she was a
child. The other board members thought he was getting senile, and they planned to retire him. "It means,
Cyrus, that a team of people who specialize in studying the best places to open retail stores have gone
toHouston and studied the site I've chosen. They think the demographics—"

 "Demowhatsas?" he scoffed. "We didn't evenhave thatword whenI was opening up drugstores across
the nation! What does it mean?"

 "In the way I'm using it now, it means the characteristics of the human population in the surrounding area
of our store—how old they are and how much money they make—"

 "I didn't pay any attention to all that in the old days," he persisted irritably, glaring at the impatient faces
around the table. "Well, I didn't. When I wanted to open up a drugstore, I just sent people out to build
one and filled it up with inventory, and we were in business."

 "It's a little different today, Cyrus," Ben Houghton said. "Now, just listen, so you can vote on what
Meredith is talking about."

 "I can't vote on something I don't understand, now, can I?" he said, turning up the control in his pocket
that was connected to his hearing aid. He looked at Meredith. "Proceed, my dear. I understand now that
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you sent a bunch of experts to Houston who discovered that there are people living in the area who are
old enough to get to your store on foot or by motor car, and who have enough money in their pockets to
share some of it with Bancroft's. Is that about it?"

 Meredith chuckled and so did several of the others. "That's about it," she admitted.

 "Then why didn't you just say so? It baffles me why you young people have to complicate every little
thing by inventing high-sounding words to confuse us. Now, what are 'geographical barriers'?"

 "Well," Meredith said, "a geographical barrier is anything that a potential customer might not want to
have to drive through in order to get to our store. For example, if customers had to drive through an
industrial area or an unsafe neighborhood to get to our store, those would be geographical barriers."

 "Does thisHouston site have any of those?"

 "No, it doesn't."

 "Then I vote in favor of it," he announced, and Meredith swallowed a giggle.

 "Meredith"—her father's curt voice cut Cyrus off from further comment— "do you have anything else to
add before the board votes on theHouston project?"

 Meredith glanced at the inscrutable faces of the men seated at the table, and shook her head. "In as
much as we've discussed the details of theHouston project in great depth in prior board meetings, I have
nothing to add to all that. I would, however, like to state once again that only by expanding can
Bancroft's hope to compete successfully with other full-line department stores." Still slightly uncertain as
to whether the board would actually vote in favor of theHouston project or not, Meredith made a final
effort to gain their support by adding, "I'm sure I don't have to remind the members of the board that
every one of our five new stores is showing profits that equal or surpass our projections. I believe much
of that success is due to the care with which we've picked the locations we open in."

 "The care with whichyou pick the locations," her father corrected her, and he looked so cold and stern
that it took a moment before Meredith realized he had just paid her a compliment. It was not the first time
he'd paid her a grudging compliment, but coming now, with the board present, Meredith took it as a
highly encouraging sign that he was not only going to support the Houston project, but that he meant to
ask the board to approve her as interim president during his leave of absence. "Thank you," she said with
quiet simplicity, and sat down.

 As if he hardly knew what she was thanking him for, he turned to Parker. "I gather your bank is still
willing to commit the funds for a loan to finance theHouston project if the board so approves it?"

 "We intend to, Philip, but only under the terms we discussed at the last meeting."

 Meredith had known about those terms for weeks, but even so, she had to bite her lip to hide her
moment of panic at his mention of them. Parker's bank—more accurately his own board of
directors—had reviewed the enormous sums of money they'd loaned to Bancroft's in the last few years,
and they'd grown nervous about the astronomical figures. In order to make the loans for thePhoenix and
now theHouston store, his board had insisted on some new terms. Specifically, they were requiring she
and her father to personally guarantee the loans as well as to put up additional collateral, including their
personal stock in Bancroft's, to secure the loans. Meredith was gambling with her own money, and she
found it slightly terrifying. Beyond her stock in Bancroft's and her salary, the only money she had was her
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inheritance from her grandfather, and it was that which she was going to put up as additional collateral for
the Houston store.

 As her father spoke, however, it was obvious he was still angry at what he regarded as outrageous
demands from his banker. "You know how I feel about your special terms, Parker. Given the fact that
Reynolds Mercantile has been Bancroft's only bank for more than eighty years, this sudden demand for
personal guarantees and additional collateral is not only uncalled for, it's insulting."

 "I understand your feelings," Parker said calmly. "I even agree with you, and you know that. This
morning I met again with my board and tried to persuade them to either relinquish their insistence on
these tighter terms or at least to lessen their demands, but without success. However," he continued,
looking at the men assembled around the table in order to include them in his remarks, "their insistence on
added collateral and personal guarantees is no reflection on their opinion of Bancroft & Company's
worthiness as a borrower."

 "Sounds to me like it is," old Cyrus announced.

 "Sounds to me like your bank thinks Bancroft's is a potential deadbeat!"

 "They think nothing of the sort. The fact is that in the last year the economic climate for department store
chains has been less than healthy. Two of them have filed Chapter 11 to escape being shut down by their
creditors while they try to reorganize. That's one factor that influenced our decision, but of equal
importance is the fact that banks have been failing in numbers unequaled since the Great Depression. As
a result of that, most banks are becoming increasingly cautious about lending too much to any one
borrower. Then, too, we have to satisfy the bank examiners who are now scrutinizing all our loans more
closely than ever before. Lending requirements arestricter now."

 "Sounds to me like we ought to go to another bank," Cyrus suggested with a bright, eager look at the
faces around the table. "That's what I'd do! Tell Parker here to go to Hades and we'll find our money
elsewhere!"

 "We could try to find other financing," Meredith told Cyrus, struggling to separate her personal feelings
for Parker from this discussion. "However, Parker's bank is giving us a very advantageous interest rate
that we'd have difficulty getting from any other bank. He's naturally—"

 "There's nothing natural about it," Cyrus interrupted, passing an appreciative glance over her that verged
on lecherous before he turned accusingly on Parker. "If I were going to marry this gorgeous young
woman, the natural thing would be to give her any little thing she wants instead of tying up her assets!"

 "Cyrus," Meredith warned, wondering why some old men, like Cyrus, abandoned dignity in favor of
acting and speaking like pubescent teenagers, "this is business."

 "Women shouldn't be involved in business—unless they're ugly and can't get a man to look after them. In
my day, a beautiful girl like yourself would be at home, doing natural things like having babies and—"

 "This isn't your day, Cyrus!" Parker snapped. "Go ahead, Meredith—what were you about to say?"

 "I was about to say," Meredith replied, feeling her cheeks warm with embarrassment as the other men at
the table exchanged smirking glances, "that your bank's special conditions are of little serious concern,
since Bancroft & Company is going to make all loan payments on a timely basis."
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 "That's quite true," her father averred, his attitude becoming resigned and impatient. "Unless anyone has
anything to add to this discussion, I believe we can close theHouston topic and vote on it at the end of
this meeting."

 Picking up her file, Meredith formally thanked the board for their consideration of theHouston project
and left the boardroom.

 "Well?" Phyllis asked, following Meredith into her office. "How did it go? Is there going to be aHouston
branch of Bancroft's or not?"

 "They're voting on it right now," Meredith said, leafing through the morning mail Phyllis had laid on her
desk.

 "I have my fingers crossed."

 Touched by Phyllis's dedication to her and to Bancroft's, Meredith smiled reassuringly. "They'll approve
theHouston store," she predicted. Her father was reluctantly in favor of that, so she had little doubt on
that score. What she couldn't ascertain from his remarks during the past weeks was whether or not he
was in favor of building the complete mall at the outset. "All that's really in doubt is whether they'll
approve the building of the entire mall or only our store. Will you call Sam Green and ask him to bring the
Thorp contracts?"

 When she hung up the phone a few minutes later, Sam Green was standing in her doorway. Sam was
only five feet five with hair the color and texture of steel wool, but there was an aura of competence and
authority about him that was immediately recognizable—particularly to anyone who found themselves on
the opposite side of any legal issue he was handling. Behind his wire-rimmed glasses, his green eyes were
sharp with intelligence. At the moment, however, they were peering expectantly at Meredith. "Phyllis said
you're ready to start finalizing a contract for theHouston land," he said, walking into her office. "Does this
mean we have the board's approval?"

 "I'm assuming we'll have it in a few minutes. How much do you think our opening offer to Thorp should
be?"

 "They're asking thirty million," he replied, thinking aloud as he sat in one of the chairs in front of her desk.
"How about an opening offer of eighteen million, and we settle at, say, twenty? They've got a mortgage
on that land and they need cash badly. They might sell it for twenty."

 "Do you really think so?"

 "Probably not," he said with a chuckle.

 "If we have to, we'll go to twenty-five. It's worth a maximum of thirty, but they haven't been able to sell it
for that—" The phone rang on her desk and Meredith answered it instead of finishing her sentence. Her
father's voice was curt and final: "We will proceed withtheHouston project, Meredith, but we will
postpone building the entire mall until we have some profits out of our store there."

 "I think you're making a mistake," she told him, hiding her disappointment behind a brisk, businesslike
tone.

 "It was the board's decision."
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 "You could have swayed them," Meredith said baldly.

 "Very well, then, that wasmy decision."

 "And it's a mistake."

 "When you are running this company, you can make the decisions—"

 Meredith's heart gave a funny little lurch at his words. "And am I going to be doing that?"

 "Until thenI will make them," he said, avoiding her question. "For now, I'm going home. I'm not feeling
well. In fact, I'd have postponed the meeting this morning if you hadn't been so adamant about needing to
get going on the land deal."

 Uncertain whether he was really ill or simply using that as a ploy to avoid a discussion with her, Meredith

 sighed. "Take care of yourself. I'll see you at dinner Thursday night." When she hung up the phone, she
allowed herself a silent moment of regret that the entire mall couldn't be built, and then she did what she'd
learned to do years before, after her disastrous marriage: She faced reality and found something in it to
look forward to and work toward. Smiling at Sam Green, she injected a note of pleasure and triumph
into her voice. "We have approval to proceed on theHouston project."

 "The entire mall, or just the store?"

 "Just the store."

 "I think it's a mistake."

 He'd obviously heard her say as much to her father, but Meredith didn't comment on his remark. She'd
made it a policy to keep her comments and thoughts about her father's policies to herself whenever
possible. Instead, she said, "How soon can you get a contract ready and take it to Thorp?"

 "I can have the contracts ready by tomorrow night. But if you want me to negotiate the deal personally, I
won't be able to go down toHouston until the week after next. We're still preparing that lawsuit against
Wilson Toys."

 "I'd rather you handle it," she said, knowing that he'd be able to negotiate a better deal than anyone else,
but wishing he could do it sooner. "I suppose the week after next will be all right. By then we may have a
written commitment from Reynolds Mercantile, and we won't need to make the contract contingent on
financing."

 "That land has been for sale for years," he said with a smile. "It will still be available in two weeks.
Besides, the longer we wait, the more likely Thorpwillbe to take our low-ball-park offer." When she still
looked concerned, he added, "I'll try to get my people moving quicker on theWilson lawsuit. As soon as
we wrap it up, I'll head toHouston ."

 It was after six when Meredith looked up from the contracts she'd been reading and saw Phyllis heading
toward her with her coat on and Meredith's evening newspaper in her hand. "I'm sorry about theHouston
deal," Phyllis said, "sorry that they wouldn't approve the entire mall, I mean."

 Meredith leaned back in her chair and smiled wearily. "Thank you."
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 "For being sorry?"

 "No," Meredith replied, reaching for the newspaper, "for caring. Basically, though, I'd say it's been a
pretty good day."

 Phyllis nodded toward the newspaper which she'd already opened to the second page. "I hope that this
doesn't make you change your mind."

 Puzzled, Meredith unfolded it and saw Matthew Farrell looking back at her beside some starlet who'd
evidently flown toChicago in his private jet to accompany him to the party of a friend last night. Snatches
of newspaper copy imprinted itself on Meredith's mind as she glanced at the glowing article
aboutChicago 's newest entrepreneur and most eligible bachelor, but when she looked up at Phyllis, her
face was perfectly composed. "Is this supposed to bother me?"

 "Check the business section before you decide," Phyllis advised.

 It occurred to Meredith to tell Phyllis that she was out of line, and, just as quickly, she dismissed the
notion. Phyllis had been her first secretary, and Meredith had been her first boss. In the past six years
they'd worked hundreds of nights together as well as dozens of weekends; they'd eaten cold sandwiches
at Meredith's desk while they worked to meet project deadlines. They were a dedicated team, they liked
and respected each other.

 The first page of the business section contained another picture of Matt and a glowing article about his
leadership ofIntercorp , his reasons for relocating toChicago , the fabulous manufacturing facility he
intended to build atSouthville , and yet another mention of the lavish penthouse apartment he'd bought
and furnished in theBerkeleyTowers . Beside his picture and slightly below it was a picture of Meredith,
accompanied by an article that quoted her remarks about Bancroft's successful expansion into the
national retailing market.

 "They gave him top billing," Phyllis noted, perching her hip on the edge of Meredith's desk, watching her
read the article. "He's been here for less than two weeks and the newspapers are full of stories about
him."

 "Newspapers are also full of stories about muggers and rapists," Meredith reminded her, disgusted by
the lavish praise the article heaped on his leadership, and furious with herself because for some reason,
seeing his picture was making her hands tremble. No doubt her reaction was the result of knowing he
was inChicago now instead of thousands of miles away.

 "Is he really as handsome as he looks in his pictures?"

 "Handsome?" Meredith said with careful indifference as she got up and headed to the closet for her coat.
"Not to me."

 "He's a jerk, right?" Phyllis said with an irrepressible grin.

 Meredith smiled back at her and walked over to lock her desk. "How'd you guess?"

 "I read Sally Mansfield's column," Phyllis replied. "And when she wrote that you gave him the 'cut direct'
in front of everyone, I figured he must be a world class jerk. I mean, I've seen you deal with men you
couldn't stand and you managed to smile at them and be polite."
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 "Actually Sally Mansfield misunderstood the whole episode. I hardly know the man." Deliberately
changing the subject, Meredith said, "If your car's still in the shop, I can give you a ride home."

 "No thanks. I'm going to my sister's for dinner, and she lives in the other direction."

 "I'd give you a ride to her place, but it's late and this is Wednesday—"

 "And yourfiancéalways has dinner at your apartment on Wednesday, right?"

 "Right."

 "It's a lucky thing you like routine, Meredith, because it would drive me crazy knowing the man in my life
always did particular things on particular days, day after day ... year after year ... decade after—"

 Meredith burst out laughing. "Stop it. You're depressing me. Besides, I like routine and order and
dependability."

 "Not me. I like spontaneity."

 "Which is whyyour dates rarely show up on the right night, let alone on time," Meredith teased.

 "True."

 Chapter 22
  

 Meredith would have liked to forget about Matthew Farrell entirely, but Parker arrived at her apartment
with the newspaper in his hand. "Did you see the article about Farrell?" he asked after kissing her.

 "Yes. Would you like a drink?"

 "Please."

 "What would you like?" she asked, walking over to the nineteenth-century armoire she'd had converted
to a liquor cabinet and opening its doors.

 "The usual."

 Her hand stilled in the act of reaching for a glass, while Lisa's remark ran through her mind, followed by
Phyllis's comment today.You need someone who'll make you do something really adventurous, like
voting for a Democrat.... It would drive me crazy knowing the man in my life always did a
particular thing on a particular day.... "Are you sure you wouldn't like something different?" Meredith
said hesitantly, looking at him over her shoulder. "How about a gin and tonic?"

 "Don't be silly. I always drink bourbon and water, honey, and you always have white wine. It's
practically a custom."
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 "Parker," Meredith said hesitantly, "Phyllis said something today, and Lisa had made a remark a week
ago, that make me wonder if we're ..." She trailed off, feeling silly, but she nevertheless took out the gin
and tonic for herself.

 "Made you wonder if we're what?" he asked, sensing her dismay and coming up behind her.

 "Well, in a rut."

 His arms slid around her. "I like ruts," he said, kissing her temple. "I like routines and predictability, and
so do you."

 "I know I do, but don't you think that—in years to come—too much of that might make us bored, and
boring, people. I mean, don't you think excitement can be nice too?"

 "Not particularly," he said, then he turned her in his arms and said with gentle firmness, "Meredith, if
you're angry with me for asking you and your father to put up personal collateral for theHouston loan,
then say so. If you're disappointed in me because of it, say so, but don't go blaming it on other reasons."

 "I'm not," Meredith promised sincerely. "In fact, I got my stock certificates out of the safe to give to you.
They're over there in that big folder on my desk." Ignoring the folder for the moment, he studied her face,
and Meredith added reluctantly, "I'll admit it's frightening to hand over everything I have, but I believe you
when you say you couldn't convince your board to forgo the extra collateral."

 "You're sure?" he asked, looking handsome and worried.

 "I'm positive," she averred with a bright smile, and turned to finish fixing his drink. "Why don't you look
over the certificates and make certain they're in order while I set the table and see what Mrs. Ellis left us
for dinner." Mrs. Ellis no longer worked for her father, but she came to Meredith's apartment on
Wednesdays to clean and do the marketing, and she always left a meal ready for them to eat.

 Parker walked over to her desk while Meredith spread pale pink linen place mats on the dining room
table.

 Are they in here?" he asked, holding up a manila envelope.

 She glanced over her shoulder at the envelope. "No. That's my passport, birth certificate, and some
other papers. The stock certificates are in a larger envelope."

 He held one up, looking at the return address on the outside, and frowning with confusion. "In this one?"

 "No," she said with another glance over her shoulder. "That's my divorce papers."

 "This envelope has never been opened. Haven't you ever read them?"

 She shrugged as she took out linen napkins from the side table. "Not since I signed them. I remember
what they say, though. They say that in return for a ten-thousand-dollar payoff from my father, Matthew
Farrell grants me a divorce and relinquishes all right to any claims on me or anything I ever have."

 "I'm certain they aren't worded exactly like that," Parker said with a grim chuckle, turning the envelope
over in his hand. "Do you mind if I have a look?"
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 "No, but why would you want to?"

 He grinned. "Professional curiosity—I am an attorney, you know. I'm not entirely the boring, fastidious
banker your friend Lisa likes to think I am. She needles me about that all the time, you know."

 It was not the first time Parker had made a remark that indicated Lisa's joking jibes got under his skin,
and Meredith made a mental note to tell Lisa, very firmly this time, that it had to stop. Parker had much
to be proud of. Taking all that into consideration, she decided it was unwise and unnecessary to add to
his pique by reminding him that he had specialized in tax law, not domestic law. "Look all you like," she
replied, and leaning forward, she pressed a kiss on his temple. "I wish you didn't have to go
toSwitzerland . I'm going to miss you every day."

 "It's only for two weeks. You could go with me."

 He was scheduled to address the World Banking Conference there, and she would have loved to watch
him do it, but it wasn't possible. "You know I'd love to. But this season is—"

 "Your busiest time of the year," he finished without resentment. "I know."

 In the refrigerator Meredith found a beautifully arranged platter of cold, marinated chicken and a salad of
hearts of palm. As usual, there was little for her to do except open a bottle of wine and put the platter in
the center of the dining room table—which was about the extent of her culinary abilities anyway. Cooking
was something she'd tried to do a few times and failed, and since she didn't enjoy it anyway, she was
content to spend her time working and leave domestic chores to Mrs. Ellis. If food couldn't go directly to
the table via the microwave or oven, Meredith had no desire whatsoever to bother with it.

 Rain was spattering against the windows, and she lit the candles in the antique candelabra, then she
carried out the chicken and salad and chilled white wine and put them on the table. Standing back, she
surveyed the effect of the table setting. Fresh pink roses reposed in an ornate bowl in the center of the
table, and the antique silver flatware looked lovely against the pink linen place mats. Thinking she ought
to contribute something more to the meal than merely setting the table and putting the platters and wine
there, she reached out and poked gently at two of the fresh pink roses in the centerpiece.

 "Dinner is ready," she said, walking over to Parker. For a moment he seemed not to hear her, then he
pulled his gaze from the documents he was reading and looked at her, frowning. "Is something wrong?"

 "I'm not certain," he said, but he sounded as if something was very wrong. "Who handled your divorce?"

 Unconcerned, she perched on the arm of his wing chair and glanced distastefully at the papers that were
headed Decree of Divorce: Meredith Alexandra Bancroft vs. Matthew Allan Farrell. "My father took
careof everything. Why do you ask?"

 "Because I find these documents very irregular from a legal standpoint."

 "In what way?" Meredith asked, noticing that her father's lawyer had misspelled Matt's middle name as
Allan instead of Allen.

 "Inevery way," Parker said, flipping back and forth through the pages, truly agitated.

 The tension in his voice communicated itself to Meredith, and because she hated thinking of Matt and the
divorce, she immediately tried to reassure Parker and herself that whatever Parker was concerned about
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was meaningless, even though she hadn't the vaguest ideawhat he was concerned about. "I'm certain
everything was done legally and correctly. My father handled everything, and you know what a stickler
for detail he is, Parker."

 "Well, he might be, but this lawyer—StanislausSpyzhalski , whoeverthat is—wasn't concerned with
details. Look here," he said, flipping back to the cover letter that had been addressed to her father. "This
letter says he's enclosed the entire file, and that the court has sealed the records, as your father asked."

 "What's wrong with that?"

 "What'swrong is that this 'entire file' does not contain a notice that Farrell was ever served with the
petition for divorce, or that he ever appeared in court, or that he ever waived his right to appear—and
that's only a small part of what bothers me."

 Meredith felt the first twinges of genuine alarm, but she firmly ignored them. "What difference does all
this make now? We're divorced, that's all that matters."

 Instead of replying, Parker flipped back to the first page of the divorce petition and began reading it
slowly, his scowl deepening with every paragraph. When Meredith couldn't stand the suspense anymore,
she stood up. "What," she demanded in a calm, no-nonsense tone, "is bothering you now?"

 "This entire document is bothering me," he replied with unintended curtness. "Divorce decrees are drawn
up by lawyers and signed by the judge, but this decree reads like noneI've ever seen written by any
reasonably competent attorney. Look at the wording of this!" he said, jabbingbis index finger at the last
paragraph on the last page as he read.

 "In return for $10,000 and other good and valuable consideration paid to Matthew A. Farrell, Matthew
Farrell relinquishes all claim to any property or possessions owned now or in the future by Meredith
Bancroft Farrell. Furthermore, this court herewith grants a decree of divorce to Meredith Bancroft
Farrell."

 Even now the memory of the way she'd felt eleven years ago when she learned that Matt had accepted
money from her father made Meredith wince. He'd been such a liar, such a rotten hypocrite when they
were married and he'd protested that he'd never touch a cent of her money.

 "I cannot believe the wording of this!" Parker's low, angry voice pulled her from her brief reflections. "It
reads like a damned real estate contract: 'In return for $10,000 and other good and valuable
consideration,'" he said again. "Who in the hellis this guy?" he demanded of Meredith. "Look at his
address! Why would your father hire an attorney whose practice was on the South Side, practically in the
slums?"

 "Secrecy," Meredith said, glad at least to have an answer for something. "He told me at the time that
he'd deliberately hired 'a nobody lawyer' on the South Side— someone who wouldn't guess who I am or
who Father is either. He was very upset about everything, as I told you before. What are you doing?" she
asked as he reached for the phone on her desk.

 "I'm going to call your father," he said, and then with a brief grim smile to silence her protest, he added,
"I'm not going to alarm him. I'm not sure there's anything to be alarmedabout." True to his word, when
her father answered his phone, Parker indulged in small talk with him for a few moments, and then he
casually remarked that he'd been looking over Meredith's divorce decree. As if teasing her father about
his choosing a lawyer on the fringe of the slums, he asked him who had recommended Mr. Stanislaus
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Spyzhalski , Esquire. He laughed at whatever Philip replied, but when he hung up the phone, Parker's
smile vanished.

 "What did he say?"

 "He said he got his name from the Yellow Pages."

 "So what?" Meredith said, trying desperately not to react to the generalized alarm shaking through her.
She felt as if she were being thrust into dark, dangerous territory and threatened by something vague and
unidentifiable. "Now who are you calling?" she asked when Parker took out the slender black phone
book he carried inside his coat pocket and picked up the phone.

 "HowardTurnbill ."

 Torn between concern and anger at his uninformative replies, she said,"Why are you calling Howard
Turnbill ?"

 "We were atPrinceton together," he replied unhelpfully.

 "Parker, if you are trying to make me really angry, you're going to succeed," she warned him as he began
pressing the keypad on her phone. "I want to knowwhy you're calling your oldPrinceton classmate now."

 Inexplicably, he grinned at her. "I love that particular tone of voice of yours. Reminds me of my
kindergarten teacher. I had a crush on her." Before she could strangle him, which she looked ready to
do, he added hastily, "I'm calling Howard because he's president of the Illinois Bar Association, and—"
He broke off as Howard answered the phone. "Howard, this is Parker Reynolds," he began, then he
paused while the other man said something to him. "You're right, I'd forgotten I owe you a rematch on
that squash game. Call me at the office tomorrow, and we'll set up a date." He paused again and laughed
at whatever Howard said, then he said, "Do you happen to have a roster of theIllinois Bar members
handy? I'm not at home right now, and I'm curious to know whether a certain individual is a member.
Could you check your roster and tell me if he is?" Howard obviously said he could do that, because
Parker then said, "Good. The man's name is StanislausSpyzhalski . That's S-p-y-z-h-a-1-s-k-i. I'll hold
on."

 Covering the mouthpiece of the phone, Parker gave her a reassuring smile. "I'm probably worrying
needlessly. Merely because the man's incompetent doesn't mean he isn't a legitimate attorney." A moment
later, however, when Howard returned to the phone, Parker's smile faded. "He's not on the roster?
You're certain?" For a moment Parker was lost in thought, then he said, "Could you getahold of a current
roster for the American Bar Association and see if he's listed there?" He paused, listening, then he said
with forced joviality, "No, it's not an emergency. Tomorrow will be fine. Give me a call at my office and
we'll set up the squash game then too. Thanks, Howard. Give my love to Helen."

 Lost in his own thoughts, Parker slowly replaced the phone on its cradle.

 "I don't think I understand what you're worrying about," Meredith said.

 "I think I'd like another drink," he announced, getting up and walking over to the liquor cabinet.

 "Parker," Meredith said firmly, "since this involves me, I think I have a right to know what you're
thinking."
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 "At this moment I'm thinking of several known cases of men who set themselves up as
attorneys—usually in poorer neighborhoods—and who took money from clients who believed they were
going to handle legal work for them. One of the cases involved a man who was actually an attorney, but
who pocketed the filing fees charged by the courts and who then 'granted' his clients an uncontested
divorce by simply signing the document himself."

 "How could he do that?"

 "Lawyers draw up the petitions for divorce. Judges merely sign them. He signed the judge's name to
them."

 "But how could he—they—get away withthat?"

 "They got away with it by handling only uncontested matters, including divorces."

 Meredith swallowed half her drink without realizing what she was doing, then she brightened. "But surely
in those instances, when both parties acted in good faith, then the courts would honor the divorce
decrees even though they weren't filed?"

 "Like hell they did."

 "I don't like the tone of this conversation," Meredith said, feeling a little woozy from the potent drink.
"Whatdid the courts do about those people who thought they were divorced?"

 "If they'd remarried, the courts allowed them to be innocent of bigamy."

 "Good."

 "But the second marriage was invalidated and the first one had to be dissolved through the proper
channels."

 "Dear God!" Meredith said, and sank into a chair. But she knew in her heart, she absolutelyknew her
divorce was legal and valid. She knew it because the alternative was unthinkable.

 Belatedly realizing how upset she was, Parker reached out and gently ran his hand over her silky hair.

 "Even ifSpyzhalski doesn't belong to the bar, even if he's never been to law school, your divorce could
still be legitimate—so long as he presented that absurd divorce petition to a judge and somehow got it
signed." She glanced up at him and her eyes were the same lovely blue-green as the sweater and slacks
she wore—only darker now, and troubled. "I'll have someone go over to the courthouse tomorrow and
try to find out if the divorce was filed and recorded. As long as it was, there's nothing more to worry
about."

 Chapter 23
  

 "Bad night?" Phyllis asked her the next morning as Meredith walked past her desk with an absentminded
nod.
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 "It wasn't the greatest. What's on my calendar this morning?"

 "You have a meeting herewith the advertising division atten o'clock to discuss the grand opening for
theNew Orleans store. Jerry Keaton in personnel asked to see you about some raises you need to
approve, and I told him you could see him at eleven. Is that okay?"

 "Fine."

 "And at eleven-thirty EllenPerkvale from legal needs to discuss a lawsuit that's just been filed against us.
It pertains to a lady who claims she broke a tooth in the Clarendon Room."

 Meredith rolled her eyes in disgust. "She's suing us because she broke her tooth while eating in our
dining room?"

 "Not exactly. She's suing us because she broke it on a nutshell that was in her trout amandine."

 "Oh," Meredith said, unlocking her desk and accepting the likelihood of having to reach a settlement.
"That changes matters."

 "True. Is eleven-thirty okay for that meeting?"

 "Fine," Meredith replied as the phone on her desk began to ring. "I'll get it," Phyllis said, and the day
launched itself withthe usual frenetic rush of store business that Meredith sometimes found exhausting yet
always exhilarating. Occasionally, she had a moment to herself, and when that happened, she found
herself staring at the phone, willing Parker to call and to say there was absolutely nothing amiss with her
divorce.

 It was nearlyfive o'clock when Phyllis finally said that Parker was on the phone. Racked with sudden
tension, Meredith snatched the receiver from its cradle. "What did you find out?" she asked him.

 "Nothing conclusive yet," he replied, but there was a new, strained quality to his voice. "Spyzhalskiisn't a
member of theABA . I'm waiting to hear from someone at theCookCounty courthouse. He'll call me with
the information I've asked for as soon as he has it. I'll know exactly where we stand within the next few
hours. Are you going to be home tonight?"

 "No," she sighed, "I'll be at my father's. He's giving a small birthday party for Senator Davies. Call me
there."

 "I will."

 "The moment you get your answers?"

 "I promise."

 "The party will break up early because Senator Davies has to leave forWashington on amidnight flight,
so if I've already left, call me at home."

 "I'll find you, don't worry."
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 Chapter 24
  

 Trying not to worry became increasingly impossible as the evening wore on. Half convinced she was
agonizing over nothing, and yet unable to quell her mounting sense of alarm, Meredith managed to smile
and nod and be reasonably gracious to her father's guests, but it took a supreme effort. Dinner had been
over for an hour, andstill Parker hadn't phoned. Trying to distract herself, she lingered in the dining room,
supervising the clearing of the table, then she wandered into the library, where the guests had gathered for
a brandy before leaving for their homes.

 Someone had turned on the television and several of the men were standing near it, watching the news.
"Lovely party, Meredith," Senator Davies's wifesaid, but the rest of her words seemed to vanish into the
nether as Meredith heard the television commentator say, "Another Chicagoan was in the news
today—Matthew Farrell was Barbara Walters's guest on a taped broadcast earlier this evening. Among
other things, he commented on the recent rash of corporate takeovers. Here's a clip from that interview
..."

 The guests, who'd all read Sally Mansfield's column, naturally assumed Meredith would be interested in
seeing what Farrell had to say. After glancing at her with curious smiles, the roomful of people turned in
unison to the television set as Matt's face and voice filled the room.

 "How do you feel about the growing number of hostile corporate takeovers?" Barbara Walters asked
him, and Meredith noted with disgust that even the journalist was leaning forward in her chair, as if
fascinated by him.

 "I think it's a trend that's bound to continue, until such time as guidelines are set up to control it."

 "Is anyone immune from a forced merger with you— friends, and so forth? I mean," she addedwith
joking alarm, "is it possible that our own ABC could find itself your next prey?"

 "The object of a takeover attempt is called thetarget," Matt said evasively, smiling, "notthe prey.
However," he said with a lazy, disarming smile, "if it will set your mind at rest, I can assure you that
Intercorp does not have an acquisitive eye on ABC." The men in the room chuckled at his quip, but
Meredith kept her face perfectly blank.

 "Can we talk a little more about your private life now? During the past few years you've reportedly had
torrid love affairs with several movie stars, a princess, and most recently with MariaCalvaris , the
shipping heiress. Were these widely publicized love affairs real, or were they invented by the gossip
columnists?"

 "Yes."

 Meredith heard again the appreciative laughter that filled the library at Matt's sangfroid, and her eyes
sparked with resentment over the ease with which he could win people over.

 "You've never married, and I was wondering if you have any plans to marry in the future?"

 "It's not out of the question."
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 His brief smile emphasized the impertinence of the question, and Meredith gritted her teeth, remembering
how that smile had once made her heart hammer. Abruptly, the television cameras switched back to the
local newscasters, but Meredith's moment of relief was squelched by the senator, who turned to her with
friendly curiosity. "I imagine all of us here read Sally Mansfield's column, Meredith. Would you care to
satisfy our curiosity and tell us why you don't like Farrell?"

 Meredith managed to imitate Matt's lazy smile. "No."

 They all laughed, but she saw the heightened curiosity in their faces, and she hastily busied herself
plumping up the sofa pillows as the senator said to her father, "Stanton Avery has put Farrell's name up
for membership at the country club."

 Mentally cursing Matt Farrell for coming toChicago , Meredith shot her father a warning look, but his
temper had already overruled his judgment "I'm quite certain that those of us in this room have enough
influence among us to keep him out—even if everyone else who belongs toGlenmoor wants him in, which
they won't"

 JudgeNorthrup heard that and broke off his conversation with another guest. "Is that what you want us
to do, Philip? Blackball him?"

 "You're damned right it is."

 "If you're convinced he's an undesirable, that's good enough for me," said the judge, looking around at
the

 others. Slowly but emphatically, all her father's guests nodded their unanimous agreement, and Meredith
knew that Matt's chances of belonging toGlenmoor were now zero.

 "He's bought a huge tract of land out inSouthville ," the judge told her father. "Wants it rezoned so he can
build a big high-tech industrial complex on it."

 "Is that right?" her father said, and Meredith realized from his next words that he planned to squelch that,
too, if he could. "Who do we know on theSouthville zoning commission?"

 "Several people. There's Paulson and—"

 "For heaven's sake!" she interrupted with a forced laugh, sending her father a pleading look. "There's no
need to roll out the heavy guns just because I don't like Matt Farrell."

 "I'm certain you and your father must have excellent reasons to feel as you do," Senator Davies said.

 "You're damnedri —"

 "Not at all!" Meredith said, cutting off her father and trying to stop a vendetta from getting under way.
With a bright artificial smile, she told everyone, "The truth is that Matt Farrell made a pass at me years
ago, when I was eighteen, and father has never forgiven him for it."

 "Now I know where I've met him!" Mrs. Foster exclaimed, looking at her husband. Turning to Meredith,
she said, "It was years ago atGlenmoor ! I remember thinking what an extraordinarily attractive young
man he was... and, Meredith—youwere the one who introduced us to him!"
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 Whether by accident or design, the senator spared Meredith the need to reply by saying, "Well, I hate to
break up my own birthday party, but I have to be on a plane toWashington atmidnight ...."

 A half hour later the last of the guests departed, and Meredith was bidding them good-bye beside her
father when she saw a car turn into the drive. "Who the hell is that?" her father said, scowling at the
headlights swooping toward them.

 She peered at the car and identified it as a light blue Mercedes when it passed beneath one of the lamps
along the drive. "It's Parker!"

 "Ateleven o'clock at night?"

 Meredith began to tremble with foreboding, and that was before the porch lights illuminated his tense,
grim face. "I was hoping the party would have broken up by now. I need to talk to both of you."

 "Parker," Meredith began, "don't forget my father's been ill—"

 "I won't distress him unduly," Parker promised, almost propelling them down the hall with a hand against
both their backs, "but he needs to be apprised of the facts so that they can be dealt with properly."

 "Stop talking about me like I'm not here," Philip said when they entered the library. "Facts about what?
What the hell is going on?"

 Pausing to close the library doors, Parker said, "I think you both ought to sit down."

 "Dammit, Parker, nothing upsets memore than being kept in suspense—"

 "Very well. Philip, last night I happened to have a look at Meredith's divorce decree, and there were
several irregularities about it. Do you recall, about eight years ago, reading of aChicago attorney who
was accepting fees from clients, then pocketing the fees without ever filing their cases?"

 "Yes. So what?"

 "And about five years ago there was another batch of stories about an alleged attorney on the South
Side named JosephGrandola who was convicted of fifty-some counts of fraud for misrepresenting himself
as an attorney and charging fees to handle cases that never actually went near a courthouse." He waited
for a comment, but short of a sudden rigidity in Philip's stance, there was no response, and so he went
on. "Grandolahad a year of law school before they kicked him out. A few years later he opened an office
in a neighborhood where most of his 'clients' were undereducated. For over a decade he got away with
his scam by taking only cases that wouldn't require a trial and that were unlikely to ever involve an
opposing attorney—such as uncontested divorces, wills that needed to be drawn up, and so forth—"

 Meredith sank down onto the sofa, her stomach beginning to churn, her mind already numbly accepting
what Parker was going to tell her father, while her heart screamed a denial that it couldn't be true.
Parker's voice droned on as if from a great distance. "He'd had some law school training, and he knew
just enough legal jargon to draw up a fair representation of a legal pleading. When a client came to him
wanting a divorce, he first made certain the other spouse was either in full agreement—or nowhere to be
found. If that was so, he charged his client whatever he could get them to pay him, then he drew up a
petition for divorce. Knowing he'd never be able to pass himself off as an attorney long enough to get a
judge to sign the petition, he signed them himself."
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 "Are you trying to tell me," Philip said, his voice strained almost to the point ofunrecognizability , "that
this lawyer I hired eleven years ago wasnot a lawyer?"

 "I'm afraid so."

 "I don't believe it!" he said in a low shout, as if he could frighten the possibility away with his own fury.

 "There's no point in giving yourself another heart attack over it, because it won't change anything,"
Parker pointed out quietly and reasonably, and Meredith felt a mild sense of relief as she saw her father
make an effort to calm himself.

 "Go on," he said after a moment.

 "Today, after I verified thatSpyzhalski isn't a member of the bar association, I sent an investigator over to
the courthouse—a verydiscreet investigator we use for bank matters," he reassured Philip, who had
clutched the back of a chair. "He spent the day and part of the night verifying andreverifying that
Meredith's divorce is nowhere in the court records."

 "I'll kill that bastard!"

 "If you meanSpyzhalski , you'll have to find him first. He's vanished. If you mean Farrell," Parker
continued in a resigned voice, "I strongly suggest you reconsider your attitude."

 "like hell I will! Meredith can solve the whole thing very simply by flying toReno or somewhere and
getting a quiet, quick divorce."

 "I've already thought of that, and it won't help." He held up his hand to silence Philip's angry outburst.
"Listen to me, Philip, because I've had time tonight to think this thing through. Even if Meredith did as you
suggest, it wouldn't unsnarl the legal tangle of their property rights. That would still have to be done
through theIllinois courts."

 "Meredith would never need to tell him that there is a snarl!"

 "Besides being morally and ethically wrong, it's also completely impractical." With a frustrated sigh,
Parker explained. "TheABA has already had two complaints againstSpyzhalski , and they've turned the
matter over to the authorities. Let's assume Meredith did as you just suggested, andSpyzhalski is arrested
and he confesses. The minute he does, the authorities will notify Farrell that his divorce isn't
legal—assuming he doesn't read about it in the newspaper first. Do you have any idea of the lawsuit he
could slap against you for all this? In good faith, he allowed you and Meredith to assume the
responsibility for handling the divorce, and you were negligent; furthermore, you've exposed him to
bigamy all these years, and—"

 "You seem to have the problems figured out," Philip snapped. "What do you suggest we do?"

 "Whatever wehave to do in order to pacify him and make him agree to a quick, uncomplicated divorce,"
Parker replied with calm implacability, then he turned to Meredith. "I'm afraid that job is going to fall to
you."

 During the entire discussion, Meredith had been sitting, reeling from it all, but that remark served to stir
her out of her blank stupor. "Just exactly why does he have to be pacified by me or by anyone else?"
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 "Because there are enormous financial implications here. Like it or not, Farrell is your legal husband of
eleven years standing. You are a wealthy young woman, Meredith, and Farrell, as your legal husband,
could conceivably demand a share of what you have—"

 "Stop calling him that!"

 "It's true," Parker said, but gently this time, "Farrell could refuse to cooperate in getting a divorce. He
could also sue you for negligence—"

 "Dear God!" she cried, standing up and beginning to pace. "I can't believe this! No, wait—we're
overreacting," she said after a moment. Forcing herself to start thinking logically, as if she were dealing
with a problem at work, she paused and then said, "If what I've read is true, Matt is far wealthier than we
are—"

 "Far wealthier," Parker confirmed, smiling approvingly at her for the calm logic she was exercising. "In
which case, he would have a hell of a lot more to lose in a fight over property than you do."

 "So there's nothing to worry about," she concluded, "because he'll want to get this thing over with just as
badly as I do, and he'll be relieved that I don't want anything from him. In fact, we have the upper
hand—"

 "That's not quite true," Parker denied. "As I just explained, your father and you assumed the
responsibility for obtaining the divorce, and since you failed to do it, Farrell's attorneys could probably
convince the courts that the fault is yours. In which case, the judge might even grant him punitive
damages. You, on the other hand, would have a hard time getting any money out of Farrell, because you
were supposed to handle the divorce from here, and I suspect his attorneys could convince the court that
you deliberately failed to do that out of some premeditated belief that you might later be able to squeeze
him for money."

 "He can rot in hell before he gets one more cent out of us," Philip snapped. "I already paid the bastard
ten thousand dollars to get out of our lives and forgo any money of Meredith's or mine."

 "How did you pay it to him?"

 "I—" Philip's face fell. "I did whatSpyzhalski told me to do which wasn't extraordinary—I wrote a check
made jointly payable to Farrell and him."

 "Spyzhalski," Parker pointed out sarcastically, "is a swindler. Do you honestly think he'd have scruples
against forging Farrell's endorsement and cashing it himself?"

 "I should have killed Farrell the day Meredith brought him back here!"

 "Stop it!" Meredith cried. "Don't give yourself another coronary over this. We'll simply have an attorney
contacthisattorney—"

 "I hardly think so," Parker interrupted. "If you want the man to cooperate and keep this messquiet
—which, I think, is a primary goal for all of us—then you'd better start by smoothing things over with
him."

 "What things?" Meredith demanded hotly.
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 "I would suggest you begin," Parker stated, "with a personal apology for that remark of yours that
appeared in Sally Mansfield's column—"

 The recollection of the benefit ball hit her then, and Meredith sank onto the chair in front of the fire,
staring into the flames. "I can't believe this," she whispered, but her father's voice was a near shout as he
glared at Parker.

 "I'm starting to wonder about you, Parker. What sort of man are you to suggest she apologize to that
bastard!I'll deal with him."

 "I'm a practical,civilized man, that's what I am," he replied, walking over and laying a consoling hand on
Meredith's shoulder. "And you're a volatile man, which is why you're the last person in the world who
ought to try to deal with him. Furthermore, I have faith in Meredith. Look, Meredith has told me the
whole story about what happened between Farrell and her. He married her because she was pregnant.
What he did when she lost the baby was cruel, but it was also practical and possibly kinder than dragging
out a marriage that was doomed from the start—"

 "Kind!" Philip spat out. "He was a twenty-six-year-old fortune hunter who seduced an eighteen-year-old
heiress, got her pregnant, and then 'kindly' condescended to marry her—"

 "Stop it!" Meredith said again with more force. "Parker is right. And you know perfectly well he didn't
'seduce' me. I told you what happened and why." With an effort, she got herself under control. "This is all
beside the point. I'll deal with Matt once I decide how best to do it."

 "That's my girl," Parker said. He glanced at Philip, ignoring his thunderous expression. "All Meredith has
to do is meet with him in a civilized way, explain the problem, and suggest that they obtain a divorce with
no financial claims against one another." With a wry smile he studied her pale, drawn face. "You've
handled tougher adversaries and tougher assignments than that, haven't you, honey?"

 Meredith saw the encouragement and pride in his face, and she looked at him in helpless consternation.
"No."

 "Of course you have!" he argued. "You can put most of this behind you by tomorrow night if you can get
him to agree to see you tomorrow—"

 "See me!" she burst out. "Why can't I just talk to him on the phone?"

 "Is that how you'd handle it if it were a messy business situation of vital importance to you?"

 "No, of course not," she sighed.

 For several minutes after Parker left, Meredith and her father remained in the library, both of them
staring into space in a kind of angry stupor. "I suppose you blame me for this," her father stated finally.

 Rousing herself from her self-pity, Meredith turned her head and looked at him. He looked defeated and
pale."Of course not," she said quietly. "You only tried to protect me by hiring a lawyer who didn't know
us."

 "I'll call Farrell myself in the morning!"
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 "No, you can't," she said quietly. "Parker was right about that. You become irrationally angry and
defensive at the mention of Matt's name. If you tried to talk to him, you'd lose your temper in ten seconds
and end up giving yourself another heart attack in the process. Why don't you go to bed now and get
some sleep," she added, standing up. "I'll see you at work tomorrow. This will all seem
less—well—threatening in the morning. Besides," she added, somehow managing to give him a reassuring
smile as they walked toward the front door, "I'm not an eighteen-year-old girl anymore, and I'm not
afraid of confronting Matthew Farrell. Actually," she lied, "I'm rather looking forward to outwitting him!"
He looked as if he was desperately trying to think of an alternative, and he was growing paler because he
couldn't.

 With a cheery wave she left and hurried down the front steps. Her car was parked in the driveway, and
she opened the front door, slid into its freezing interior, and closed her door. Then she put her forehead
on the steering wheel and closed her eyes. "Oh, myGod!" she whispered, terrified at the prospect of
confronting the dark-haired demon from her past.

 Chapter 25
  

 "Good morning," Phyllis said brightly, following Meredith into her office.

 "I might call this morning a lot of things," Meredith replied as she walked over to the closet to hang up
her coat, "butgood isn't one of them." Trying to delay calling Matt, she said, "Do I have any phone
messages?"

 Phyllis nodded. "Mr. Sanborn in personnel phoned because you haven't returned your updated insurance
application form. He says he needs it right away." She handed it to Meredith and stood waiting.

 Sighing, Meredith sat down at her desk, picked up her pen, and filled out her name and address, then
she stared in revolted confusion at the next question: "Marital Status" it said. "Circle one: Single Married
Widowed." A hysterical laugh welled up within her as she looked at the middle choice. She wasmarried.
For eleven years she had beenmarried to Matt Farrell.

 "Are you feeling all right?" Phyllis asked anxiously when Meredith put her forehead in her hand and
gazed at the form, paralyzed.

 Lifting her eyes to Phyllis, she said, "What can they do to you for lying on an insurance form?"

 "I guess they could refuse to pay off your legal heir if you die."

 "Fair enough," Meredith replied with bitter humor, and with an angry flourish, she circled Single.
Oblivious to Phyllis's worried frown, she handed her the completed form and said, "Will you close my
door when you leave, and hold my calls for a few minutes?"

 When Phyllis left, Meredith removed the phone book from the credenza behind her, looked up Haskell
Electronics' phone number, and jotted it down. Then she put away the phone book and sat there, staring
at the telephone as if it had fangs, knowing the moment she'd dreaded all night had arrived. Closing her
eyes for a moment, she tried to put herself in the right frame of mind by rehearsing her plan again: If Matt
was angry about what she'd said at the opera—which he would surely be—she would apologize with
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simple dignity. An apology, with no excuses, followed by a polite, impersonal request to meet with him
about an urgent matter. That was her plan. In slow motion she lifted her shaking hand and reached for the
telephone....

 For the third time in an hour, Matt's intercom buzzed on his desk, interrupting a loud and heated debate
among his executives. Angry at the continued interruptions, he glanced apologetically at the men and
reached for the intercom button as he explained, "Miss Stern's sister is ill, and she's on the Coast. Go on
with your conversation," he added as he pressed the button and snapped at the secretary who was filling
in for Miss Stern, "I told you to hold my calls!"

 Yes, sir, I—I know —JoannaSimons's voice came over the speaker phone—"but Miss Bancroft said
it's extremely important, and she insisted I interrupt you."

 "Take a message," Matt snapped. He started to release the button, then he stopped. "Who did you say
was calling?"

 "Meredith Bancroft," the secretary emphasized meaningfully, her tone telling him that she, too, had read
of his confrontation with Meredith in Sally Mansfield's column. So, obviously, had the men seated in a
semicircle around his desk, for the announcement of Meredith's name caused a pulse beat of stunned
silence followed instantly by an explosion of nervous, heightened conversation meant to cover the
previous silence.

 "I'm in the middle of a meeting," Matt said curtly. "Tell her to call me back in fifteen minutes." He put the
phone down, knowing that courtesy dictated that he should have volunteered to call Meredithback. He
didn't really give a damn; they had nothing left to say to each other. Forcing himself to concentrate on
business, he looked at Tom Anderson, and continued the conversation that Meredith's callhad
interrupted. "There won't be any zoning problem inSouthville . We have a contact on the zoning
commission who's assured us that the county and the city ofSouthville areboth eager to have us build the
factory there. We'll have approval from them on Wednesday, when they meet to vote...."

 Ten minutes later he ushered the men out of his office, closed the door, and sat down behind his desk
again. When Meredith hadn't called after thirty minutes, he leaned back in his leather chair and glowered
at the silent telephone, his hostility growing with every passing moment. How like Meredith, he thought,
to call him for the first time in more than a decade, then insist that his secretary interrupt him in the middle
of a meeting, and when he didn't take the call, to then make him sit and wait. She had always behaved as
if she were royalty. She had been born with an inflated sense of her own worth and brought up to believe
that she was better than everyone else... .

 Drumming her fingernails on her desk, Meredith leaned back in her chair, angrily watching the clock,
deliberately waiting forty-five minutes before calling him again. How like that arrogant, swaggering
braggart to makeher callhim back! she thought wrathfully. Obviously he hadn't acquired any manners
along with his wealth, or he'd know that since she had courteously taken the first step in contacting him, it
was his duty to take the next step. Of course, good manners would never mean anything to Matthew
Farrell. Beneath his newly acquired veneer of urbanity, he was still nothing but a crude, ambitious—
Meredith abruptly checked her bitter thoughts; bitterness would only make what lay ahead of her more
difficult. Besides, she reminded herself yet again, it was unfair to blame Matt for everything that had
happened years before. She had willingly participated in their lovemaking the night they met, and she had
disregarded her responsibility to protect herself against pregnancy. When she got pregnant, Matt had
decently volunteered to marry her. Later, she had convinced herself that he loved her, but he had never
said so. He had never actually deceived her, and it was stupid and childish to blame him for not having
lived up to her naive expectations. It was as foolish and pointless as the way she'd spoken to him at the
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opera. Feeling far more calm and reasonable now, Meredith put aside her hurt pride and promised
herself to maintain her philosophical composure. The hands on the clock lurched into position at10:45 ,
and she reached for the telephone.

 Matt jumped at the buzz of his intercom. "Miss Bancroft is on the line," Joanna said.

 He picked up the phone. "Meredith?" he said, his voice cupped, impatient, "this is an unexpected
surprise."

 Distractedly, Meredith noted that he had not said an "unexpected pleasure," as was customary, and that
his voice was deeper and more resonant than she remembered.

 "Meredith!" His irritation vibrated across the distance separating them and snapped her out of her
nervous

 preoccupation. "If you've called me to breathe in my ear, I'm flattered but a little confused. What do you
expect me to do now?"

 "I see you're still as conceited and ill-mannered as—"

 "Ah—you've called me to criticize my manners," Matt concluded.

 Meredith sternly reminded herself that her goal was to soothe him, not antagonize him. Carefully reining
in her temper, she said with sincerity, "Actually, I'm calling because I'd like to—to bury the hatchet."

 "In what part of my body?"

 It was close enough to the truth to wrench a helpless laugh from her, and when Matt heard it, he
suddenly remembered how enchanted he'd once been by her infectious laugh and sense of humor. His
jaw tightened and his tone hardened. "What do you want, Meredith?"

 "I want, that is, I need to talk to you—in person."

 "Last week you turned your back on me in front of five hundred people," he reminded her icily. "Why
this sudden change of heart?"

 "Something has happened, and we have to discuss it in a mature, calm fashion," she said, desperately
trying to avoid being specific until she could deal with him face-to-face. "It's about, well, us—"

 "There is no us," he said implacably, "and it's obvious from what happened at the opera that calm
maturity is beyond your capability."

 An angry retort sprang to Meredith's lips, but she stifled it. She didn't want a battle, she wanted a treaty.
She was a businesswoman and she had learned to deal successfully with stubborn men—Matt was bent
on being difficult; therefore, she needed to maneuver him into a more reasonable frame of mind. Arguing
with him would not accomplish that. "I had no idea Sally Mansfield was nearby when I behaved that way
to you," she explained tactfully. "I apologize for what I said, and particularly for saying it in front of her."

 "I'm impressed," he said in a mocking tone. "You've obviously studied diplomacy."

 Meredith grimaced at the phone, but she kept her voice soft. "Matt, I'm trying to call a truce, can't you
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cooperate with me just a little?"

 The sound of her saying his name jolted him, and he hesitated a full five seconds, then he said abruptly,
"I'm leaving forNew York in an hour. I won't be back until late Monday night."

 Meredith smiled with triumph. "Thursday is Thanksgiving Day. Could we do it before then, say on
Tuesday, or are you impossibly busy that day?"

 Matt glanced down at his desk calendar which was covered with meetings and appointments scheduled
for Thanksgiving week. He was impossibly busy. "Tuesday will be fine. Why don't you come to my office
ateleven forty-five ?"

 "Perfect," Meredith instantly agreed, more relieved than disappointed by her five-day reprieve.

 "By the way," he said, "does your father know we're meeting?"

 His acid tone told her that his dislike for her father had not diminished. "He knows."

 "Then I'm surprised he hasn't had you locked and chained to prevent it. He must be getting soft."

 "He's not soft, but he's older now and he's been very ill." Trying to lessen Matt's inevitable animosity
when he discovered her father inadvertently hired a sham lawyer and that they were still legally married,
she added, "He could die at any time."

 "When he does," Matt countered sarcastically, "I hope to God someone has the presence of mind to
drive a wooden stake through his heart."

 Meredith muffled a horrified giggle at his quip and politely said good-bye. But when she hung up, the
laughter faded from her face and she leaned back in her chair. Matt had inferred her father was a
vampire, and there was a time when she felt as if he had indeed been draining her life from her. At the
very least, he had stolen much of the joy from her youth.

 Chapter 26
  

 By Tuesday, as she stood before the mirror in the private bathroom that adjoined her office, Meredith
had managed to convince herself that she could definitely have a polite, impersonal meeting with Matt, as
well as persuade him to agree to an uncomplicated, quick divorce.

 She touched up her lipstick, brushed her shoulder-length hair into an artful windblown style, then she
stepped back to study the effect of the softly draped black wool jersey dress with its high collar, sarong
skirt, and long, full sleeves. A wide, shiny gold choker at her neck gleamed brightly against the stark
black dress, and at her wrist was a matching bracelet. Pride and good sense demanded that she look her
best; Matt dated movie stars and sexy, glamorous models, and she knew she could deal with him better if
she felt confident rather than dowdy. Satisfied, she shoved her cosmetics into her purse, picked up her
coat and gloves, and decided to take a taxi to his office so that she wouldn't have to fight traffic or look
for a parking space in the rain.
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 In the taxi she gazed out the window, watching the pedestrians dashing acrossMichigan Avenue , holding
umbrellas and newspapers over their heads. Rain pounded like tiny hammers on the roof of the cab, and
she snuggled deeper into the luxurious folds of the fur coat her father had given her on her twenty-fifth
birthday. For five days and nights she'd planned her strategy, rehearsed what she would say and how she
would say it. Calm, tactful, businesslike—that was how she would act. She would not descend to
criticizing him for his past actions. For one thing, he had no conscience; for another, she was adamantly
unwilling to give him the satisfaction of knowing how terribly his betrayal had hurt her. No recriminations,
she reminded herself—calm, businesslike, and tactful. By behaving that way, she'd set the tone and,
hopefully, an example for him to follow. And she wouldn't just burst out with the information about their
problem—she'dease into it.

 Her hands were beginning to shake, and she shoved them into the deep pockets of her coat, her fingers
curling into fists of nervous tension. Rivers of rain poured down the cab's windshield, blurring the traffic
signalahead, turning it into colorful flashes of green, yellow, and red, flashes that reminded her of the
fireworks exploding on that Fourth of July evening that had altered the entire course of her life.

 The cab driver's voice snapped her out of her reverie. "Here we are, miss."

 Meredith fumbled in her purse, paid him, and dashed through the downpour into the soaring glass and
steel building that housed Matt's newest business acquisition.

 When she stepped off the elevator on the sixtieth floor, she found herself in a spacious silver-carpeted
private reception area. She walked over to the receptionist, a chic brunette who was seated at a round
desk, watching Meredith approach withill-concealed fascination. "Mr. Farrell is expecting you, Miss
Bancroft," she said, obviously recognizing Meredith from her pictures. "He's in a meeting at the moment,
but it should be over in a few minutes. Please have a seat."

 Annoyed because Matt intended to make her wait like a peasant trying to get an audience with a king,
Meredith pointedly looked at the clock on the wall. She was ten minutes early.

 Her anger left as abruptly as it had come, and she sat in a leather and chrome chair. As she picked up a
magazine and opened it, a man hurried out of the corner office, leaving the door ajar. Over the top of the
magazine Meredith discovered she had a clear view of the man who was her husband, and she studied
him with reluctant fascination.

 Matt was seated behind his desk, his dark brows knitted in a thoughtful frown as he leaned back in his
chair, listening to the men who were talking to him. Despite his relaxed pose, his jaw was stamped with
authority, his chin set with confidence, and even in his shirt-sleeves he seemed to exude an aura of
dynamic power that Meredith found slightly surprising and strangely disturbing. The other night, at the
opera, she'd been too unstrung to look at him well, let alone study him. But now, as she had the time and
opportunity, she noted that his features were much the same as she'd remembered them from eleven
years ago ... and yet subtly different. At thirty-seven, he had lost the brashness of youth, and in its place
his face had acquired a hard-bitten strength that made him look even more attractive—and more
uncompromising. His hair was darker than she had recalled, his eyes lighter, but there was the same
blatant sensuality in that chiseled mouth. One of the men said something funny, and the glamour of Matt's
sudden white smile made her heart contract. Firmly ignoring that unexplainable reaction, she concentrated
on the discussion that was under way in his office. Apparently Matt was planning to merge two divisions
ofIntercorp into one, and the purpose of the meeting taking place was to discuss the smoothest way to
handle it.

 With mounting professional interest, Meredith noted that Matt's method of conducting a meeting with his
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executives was very different from her father’s. Her father called a meeting to give orders, and he was
outraged if anyone dared to contradict him. Matt, on the other hand, obviously preferred a lively
give-and-take, a free expression of differing opinions and conflicting suggestions. He listened, quietly
weighing the merit of each idea, each objection as it was expressed. Instead of bullying his staff into
humiliated submission, as her father did, Matt was utilizing the talent of each man, benefiting from each
man's particular expertise. To Meredith, Matt's way seemed far more sensible and far more productive.

 She sat, openly eavesdropping now, while a tiny seed of admiration took root and began to grow. She
lined her arm to lay the magazine aside, and as if the movement caught his attention, Matt suddenly turned
his head and looked directly at her.

 Meredith froze, the magazine still in her hand as those penetrating gray eyes locked onto hers. Abruptly
he pulled his gaze away and looked at the men seated around his desk. "It's later than I thought," he said.
"We'll resume this discussion after lunch."

 Within moments the men were filing out, and Meredith's throat went dry as Matt came stalking toward
her.Calm, tactful, businesslike, she reminded herself in a nervous chant as she forced her gaze upward,
past the smoothly tailored gray trousers that hugged his long, muscled legs and hips, and looked into his
shuttered eyes.No recriminations... Ease into the problem, don't blurt it out.

 Matt watched her stand up, and when he spoke his voice was as completely impersonal as his feelings
toward her. "It's been a long time," he said, deliberately choosing to forget their brief, unpleasant meeting
at the opera. She'd apologized for that on the phone; she'd proved her desire for a truce by coming here,
and he was willing to meet her halfway. After all, he'd gotten over her years ago, and it was foolish to
nurse a grudge over something—and someone—who no longer mattered one damn bit to him.

 Encouraged by his apparent lack of animosity, Meredith extended her black-gloved hand and struggled
to keep her own nervousness from showing in her voice. "Hello, Matt," she managed to say with a
composure she didn't at all feel.

 His handclasp was brief, businesslike. "Come into my office for a moment; I have to make a phone call
before we leave."

 "Leave?" she said as she walked beside him into a spacious silver-carpeted office with a panoramic view
of theChicago skyline. "What do you mean leave?"

 Matt picked up the telephone on his desk. "Some new artwork has arrived for my office, and they're
going to be hanging the paintings in a few minutes. Besides, I thought we could talk better over lunch."

 "Lunch?" Meredith repeated, thinking madly for a way to avoid it.

 "Don't tell me you've already eaten, because I won't believe you," he said, punching out a number on the
telephone. "You used to think it was uncivilized to eat lunch before two in the afternoon."

 Meredith remembered saying something like that to him during the days she spent at the farm. What a
smug little idiot she had been at eighteen, she thought. These days, she normally ate lunch at her
desk—when and if she had time to eat at all. Actually, lunch in a restaurant wasn't a bad idea, she
realized, because he wouldn't be able to curse or shout or make a scene when she told him her news.
Rather than stand there while he waited for the person he was calling to come to the phone, Meredith
wandered over to inspect his collection of modern art. At the far end of the room, she noted and
identified the only piece she liked—a forge Calder mobile. On the wall beside it was a huge painting with
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blobs of yellow, blue, and maroon on it, and she stood back, trying to see whatanyone found to like in
such stuff. To her, the painting looked like fish eyes swimming in grape jelly. Beside it was another
painting which appeared to depict aNew York alley ... she tipped her head to one side, studying it
intently. Not an alley—a monastery, perhaps—or possibly upside-down mountains witha village and a
stream running in a slash diagonally across the entire canvas, and trash cans ...

 Standing behind his desk, Matt watched her while he waited for his call to go through. With the
detached interest of a connoisseur, he studied the woman standing in his office. Wrapped in a mink coat,
with a gold choker glittering at her throat, she looked elegant, expensive, and pampered—an impression
that was at striking variance with themadonnalike purity of her profile as she gazed up at the painting, her
hair sparkling like minted gold beneath the spotlights overhead. At nearly thirty, Meredith still projected
that same convincing aura of artless sophistication and unconscious sex appeal. No doubt that had been a
major part of her allure for him, he thought sardonically—her heart-stopping beauty combined with a
superficial but convincing air of regal aloofness and a touch of nonexistent sweetness and goodness. Even
now, a decade older and wiser, he would still find her exquisitely appealing if he didn't already know how
heartless and selfish she really was.

 When he hung up the phone, he walked over to where she was studying the painting and waited in
silence for her comments.

 "I—I think it's wonderful," Meredith lied.

 "Really?" Matt replied. "What do you like about it?"

 "Oh, everything. The colors... the excitement it conveys ... the imagery."

 "Imagery," he repeated, his voice incredulous. "What specifically do you see when you look at it?"

 "Well, I see what could be mountains—or gothic spires upside down—or..." Her voice trailed off in
sublime discomfort. "What doyou see when you look at it?" she asked with forced enthusiasm.

 "I see a quarter of a million dollar investment," he replied dryly, "which is now worth a half million."

 She was appalled, and it showed before she could hide it. "Forthat?"

 "For that," he replied, and she almost thought she saw a glint of answering humor in his eyes.

 "I didn't mean that exactly the way it sounded," she said contritely, reminding herself of her plan:Calm,
tactful ... "I know very little about modern art, actually."

 He dismissed the subject with an indifferent shrug. "Shall we go?"

 When he went to get his coat from the closet, Meredith noticed the framed photograph on his desk of a
very pretty young woman sitting on a fallen log with her knee drawn up near her chest, her hair tossing in
the wind, her smile dazzling. Either she was a professional model, Meredith decided, or judging from that
smile, she was in love with the photographer.

 "Who took the picture?" she asked when Matt turned toward her.

 "I did, why?"
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 "No reason." The young woman wasn't one of the famous starlets or socialites Matt had been
photographed with. There was a fresh, unspoiled beauty to the girl in the picture. "I don't recognize her."

 "She doesn't move in your circles," he said sardonically, shrugging into his suit jacket and coat. "She's
just a girl who works as a research chemist inIndiana ."

 "And she loves you," Meredith concluded, turning in surprise at the veiled sarcasm in his voice.

 Matt glanced at his sister's picture. "She loves me."

 Meredith sensed instinctively that this girl was important to him, and if that was true—if he was possibly
thinking of marrying her—then he would be as eager as she to get a swift, simple divorce. Which would
make her task this afternoon much easier.

 As they walked through his secretary's office, Matt stopped to talk to the gray-haired woman. "Tom
Anderson is at theSouthville zoning commission hearing," he told her. "If he gets back while I'm at lunch,
give him the number at the restaurant and have him call me there."

 Chapter 27
  

 A silver limousine was waiting at the curb for them. Standing beside it was a burly chauffeur with a
broken nose and the physique of a buffalo, who held the back door open for her. Normally, Meredith
found riding in a limousine restful and luxurious, but as they charged away from the curb, she grasped the
armrest in uneasy surprise. She managed to keep her alarm from showing as the chauffeur hurtled the
limo around corners, but when he ran a red light and bluffed out a CTA bus, her gaze darted nervously to
Matt.

 He responded to her unspoken comment with a mild shrug. "Joe hasn't given up his dream of driving at
Indy."

 "Thisisn't Indy," Meredith pointed out, clutching the armrest tighter as they swerved around another
corner.

 "And he isn't a chauffeur."

 Determined to imitate his nonchalance, Meredith pried her fingers loose from the padded armrest.
"Really? What is he, then?"

 "A bodyguard."

 Her stomach lurched at this proof that Matt had done things to make people hate him enough to do him
physical harm. Danger had never attracted her, she liked peace and predictability and she found the idea
of a bodyguard a little barbaric.

 Neither of them spoke again until after the car lurched to a stop at the canopied entrance of Landry's,
one ofChicago 's most elegant, exclusive restaurants.
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 The maitre d', who was also a part owner of the restaurant, was stationed at his usual post near the front
door, clad in a tuxedo. Meredith had known John ever since her boarding school days, when her father
used to bring her there for lunch and John sent soft drinks to her table, fixed up like exotic bar drinks,
with his compliments.

 "Good afternoon, Mr. Farrell," he intoned formally, but when he turned to Meredith, he added with a
twinkling smile: "It's always a pleasure to see you, Miss Bancroft." Meredith shot a swift look at Matt's
unreadable face, wondering how he felt at the discovery that she was better known at the restaurant he'd
chosen than he was. She forgot about that as they were escorted toward their table, and she realized
there were several people whom she knew dining there. Judging from their shocked stares, they
recognized Matt and were undoubtedly wondering why she was lunching with a man she'd publicly
shunned. Sherry Withers, one of the biggest gossips in Meredith's circle of acquaintances, lifted her hand
in a wave, her gaze leveled on Matt, her brows raised in amused speculation.

 A waiter led them past banks of fresh flowers and around a fanciful white trellis to a table that was far
enough away from the ebony grand piano in the center of the room to enjoy the music, but not so close
that it hindered conversation. Unless you were a regular patron of Landry's, it was nearly impossible to
reserve a table with less than two weeks notice; reserving a good table, which this one certainly was,was
virtually impossible, and Meredith wondered idly how Matt had accomplished it.

 "Would you like a drink?" he asked her when they were seated.

 Her mind shifted abruptly from aimless conjecture over how he got reservations to the very dire
confrontation that lay immediately before her. "No, thank you, just ice water—" Meredith began, then
she decided a drink might help steady her nerves. "Yes," she corrected herself. "I would."

 "What would you like?"

 "I'd like to be inBrazil ," she mumbled on a ragged sigh.

 "I beg your pardon?"

 "Something strong," Meredith said, trying to decide what to drink. "AManhattan ." She shook her head,
negating that drink. It was one thing to be calmed, another to be lulled into saying or doing something she
shouldn't. She was a nervous wreck, and she wanted something to soothe her tension. Something she
could sip slowly until it did its job. Something she didn't like. "A martini," she decided with an emphatic
nod.

 "All of that?" he asked, straight-faced. "A glass of water, aManhattan , and a martini?"

 "No .. . just the martini," she said with a shaky smile, but her eyes were filled with frustrated dismay and
an unconscious appeal for his patience.

 Matt was temporarily intrigued by the combination of startling contrasts she presented at that moment.
Wearing a sophisticated black dress that covered her from throat to wrist, she looked both elegant and
glamorous. That alone wouldn't have disarmed him, but combined with the faint blush that was staining
her smooth cheeks, the helpless appeal in those huge, intoxicating eyes of hers, and her girlish confusion,
she was nearly irresistible. Softened by the fact that she had asked for this meeting to make amends, he
abruptly decided to follow the same course of action that he had tried to follow the night he spoke to her
at the opera—and that was to let bygones be bygones. "Will I throw you into another bout of confusion if
I ask what kind of martini you'd like?"
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 "Gin," Meredith said. "Vodka," she amended. "No, gin—a gin martini."

 Her flush deepened and she was too nervous to notice the glint of amusement in his eyes as he solemnly
asked, "Dry or wet?"

 "Dry."

 "Beefeater's,Tanqueray , orBombay ?"

 "Beefeater's."

 "Olives or onion?"

 "Olives."

 "One or two?"

 "Two."

 "Valium or aspirin?" he inquired in that same bland voice, but a grin was tugging at the corner of his
mouth, and she realized he'd been teasing her all along. Gratitude and relief built inside her, and she
looked at him, returning his smile. "I'm sorry. I'm, well, a little nervous."

 When the waiter had departed with their drink order, Matt considered her admission about being
nervous. He looked about him at the beautiful restaurant where a meal cost as much as he used to make
in an entire day working at the mill. Without actually intending to, he made an admission of his own: "I
used to daydream about taking you to lunch in a place like this."

 Distracted by how best to open the subject on her mind, Meredith's glance skimmed over the
magnificent pink floral sprays in massive silver containers and the tuxedo-clad waters hovering solicitously
at linen-covered tables agleam with china and crystal. "A place like what?"

 Matt laughed shortly. "You haven't changed, Meredith; the most extravagant luxury is still ordinary to
you."

 Determined to maintain the fragile goodwill that had begun while she debated over what to drink,
Meredith said reasonably, "You wouldn't know whether I've changed or not—we spent only six days
together."

 "And six nights," he emphasized meaningfully, deliberately trying to make her blush again, wanting to
shake her composure, to see again the uncertain girl who'd been unable to decide what to drink.

 Pointedly ignoring his sexual reference, she said, "It's hard to believe we were ever married."

 "That's not surprising since you never used my name."

 "I'm sure," she countered, striving for a tone of serene indifference, "that there aredozens of women who
are more entitled to do that than I ever was."

 "You sound jealous."
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 "If I sound jealous," Meredith retorted, holding on to her temper with an effort, and leaning closer across
the table, "then there's something terribly wrong with your hearing!"

 A reluctant smile drifted across his features. "I had forgotten that prim boarding-school way you have of
expressing yourself when you're angry."

 "Why,"she hissed, "are you deliberately trying to goad me into an argument?"

 "Actually," he said dryly, "that last was a compliment."

 "Oh," Meredith said. Surprised and a little flustered, she shifted her gaze to the waiter who was placing
their drinks on the table. They gave him their lunch order, and she decided to wait until Matt had finished
part of his drink, until the alcohol in it had soothed him a bit, before she broke the news to him about their
nonexistent divorce. She left the next topic up to him to choose.

 Matt picked up his glass, annoyed with himself for having needled her, and said with genuine courtesy
and interest, "According to the society columns, you're active in a half-dozen charities, the symphony, the
opera, and the ballet. What else do you do with your time?"

 "I work fifty hours a week at Bancroft's," Meredith replied, vaguely disappointed that he'd never read
about her achievements anywhere.

 Matt knew all about her supposed accomplishments at Bancroft's, but he was curious about how good
an executive she really was, and he knew he could judge that simply by listening to her talk. He began
questioning her about her work.

 Meredith answered—haltingly at first and then more freely, because she dreaded telling him the reason
for this meeting and because her work was her favorite topic. His questions were so astute, and he
seemed so genuinely interested in her answers, that before long she was telling him of her achievements
and her goals, her successes and her failures. He had a way of listening that encouraged confidences—he
concentrated exclusively on what was being said to him, as if each word were interesting and important
and meaningful. Before she realized it, Meredith had even confided the problem she faced with
accusations of nepotism at the store and how difficult it was to deal with that as well as the chauvinism
her father fostered among his staff with his own attitude.

 By the time the waiter cleared away their luncheon plates, Meredith had answered all his questions and
finished nearly half the bottle ofBordeaux that he'd ordered. It occurred to her that the reason she'd been
so vocal was because she'd been stalling about telling him her upsetting news. But even now, when that
could no longer be put off, she felt vastly more relaxed than at the beginning of the meal.

 In companionable silence they regarded each other across the table. "Your father is lucky to have you on
his staff," Matt said, and he meant it sincerely. He had no doubt that she was one hell of an
executive—possibly even a gifted executive. While she'd spoken, her management style had become
clear to him; so had her dedication and intelligence, her enthusiasm and, most of all, her courage and wit.

 "I'm the lucky one," Meredith said, smiling at him. "Bancroft's means everything to me. It's the most
important thing in my life."

 Matt leaned back in his chair, absorbing this newly discovered side of her. He frowned at the wine in the
glass he was holding, wondering why in the hell she talked about those damned department stores as if
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they were people whom she loved. Why was her career the most important thing in her life? Why wasn't
Parker Reynolds—or some other suitably prominent socialite —more important to her? But even while
he asked himself the questions, Matt thought he knew the answer Her father had succeeded after all; he
had dominated her so ruthlessly and so effectively, that in the end he had turned her off men almost
completely. Whatever her reason for marrying Reynolds was, she apparently wasn't in love with him.
Based on what she said, and the way she looked when she spoke of Bancroft's, she was wholly
committed to and in love with a department store.

 Pity drifted through him as he looked at her. Pity and tenderness—he had experienced those emotions
the night he met her, along with a raging desire to possess her that had obliterated his common sense. He
had walked into that country club, taken one look at her jaunty smile and glowing eyes, and lost his mind.
His heart softened as he remembered the way she had gaily introduced him as if he were a steel magnate
fromIndiana . She had been so full of laughter and life, so innocently eager in his arms. God, he had
wanted her! He had wanted to take her away from her father, to cherish and pamper and protect her.

 If she had stayed married to him, he would have been incredibly proud of her now. In an impersonal sort
of way, he was proud as hell of what she'd become.

 Pamper and protect her? Matt realized the direction of his thoughts and clenched his teeth in self-disgust.
Meredith didn't need anyone to protect her, she was as deadly as a black widow spider. The only human
being who mattered to her was her father, and to appease him, she'd murdered her unborn child. She
was spoiled, spineless, and heartless—an empty, beautiful mannequin who was meant to be draped in
beautiful clothes and propped at the end of a dining room table. That was all she was good for, it was her
only use in life. It was her appearance that had made him forget that for the past few minutes—that
gorgeous face of hers with those captivating aquamarine eyes fringed with curly lashes; the proud way
she held herself; that soft, generous mouth; the musical sound of her voice; the hesitant, infectious smile.
Christ, he'd always been a fool where she was concerned, he thought, but his hostility was suddenly
doused by the realization that this spurt of anger was foolish and pointless. Regardless of what she had
done, she had been very young and very frightened, and it had happened long ago. It was over. Idly
twirling the stem of the wineglass in his fingers, he looked at her and paid her a casual, impartial
compliment: "From the sound of things, you've become a formidable executive. If we'd stayed married,
I'd probably have tried to lure you over to my organization."

 He had unwittingly tossed her the opening she needed, and Meredith seized it. Trying to inject a note of
humor into the dire moment, she said with a nervous, choked laugh, "Then start trying to lure me over."

 His eyes narrowed. "What is that supposed to mean?"

 Unable to maintain her wavering smile, Meredith leaned forward, crossed her arms on the table, and
drew a long, steadying breath. "I—I have something to tell you, Matt. Try not to get upset."

 With a disinterested shrug, he lifted his wineglass toward his mouth. "We have no feelings for each other,
Meredith. Therefore, nothing you could tell me could upset me—"

 "We're still married," she announced.

 His brows jerked together. "Nothing except that!"

 "Our divorce wasn't legal,"sheplunged on, inwardly shrinking from his ominous gaze. "The—the lawyer
who handled the divorce wasn't a real lawyer, he was a fraud, and he's being investigated right now. No
judge ever signed our divorce decree—no judge even saw it"
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 With alarming deliberation he put his glass down and leaned forward, his low voice hissing with anger.
"Either you're lying or else you don't have enough sense to dress yourself! Eleven years ago, you invited
me to sleep with you without giving a thought to protecting yourself from pregnancy. When yougot
pregnant you came running to me and dumped the problem in my lap. Now you're telling me you didn't
have the brains to hire a real lawyer to get you a divorce, and we're still married. How in the hell can you
run an entire division of a department store and still be that stupid?"

 Each contemptuous word he spoke cracked against her pride like a whip, but his reaction was no worse
than what she'd expected, and she accepted the tongue-lashing as her due. Fury and shock temporarily
robbed him of further speech, and she said in a low, soothing voice, "Matt, I can understand how you
feel...."

 Matt wanted to believe she was lying about the whole mess, that this was some sort of crazy attempt to
get money from him, but his every instinct told him she was telling him the truth.

 "If our positions were reversed," she continued, trying to speak in a calm, rational voice, "I would feel
just as you do—"

 "When did you find this out?" he interrupted tightly.

 "The night before I called you to arrange this meeting."

 "Assuming you're telling me the truth—that we're still married—just exactly what do you want from me?"

 "A divorce. A nice, quiet, uncomplicated,immediate divorce."

 "No alimony?" he jeered, watching the angry flush steal up her cheeks. "No property settlement, nothing
like that?"

 "No!"

 "Good, because you sure as hell aren't going to get any!"

 Angry at his deliberate and rude reminder that his wealth was now far greater than hers, Meredith
looked at him with well-bred disdain. "Money was all you ever thought about, all that mattered to you. I
never wanted to marry you, and I don't want your money! I'd rather starve than have anyone know we
were ever married!"

 The maitre d' chose that untimely moment to appear at their table to inquire if their meal had been
satisfactory or if they wanted anything else.

 "Yes," Matt said bluntly. "I'll have a double shot of scotch on the rocks, and mywife," he emphasized,
taking petty, malicious satisfaction out of doing exactly what she'd just said she never wanted to do, "will
have another martini."

 Meredith, who never, ever had engaged in a public scene, glowered at her old friend and said, "I'll give
you a thousand dollars to poison his drink!"

 Bowing slightly, John smiled and said with grave courtesy, "Certainly, Mrs. Farrell," then he turned to a
furious Matt, and added drolly, "Arsenic or do you prefer something more exotic, Mr. Farrell?"
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 "Don't you dare ever to call me by that name again!" Meredith warned John. "It isnot my name."

 The humor and affection vanished from John's face, and he bowed again. "My sincerest apologies for
having taken undue liberties, Miss Bancroft. Your drink will be delivered with my compliments."

 Meredith felt like a complete witch for taking her anger out on him. Morosely, she glanced at John's stiff,
retreating back and then at Matt. She waited a moment longer for their tempers to cool, then she drew a
long, calming breath. "Matt, it's counterproductive for us to sling insults at one another. Can't we please
try to treat each other at least with courtesy? If we could, it would make it much easier for us to deal with
all this."

 She was right, he knew, and after a moment's hesitation he said shortly, "I suppose we can try. How do
you think things ought to be handled?"

 "Quietly!" she said, smiling at him in relief. "Andquickly. The need for secrecy and haste is far greater
than you probably realize."

 Matt nodded, his thoughts finally becoming more organized. "Yourfiance ," he assumed. "According to
the papers, you want to marry him in February."

 "Well, yes, there is that," she agreed. "Parker already knows what's happened. He's the one who
discovered that the man my father hired isn't a lawyer, and that our divorce doesn't exist. But there's
something else— something vitally important to me that I could lose if this comes out."

 "What's that?"

 "I need a discreet—preferably secret—divorce so that there won't be any gossip or publicity about us.
You see, my father is going to take a leave of absence because of his health, and I desperately want the
chance to fill in for him asinterim president. I need that chance to prove to the board of directors that
when he retires permanently, I'm capable of handling the presidency of the corporation. The board is
hesitant to appoint me interim president—as I told you, they're very conservative and they already have
doubts about me because I'm relatively young for the position, and because I'm a woman. I already have
those two strikes against me, and the press hasn't helped by portraying me as a frivolous social butterfly,
which is what they like to do. If the press gets hold of our situation, they'll turn it into a carnival. I've
announced my engagement to a very upright, important banker and you're supposed to be marrying a
half-dozen starlets, but here we are—still married to each other. Potential bigamy doesn't get people
appointed to the presidency of Bancroft's. I promise you, if this comes out, it will put an end to my
chances."

 "I don't doubt you believe that," Matt said, "but I don't think it would be as damaging to your chances as
you think it would."

 "Don't you?" she said bitterly. "Think how you reacted when I told you the lawyer was a fraud. You
instantly leapt to the conclusion that I am an inept imbecile incapable of managing my own life, let alone
anything else, like a department store chain. That is exactly how the board will react, because they're not
one bit fonder of me than you are."

 "Couldn't your father simply make it clear he wants them to appoint you?"

 "Yes, but according to the bylaws of the corporation, the board of directors has to unanimously agree on
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the election of a president. Even if my father did control them, I'm not certain he'd intercede in my
behalf."

 Matt was spared the need to reply to that because a waiter was bringing their drinks and another was
approaching the table, carrying a cordless telephone. "You have a call, Mr. Farrell," he said. "The caller
said you instructed that he call you here."

 Knowing thecallhad to be from Tom Anderson, Matt excused himself to Meredith, then he picked up
the receiver and said without preamble, "What's the story on theSouthville Zoning Commission?"

 "It's not good, Matt," Tom said. "They've turned us down."

 "Why in God's name would they turn down a rezoning request that can only benefit their community?"
Matt said, more stunned than angry at that moment.

 "According to my contact on the commission, someone with a lot of influence told them to turn us
down."

 "Any idea who it is?"

 "Yeah. A guy named Paulson heads the commission. He told several members of it, including my
contact, thatSenator Davies said he'd consider it a personal favor if our rezoning request was denied."

 "That's odd," Matt said, frowning, trying to recall if he'd donated money to Davies's campaign or to his
opponent, but before he could remember, Anderson added in a voice reeking with sarcasm, "Did you
happen to see a mention of a birthday party given for the good senator in the society column?"

 "No, why?"

 "It was given by one Mr. Philip A. Bancroft. Is there any connection between him and the Meredith we
were talking about last week?"

 Fury, white hot and deadly, exploded in Matt's chest. His gaze lifted to Meredith, noting her sudden
pallor which could only be attributed to his mention of theSouthville Zoning Commission. ToAnderson he
said softly, icily, "There's a connection. Are you at the office?"Anderson said he was, and Matt told him,
"Stay there. I'll be back atthree o'clock and we'll discuss the next steps."

 Slowly, deliberately, Matt placed the phone back on its cradle, then he looked at Meredith, who'd
suddenly developed a consuming need to smooth nonexistent creases in the tablecloth with her fingernail.
Guilt and knowledge were written across her face, and he hated her at that moment, despised her with a
virulence that was almost uncontainable. She had asked for this meeting not to "bury the hatchet," as
she'd claimed, but because she wanted something—several things: She wanted to marry her precious
banker, she wanted the presidency of Bancroft's, and she wanted a quick, quiet divorce. He was glad
she wanted those things so badly, because she wasn't going to get them. What she and her fatherwere
going to get was a war, a war they were going to lose to him ... along with everything they had. He
signaled the waiter for the check. Meredith realized what he was doing, and the alarm that had quaked
through her when he mentioned theSouthville Zoning Commission escalated to panic. They hadn't agreed
to anything yet, and suddenly he was putting a premature end to the discussion. The waiter presented the
check in a folded leather case, and Matt yanked a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet, tossed it on top of
the check without ever looking at it, and stood up. "Let's go," he snapped, already coming around the
table and pulling out her chair.
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 "But we haven't agreed on anything," Meredith said desperately as he took her elbow in a tight grip and
began urging her toward the door.

 "We'll finish our discussion in the car."

 Rain was pounding the red canopy in heavy sheets when they emerged, and the uniformed doorman who
was stationed at the curb opened his umbrella, holding it over their heads as they climbed into the
limousine.

 Matt instructed his chauffeur to drive to Bancroft's department store, and then he gave her his full
attention. "Now," he said softly, "what is it you want to do?"

 His tone suggested he was going to cooperate, and she felt a mixture of relief and shame—shame
because she knew why the zoning commission had turned him down, just as she knew why he was going
to be denied membership at theGlenmoor Country Club. Mentally vowing to somehowforce her father to
undo the damage he'd done to Matt in those two places, she said quietly, "I want us to get a very quick,
secret divorce—preferably out of state or out of the country—and I want the fact of our having been
married to remain secret."

 He nodded, as if giving the matter favorable consideration, but his next words jarred her. "And if I
refuse, how canyou retaliate? I suppose," he speculated in a coldly amused voice, "you could continue to
cut me dead at boring society functions and your father could have me blackballed at every other country
club inChicago ."

 He already knew about her father blackballing him atGlenmoor ! "I'm sorry about what he did at
Glenmoor . Truly I am."

 He laughed at her earnestness. "I don't give a damn about your precious country club. Someone
nominated me after I'd told him not to bother."

 Despite his words, Meredith didn't believe he didn't care. He wouldn't be human if he hadn't been
deeply embarrassed at being denied membership. Guilt and shame for her father's petty viciousness made
her glance slide away from his. She'd enjoyed his company at lunch, and he'd seemed to enjoy hers too.
It had felt so good to talk to him as if the ugly past didn't exist. She didn't want to be his enemy; what had
happened years ago wasn't entirely his fault. They both had new lives now— lives they'd made for
themselves. She was proud of her accomplishments; he had every right to be proud of his. His forearm
was resting on the back of the seat, and Meredith gazed at the elegant, wafer-thin gold watch that
gleamed at his wrist, and then at his hand. He had wonderful, capable, masculine hands, she thought.
Long ago, those hands had been callused, now they were manicured—

 She had a sudden, absurd impulse to take his hand in her own and say,I'm sorry. I'm sorry for the
things we've done to hurt each other; I'm sorry we were so wrong for each other.

 "Are you trying to see if I still have grease under my fingernails?"

 "No!" Meredith gasped, her gaze shooting to his enigmatic gray eyes. With quiet dignity she admitted, "I
was wishing that things could have ended differently ... ended so that we could at least be friends now."

 "Friends?" he repeated withbiting irony. "The last time I was friendly with you, it cost me my name, my
bachelorhood, and a hell of a lot else."
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 It has cost you more than you know,Meredith thought miserably.It has cost you a factory you want to
build inSouthville , but somehow I will make that right. I'll force my father to rectify the damage
he's done and make him agree never to interfere with you again. "Matt, listen to me," she said,
suddenly desperate to make things right between them. "I'm willing to forget the past and—"

 "That's gracious of you," he jeered.

 Meredith stiffened, sorely tempted to point out thatshe was the injured party, the abandoned spouse, but
then she squelched the impulse and continued doggedly. "I said I was willing to forget the past, and I am.
Ifyou'll agree to a quiet, congenial divorce, I'll do everything I can to smooth things over for you here
inChicago ."

 "Just how do you think you can smooth things over for me in Chicago, princess?" he asked, his voice
reeking with sarcastic amusement.

 "Don't call me princess! I'm not being condescending, I'm trying to be fair."

 Matt leaned back and regarded her, his eyes shuttered.

 "I apologize for being rude, Meredith. What is it that you intend to do for me?"

 Relieved by his apparent change in attitude, she said quickly, "For a start, I can make certain you aren't
treated like a social outcast. I know my father blocked your membership at our club, but I will try to
make him change that—"

 "Let's forget about me," he suggested smoothly, revolted by her wheedling and hypocrisy. He'd liked her
better when she'd stood her ground at the opera and haughtily insulted him. But she needed something
from him now, and Matt was glad it was desperately important to her. Because she wasn't going to get it.
"You want a nice, quiet divorce because you want to marry your banker and because you want to be
president of Bancroft's, right?" When she nodded, Matt continued. "And the presidency of Bancroft's is
very, very important to you?"

 "I want it more than I've ever wanted anything in my life," Meredith averred eagerly. "You—you will
cooperate, won't you?" she said, searching his unreadable face as the car pulled to a stop in front of
Bancroft's.

 "No." He said it with such polite finality that for a moment Meredith's mind went blank.

 "No?" she repeated in angry disbelief. "But the divorce is—"

 "Forget it!" he snapped,

 "Forget it? Everything I want hinges on it!"

 "That's too damned bad."

 "Then I'll get onewithout your consent!" she flung back.

 "Try it and I'll make a stink you'll never live down. For starters, I'll sue your spineless banker for
alienation of affection."
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 "Alienation of—" Too stunned to be cautious, Meredith burst out with a bitter laugh. "Have you lost your
mind? If you do that, you'll look like an ass, like a heartbroken, jilted husband."

 "Andyou'll look like an adulteress," he countered.

 Fury erupted through Meredith's entire body. "Damn you!" she raged, her color rising. "If youdare to
publicly embarrass Parker, I'll kill you with my own two hands! You're not fit to touch his shoes!" she
exploded. "He's ten times the man you are! He doesn'tneed to try to bedevery woman he meets. He has
principles, he's a gentleman, but you wouldn't understand that because underneath that tailor-made suit
you're wearing, you're still nothing but a dirty steelworker from a dirty little town with a dirty, drunken
father!"

 "And you," he said savagely, "are still a vicious, conceited bitch!"

 Meredith swung, palm open, then swallowed a gasp of pain as Matt caught her wrist an inch from his
face, holding it in a crushing grip, while he warned in a silky voice: "If theSouthville Zoning Commission
doesn't reverse their decision, there will be no furtherdiscussion of a divorce.If I decide to give you a
divorce, I'll decide the terms and you and your father will go along with them." Increasing the pressure on
her wrist, he jerked her forward until their faces were only inches apart. "Do you understand me,
Meredith? You and your father have no power over me. Cross me one more time, and you'll wish to
God your mother had abortedyou!"

 Meredith jerked her arm free of his grasp. "You are a monster!" she hissed. Rain spattered on her cheek
and she snatched up her gloves and purse and threw a quelling look at the chauffeur/bodyguard, who had
opened the door for her, and was watching their altercation with the enthusiastic intensity of a spectator
at a tennis match.

 As she climbed out of the car, Ernest rushed forward, belatedly recognizing Meredith, ready to defend
her from whatever peril she might be in. "Did you see the man in that car?" she demanded of the Bancroft
doorman. When he said that he had indeed, she said, "Good. If he ever comes near this store, you are to
call the police!"

 Chapter 28
  

 Joe O'Hara pulled the car over to the curb in front ofIntercorp's building, and before it came to a
complete stop, Matt flung open the door and climbed out.

 "Tell Tom Anderson to come up here," he ordered Miss Stern as he stalked past her on the way into his
office after having lunch with Meredith. "And then try to find me some aspirin."

 Two minutes later, she appeared at his desk with a glass of cold water and two aspirin. "Mr. Anderson
is on his way up," she said, studying his face as he tossed down the tablets. "You have a very busy
schedule. I hope you aren't getting the flu. Mr.Hursh is out sick with it, and so are two of the vice
presidents and half the word processing department. It starts with a headache."

 Since she'd never shown any overt interest in his personal well-being, Matt naturally assumed her only
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concern was that he be able to stick to his working schedule. "I am not getting the flu," he said shortly. "I
never get sick." He ran a hand around the back of his neck, absently massaging the aching muscles. The
headache that had been only a minor, nagging discomfort this morning was beginning to pound.

 "If it is the flu, it can last for weeks and even turn into pneumonia. That's what happened to Mrs. Morris
in advertising and Mr. Lathrup in personnel, and they're both in the hospital. Perhaps you ought to plan
on resting instead of going toIndiana next week. Otherwise your schedule—"

 "I do not have the flu," Matt enunciated tightly. "I have a common, garden-variety headache."

 She stiffened at his tone, turned on her heel, and marched out, bumping into Tom Anderson on the way.

 "What's Miss Stern's problem?" Tom asked, glancing over his shoulder.

 "She's afraid she'll have to reschedule my appointments," Matt said impatiently. "Let's talk about the
zoning commission."

 "Okay, what do you want me to do?"

 "For the time being, ask for a postponement of any ruling."

 "And then what?"

 In answer, Matt picked up the phone and calledVanderwild . "What's Bancroft selling for?" he asked
Peter, and when the other man answered, he said, "Start buying it. Use the same technique we used
when we decided to acquire Haskell. Keep it quiet." He hung up and looked at Tom. "I want you to
check out every member on Bancroft's board of directors. One of them may be for sale. Find out who he
is and what his price is."

 Not once in the years they'd been together, in the corporate battles they'd fought and won, had Matt
ever resorted to anything as indefensible as bribery. "Matt, you're talking about plain bribery—"

 "I'm talking about beating Bancroft at his own game. He's using influence to buy votes on the zoning
commission. Well use money to buy votes on his board. The only difference between what he's doing
and what I'm doing is the medium of exchange. When I'm through with that vindictive old bastard, he'll be
taking his orders from me in his own boardroom!"

 "All right," Tom said after a hesitant pause. "But this will have to be handled very discreetly."

 "There's more," Matt instructed, walking into the conference room that adjoined his office. He pressed a
button on the wall and the mirrored panel that concealed the bar slid silently away. Matt jerked a bottle
of scotch out of the cabinet, poured some into a glass, and took a long swallow. "I want to know
everything there is to know about Bancroft's operation. Work withVanderwild on it. In two days I want
to know everything about their finances, their executives. Most of all, I want to know exactly where
they're the most vulnerable."

 "I gather you intend to take them over."

 Matt tossed down another long swallow of his drink. "I'll decide that later. What I want right now is
enough stock to control them."
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 "What aboutSouthville ? We've got a fortune invested in that land."

 A mirthless smile twisted Matt's lips. "I phoned Pearson and Levinson from the car," he said, referring to
theChicago law firm he kept on retainer, "and told them what I want to do. We'll get our rezoning and
we'll also make a handsome profit from Bancroft's."

 "How?"

 "There's the little matter of thatHouston property they want so badly."

 "And?"

 "And we now own it."

 Andersonnodded, took two steps toward the door, stopped, and turned back. Hesitantly, he said,
"Since I'm going to be in the front lines alongside you in this battle with Bancroft, I'd like to at least know
how it got started in the first place."

 Had any of his other executives asked that question, Matt would have verbally flayed him. Trust was a
luxury that men in Matt's financial stratum couldn't afford. He had learned, as others who'd made it to the
top had also learned, that it was risky, even dangerous to confide too much to anyone. More often than
not, they used the information to garner favors elsewhere; sometimes they used it simply to prove they
were truly a confidant of a famous and successful man. Of all the people he knew, there were only four
whom Matt trusted implicitly: his father, his sister, Tom Anderson, and Joe O'Hara. Tom had been with
him since the old days, when he was getting by on daring and guts, building an empire on a foundation of
audacity and hunches—and very little real capital. He trusted Anderson and O'Hara because they'd
proven their loyalty. And, to a certain extent, he trusted them because, like him, they didn't come from
privileged backgrounds and fancy prep schools. "Ten years ago," Matt replied after a reluctant pause, "I
did something Bancroft didn't like."

 "Jesus, it must have been pretty damned bad for him to keep up a vendetta all this time. What did you
do?"

 "I dared to reach above myself and to intrude on his own elite little world."

 "How?"

 Matt took another swallow of his drink to wash away the bitterness of the words, the memory. "I
married his daughter."

 "You married his—Meredith Bancroft? That daughter?"

 "The very same," Matt averred grimly.

 WhenAnderson gaped at him in stunned silence, Matt added, "There's something else you might as well
know. She told me today that the divorce she thought she got eleven years ago wasn't legal. The lawyer
was a fraud who never filed the petition with the court. I told Levinson to check that out, but I have a
hunch it's the truth."

 After another moment of stunned silence,Anderson 's agile mind began to function. "And now she wants
a fortune as a settlement, right?"
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 "She wants a divorce," Matt corrected, "and she and her father would like to ruin me, but beyond that,
she claims she doesn't want anything."

 Tom reacted withangry loyalty and a bitter, sarcastic laugh. "When we're through with them, they're
going to wish to God they hadn't started this war," he promised, heading for the door.

 When he was gone, Matt walked over to the windows and stood looking out on a day as bleak and
dreary as his soul.Anderson was probably right about the outcome of all this, but Matt's sense of triumph
was already dissolving. He felt... empty. As he stared out at the rain, Meredith's parting words revolved
around and around in his mind:You're not fit to touch Parker's shoes! He's ten times the man you are!
Underneath that tailor-made suit you're wearing, you're still nothing but a dirty steelwork-er,
from a dirty little town, with a dirty, drunken father!

 He tried to blot those two sentences out of his mind, but they stayed, taunting him with his own stupidity,
forcibly reminding him again of what a fool he was where she was concerned. For years after he thought
they were divorced, he had not been able to drive her completely out of his heart. He had worked
himself half to death to build an empire, driven by some stupid, half-formed plan to come back someday
and impress Meredith with all he'd achieved and become.

 His mouth twisted with bitter self-mockery. Today he'd had his chance to impress her: He was a
financial success; the suit he was wearing cost more than the truck he had owned when they met; he'd
taken her to a beautiful, expensive restaurant in a chauffeur-driven limousine—and after all that, he was
still "nothing but a dirty steelworker" to her. Normally, he was proud of his origins, but Meredith's words
had made him feel like some slimy monster dredged up from the bottom of a stagnant swamp, a monster
who'd exchanged his scales for skin.

 It was nearlysevenp.m. when he finally left the building. Joe opened the door of the car, and Matt slid
inside. He was inordinately tired, and he leaned his aching neck against the back of the seat, trying to
ignore the faint scent of Meredith's soft perfume that lingered in the car. His thoughts drifted to their
lunch, and he thought of the way she had smiled into his eyes while she talked to him about the store.
With typical Bancroft arrogance she had smiled at him and asked him for a favor—a quiet, friendly
divorce—at the same time she was publicly humiliating him and privately collaborating with her father to
ruin him. Matt was perfectly willing to let her have her divorce, but not quite yet.

 The car swerved suddenly, and horns blared beside and behind it. Matt's eyes snapped open, and he
caught Joe watching him in the rearview mirror. "Did it ever occur to you," he said curtly, "to glance at the
road now and then? It might make the trip less adventurous, but more restful."

 "Naw. I get traffic-hypnosis if I stare at the road too much. So, he said, launching into me topic that was
obviously on his mind after witnessing the altercation between Matt and Meredith in the car,"that was
your wife today, huh, Matt?" He glanced at the road, then returned his gaze to the rearview mirror. "I
mean, you were arguing about a divorce, so I figured she must be your wife, right?"

 "Right," Matt snapped.

 "She sure is a spitfire," Joe chuckled, ignoring Matt's narrowed gaze. "She doesn't like you very much,
does she?"

 "No."
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 "What's she got against steelworkers?"

 Her parting words shot through Matt's brain.You're nothing but a dirty steelworker. "Dirt," Matt said
uninformatively . "She doesn't like dirt."

 When it was obvious his employer was not going to offer any further information, Joe reluctantly
changed the subject. "Are yougonna need me when you're inIndiana at the farm next week? If not, your
father and I thought we'd have a two-day orgy of checkers."

 "No. Stay with him." Although his father had been sober for over a decade, Patrick was very emotional
about the sale of the farm despite the fact that it had ultimately been his decision to sell it. Because of that,
Matt felt a little uneasy about leaving him entirely alone while he was going to be out there, packing up
their personal belongings.

 "What about tonight? Are you going out?"

 Matt had a date with Alicia. "I'll use the Rolls," he said. "Take the night off."

 "If you need me—"

 "Dammit! I said I'll use the Rolls."

 "Matt?"

 "What!"

 "Your wife sure is a knockout," Joe said with another chuckle. "Too bad she makes you so grouchy."

 Matt reached out and rudely closed the communicating window.

 *  *  *

 With Parker's arm around her shoulders offering silent comfort, Meredith stared at the fire crackling in
her fireplace, her mind riveted in helpless anger on her ill-fated meeting with Matt. He'd been sonice in
the beginning, teasing her because she'd been unable to make up her mind about what to drink ... listening
to her talk about her work.

 The call he'd gotten about theSouthville Zoning Commission had changed everything; Meredith realized
that, now that she'd had time to think. But there were some things she didn't understand, things that made
her feel uneasy because they made no sense: Even before Matt had gotten the phone call she'd felt as if
he harbored some sort of underlying anger—no,contempt —for her. And despite what he had done
eleven years earlier, he had not once been on the defensive today. Far from it. Instead, he'd acted as if he
thoughtshe should be! He had wanted a divorce, she had been the injured party, yet today Matt had
railedher a vicious, conceited bitch.

 With an irritated mental shrug, Meredith shoved those useless thoughts aside. She was looking for
reasons to justify his actions, she realized with disgust, trying to find excuses for him. From the night she'd
met him, she'd been so dazzled by his hard-bitten strength and rugged looks, that she'd set out to make a
knight in shining armor of him. To a lesser degree she was doing the same thing now—and all because,
today, he'd had almost the same mesmerizing effect on her senses that he had years ago.
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 A glowing red log tumbled off the grate in a shower of orange sparks, and Parker glanced at his watch.
"It'sseven o'clock ," he said. "I suppose I'd better leave." Sighing, Meredith stood up and accompanied
him to the door, grateful for his considerate departure. Her father had been having tests run at the hospital
all afternoon, and had insisted on coming over that night to hear a full accounting of Meredith's meeting
with Matt. What she had to tell him was undoubtedly going to make him angry, and though Meredith was
used to his ire, it embarrassed her to have him unleash it in front of Parker. "Somehow," she said, "I have
to make him agree to reverse his stand about theSouthville zoning commission. Until he does that, I
haven't a prayer of making Matt agree to a quiet divorce."

 "You'll succeed," Parker predicted, his arms sliding around her as he drew her close for a reassuring
kiss. "For one thing, your father has very little choice. He'll realize that."

 She was closing the door when she heard Parker greeting her father down the hall, and Meredith drew a
long breath and braced herself for the confrontation that lay ahead of her.

 "Well?" Philip said to her as he strode into her apartment. "What happened with Farrell?"

 Meredith ignored that for the moment. "What did your doctor say about the test results? What did he
say about your heart?"

 "He said it's still in my chest," Philip sarcastically replied, taking off his coat and tossing it over a chair.
He hated all doctors in general and his own doctor in particular, because Dr.Shaeffer could not be bullied
or intimidated or bribed to give Philip what he wanted—a strong heart and a clean bill of health. "Never
mind all that. I want to know exactly what Farrell said," he announced, walking over and pouring himself
a glass of sherry.

 "Don't youdare drink that!" she warned, then her mouth dropped open when he took a slender cigar out
of his inside jacket pocket. "Are you trying to kill yourself? Put that cigar down!"

 "Meredith," he snapped icily, "you are causing my heart more stress by not answering my question than
this drop of brandy and puff of cigar could possibly do. I am the parent, not the child, kindly remember
that."

 After a day of frustration, that unfair attack sent sparks of anger to her eyes. He looked better than he
had all week, which meant the test results must have been encouraging, particularly since he was deciding
to risk the sherry and cigar "Fine!" she replied, glad he was feeling strong, because she suddenly felt
incapable of trying to gloss over the meeting. He wanted a blow-by-blow accounting, and Meredith gave
it to him. Strangely, when she was finished, he looked almost relieved.

 "That's it? That's everything Farrell said? He didn't say anything that seemed"—he glanced at his cigar as
if trying to think of exactly the right word—"anything that seemedodd?" he emphasized.

 "I've told you everything that was said," Meredith replied. "Now I'd like some answers." Looking him
straight in the eye, she said with quiet force, "Why did you block Matt's membership atGlenmoor ? Why
did you get his rezoning request denied? Why, after all these years, are you still carrying on this crazy
vendetta?Why?"

 Despite his angry tone, her father looked uneasy. "I kept him out of the club to protect you from having
to see him there. I got his rezoning request denied because I want him to get the hell out ofChicago so we
don't have to see him everywhere we go. That's beside the point, what's done is done."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "It's going to have to be undone," Meredith informed him flatly.

 Philip ignored that. "I don't want you talking to him again. I went along with it today only because I let
Parker convince me there was no other way. He should have volunteered to go with you. Frankly, I'm
beginning to think Parker is weak, and I don't like weak men."

 Meredith choked on a laugh. "In the first place, Parker is not at all weak, and he was intelligent enough
to know his presence would only have complicated a difficult situation. In the second place, if you ever
met anyone as strong as you, you'd hate him."

 He had started to pick up his coat from the back of the chair where he'd tossed it, and he glowered at
her over his shoulder. "Why would you say a thing like that?"

 "Because," Meredith said, "the only man I've ever known who can equal you for sheer, fearless strength
of will is Matthew Farrell! It's true, you know," she said gently, "in some ways he's very much like
you—shrewd, invulnerable, and willing to go to any lengths to get what he wants. In the beginning you
hated him because he was a nobody, and because he dared to sleep with me. But you hated him even
more because you couldn't intimidate him—not that first night at the country club when you had him
evicted, and not later, after we were married and I brought him home." She smiled, a sad smile devoid of
anger, as she finished calmly, "You despise him because he's the only man you've ever met who is as
indomitable as you are."

 As if indifferent to her answer, he said coolly, "You don't like me, do you, Meredith?"

 Meredith considered that with a mixture of fondness and wariness. He had given her life and then tried to
direct every breath she took, every day of that life. No one could ever accuse him of not caring for her,
or of neglecting her, for he had hovered over her like a hawk since she was a child. He had spoiled so
much for her, and yet he had acted out of love—a possessive, strangling love. "I love you," she answered
with an affectionate smile to take the sting out of her words, "but I don't like many of the things you do.
You hurt people without regret, just as Matt does."

 "I do what I think needs to be done," he replied, pulling on his coat.

 "What needs to be done at the moment," Meredith reminded him, standing up so that she could walk him
to the door, "is for you to immediately reverse the damage you've done to him atGlenmoor and the
Southville zoning commission. Once you have, I'll contact him again and smooth things over."

 "And you think he'll settle for that and agree to the divorce you want?" he replied with sarcastic disbelief.

 "Yes, I do. You see, I have one advantage here: Matthew Farrell doesn't want to be married to me any
more than I do to him. Right now he wants revenge, but he isn't insane enough to complicate the rest of
his own life for the sake of retaliating against you and me. I hope. Now," she finished, "will you give me
your word to get on the phone tomorrow and get the zoning commission moving on his request?"

 He looked at her, his will on a collision course with her needs. "I'll look into the matter."

 "That's not good enough—"

 "It's as far as I'm willing to go."

 He was bluffing, Meredith decided after studying his set face, and she placed a relieved kiss on his
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cheek. When he left, she wandered back to the sofa and sat down. She'd been staring blankly into the
dying embers of the fire for a quarter of an hour before she remembered that Parker had told her tonight
that Bancroft's board was meeting tomorrow to try to decide on an interim president. He would not be
voting on this particular issue because of his involvement with Meredith. Tonight, however, she was too
exhausted to feel much suspense or excitement over a meeting that might be inconclusive.

 The television's remote controller was on the coffee table, and as she reached for it, she suddenly
thought of Barbara Walters's interview with Matt. They'd talked about his success and the famous
women he'd been with, and Meredith wondered how she could haveever believed she and Matt could
be happy together. She and Parker understood each other, they came from the same social background,
the same class—a class of people who endowed hospitals with new wings and donated their time to
charity or civic causes. They didnot discuss their wealth on public television—or talk about their tawdry
little affairs there either!

 No matter how much money Matthew Farrell made, she thought bitterly, or how many beautiful, famous
women he slept with, he would still be what he had always been—ruthless, arrogant, and vicious. He was
greedy, unscrupulous and ... She frowned at the television screen in blank confusion—he was all of that
and yet, today, she'd had the feeling he harbored an equally low opinion ofher! When she thought of the
way she'd attacked his family and called him a dirty steelworker, she didn't have a very high opinion of
herself. That had been a cheap shot, and the truth was that she had a kind of tacit admiration for people
with enough strength of body and spirit to do hard physical labor, it took a lot of courage to return, day
after day, to a job that offered no mental challenge—only a paycheck. She'd attacked Matt's
background because it was his only vulnerable spot.

 The phone jarred her out of her thoughts, and Meredith answered it. Lisa's worried voice came out in a
rush. "Mer, what happened with Farrell today? You said you'd call me after you'd met with him."

 "I know, and I had you paged after I got back to the office, but you didn't answer."

 "I left the building for a few minutes. So, what happened?"

 Meredith had told the whole story twice already, and she was too weary to tell it again. "It wasn't a
successful meeting. Could I tell you the details tomorrow instead?"

 "I understand. How about dinner?"

 "Okay. But it's my turn to cook."

 "Oh, no!" Lisa teased. "I still have indigestion from the last time you did that. Why don't I pick up some
Chinese food on my way over?"

 "All right, but I'll pay for it."

 "Fair enough. Should I bring anything else?"

 "If you want to hear about my meeting with Matt," Meredith replied with bleak humor, "you'd better
bring a full box of Kleenex."

 "That bad?"

 "Yep."
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 "In that case, maybe I ought to bring a gun instead," she joked, "and after we eat we could go out
hunting for him."

 "Don't tempt me!" Meredith replied, but she smiled a little at Lisa's quip.

 Chapter 29
  

 At1:30 the following afternoon, Meredith left the advertising department and headed toward her own
office. All day long, wherever she went, people were turning to stare at her, and she had no doubt about
why they were doing it. She slapped the button for the elevator, thinking of Sally Mansfield's infuriating
blurb in this morning'sTribune:

 Friends of Meredith Bancroft who were stunned to see her snub Chicago's most eligible bachelor,
Matthew Farrell, at the opera benefit two weeks ago, have another shock in store for them: The couple
was lunching together at one of Landry's cozy back tables! Our newest bachelor is certainly a busy man
—that same night he escorted gorgeous Alicia Avery to the opening ofTaming of the Shrew at the Little
Theater.

 In her office, Meredith opened her desk drawer with an angry jerk, marveling anew at the petty
vindictiveness of the columnist who was a close friend of Parker's ex-wife, That mention of her lunch with
Matt was nothing but a ploy to make Parker look like a fool in imminent dangerof being jilted.

 "Meredith," Phyllis said, her voice tense. "Mr. Bancroft's secretary just called. She said he wants to see
you in his office immediately."

 Unscheduled, abrupt summonses from Meredith's father were extremely rare; he preferred to oversee
the activities of his executives with regularly scheduled weekly meetings and to handle anything else by
telephone. In the moment of silence that Meredith and her secretary looked at each other, they both
assumed the reason might be related to the naming of an interim president.

 That conclusion was borne out when Meredith reached the reception area outside her father's office and
saw that all the other executive vice presidents had also been summoned, including Allen Stanley, who'd
been on vacation for the past week.

 "Miss Bancroft," her father's secretary said, motioning her forward, "Mr. Bancroft would like you to go
right in." Meredith's heart soared as she walked toward his door—since she was the first to be advised
of the board's choice, it was only logical that she wasthat choice. Like her father, and his father, and all
the otherBancrofts before them, Meredith Bancroft was going to be granted her birthright. More
correctly, she was going to be allowed to prove her worthiness for the next six months.

 Foolishly close to sentimental tears, Meredith knocked on the door and walked into his office. No one
but a Bancroft had ever occupied this office or sat behind that desk; how could she have imagined that
such a grand tradition would be ignored by her father?

 Her father was standing at the windows, his hands clasped behind him. "Good morning," she said
brightly to his back.
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 "Good morning, Meredith," he said, turning around, his voice and expression unusually friendly. He sat
down behind his desk, watching her as she came forward. Although there was a sofa and coffee table at
the far end of his office, he never sat there or offered anyone else a seat there. Instead, it was his habit to
sit in the high-backed swivel chair behind his desk and to speak to people formally, across the expansive
barrier of a large, antique baronial desk. Meredith wasn't certain whether he did that unconsciously, or
whether it was with the deliberate intention of intimidating people. Either way, it was subtly unnerving to
everyone, including Meredith at times, to have to traipse across the wide expanse of carpet to reach his
desk, while he sat there, watching and waiting.

 Now, Meredith noted, he waited with an unusual degree of patience, although he did not stand up.
While good breeding and custom caused him to stand up whenever a woman arrived anyplace else, if
that woman worked for Bancroft's at the management level or above, he remained seated, even when
every other man arose. It was Meredith knew, his way of silently criticizing their presence in the executive
ranks. And yet, when she was with him away from the store, he observed all the formalities. In the years
she'd worked at the store, Meredith had learned to accept his two distinct and very different personas,
even though there were still times when it disconcerted her to kiss him good night and have him walk past
her the next morning at work with barely a curt nod.

 "I like that dress you're wearing," he said, looking at her beige cashmere dress.

 "Thank you," Meredith replied withsurprised sincerity.

 "I hate seeing you in those business suits you wear most of the time. Women should wear dresses."
Without giving her a chance to reply, he inclined his head toward one of the chairs in front of his desk,
and Meredith sat down, desperately trying to hide her nervousness.

 "I've sent for the entire executive staff because I have an announcement to make, but I wanted to speak
with you first. The board of directors has decided upon an interim president." He paused, and Meredith
leaned forward in her chair, tense with expectation. "They've chosen Allen Stanley."

 "What?" she said in a gasp, reeling from a combination of shock, anger, and disbelief.

 "I said, they've chosen Allen Stanley. I'm not going to lie to you—they did it on my recommendation."

 "Allen Stanley," Meredith interrupted, coming to her feet and speaking in a stunned, furious voice, "has
been on the verge of a nervous breakdown ever since his wife died! furthermore, he doesn't have the
expertise or experience to run a retail operation—"

 "He's been Bancroft's controller for twenty years," her father snapped, but Meredith wasn't intimidated
and she wasn't finished. Outraged, not only because she'd been cheated of the opportunity she should
have been given, but at the sheer stupidity of the choice of successor, she braced her hands on his desk.
"Allen Stanley is a glorified accountant! You couldn't have made aworse choice, and you know it! Any
one of the others,any of them, would have been a better choice...." It hit her then, a realization that nearly
sent her to her knees. "That's why you recommendedStanley , isn't it? Because he can't possibly run
Bancroft's as well or better than you have. You're deliberately jeopardizing this company because your
ego—"

 "I won't tolerate that sort of talk from you!"

 "Don't you dare try to exert parental authority on me now!" Meredith warned furiously. "You've told me
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a thousand times that at this store our relationship doesn't exist. I am not a child, and I am not speaking
as your daughter. I am a vice president and major shareholder of this company."

 "If any of the other vice presidents dared to speak to me as you are now, I'd fire them on the spot—"

 "Then fire me!" she flung back. "No, I won't give you that much satisfaction! I resign. Effective
immediately. You'll have a letter on your desk in fifteen minutes."

 Before she could take the first step to leave, he sank into his chair. "Sit down!" he ordered her. "Since
you're determined to have it out at this inopportune moment, let's layall our cards on the table."

 "That will be a welcome change!" Meredith retorted, sitting down.

 "Now," he said with biting sarcasm, "the truth is that you arenot angry about my choosing Allen Stanley,
you're angry because I didn't chooseyou."

 "I'm angry aboutboth those things."

 "Either way, I had sound reasons for not choosing you, Meredith. For one thing, you are not old enough
or experienced enough to take over the reins of this company."

 Really?"Meredith shot back. "How did you arrive at that conclusion? You were less than a year older
than I am now when Grandfather put you in charge."

 "That was different."

 "It certainly was," she agreed, her voice shaking with anger. "Your record at this store when you were
put in charge was a great deal less impressive than mine is! In fact, the only thing you really accomplished
was to come to work on time!" She saw him put his hand to his chest, as if he were having a pain, and
that only made her more furious. "Don't you dare fake a heart attack, because it won't stop me from
saying what I should have said years ago." His hand fell from his jacket and he glared at her white-faced
as she pronounced, "You are abigot. And the real reason you won't give me a chance is because I am a
female."

 "You're not far from wrong," he gritted out with a suppressed rage that nearly matched hers. "There are
fivemen out there in that reception room who have invested decades of their lives in this store. Not a few
years, butdecades!"

 "Really?" she retorted sarcastically. "How many of them have invested four million dollars of their own
money in it? Furthermore, you're not only bluffing, you're lying. Two of those men came to work here the
same year I did, and for higher salaries, I might add."

 His hands closed into fists on his desk. "This discussion is pointless."

 "Yes, it is," she agreed bitterly, standing up. "My resignation still stands."

 "Just wheredo youthink you'll go from here?" he said in a voice that implied she'd never find a
comparable job.

 "To any major retailer in the country!" Meredith countered, too furious to consider the anguish such an
act of disloyalty would cause her. Bancroft's was her history, her life. "Marshall Field's would hire me in

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


five minutes, so would the May Company orNeimans —"

 "Nowyou're bluffing!" he snapped.

 "Just watch me!" she warned, but she was already sickened by the thought of working for Bancroft's
competitors and exhausted by the holocaust of emotions inside her. Almost wearily, she said, "Just once,
could you possibly be completely honest with me—"

 When he waited in stony silence for her question, she said, "You never intended to turn the store over to
me, did you? Not now, and not in the future, no matter how long or how hard I worked here?"

 "No."

 In her heart she'd always known that, but even so, she reeled from the shock of having him say it.
"Because I'm a woman," she stated.

 "That's one reason. Those men out there won't work for a woman."

 "That's garbage," Meredith replied numbly. "And it's illegal. It's also untrue, but you already know that.
Dozens of men report to me, directly or indirectly, in the departments under my control. It's your own
egotistical bigotry that makes you believe I shouldn't run this organization."

 "Maybe it's partly that," he shot back. "And maybe it's also because I refuse to aid and abet you in your
blind determination to build your entire life around this company! In fact, I will do anything in my power
to prevent you from building your life around any career withany store! Those are my motives for
keeping you from inheriting this office, Meredith. And whether you like my motives or not, at least Iknow
what they are. You, on the other hand, don't even know why you're determined to turn yourself into
Bancroft's next president."

 "What!" she uttered in blank, angry confusion. "Suppose you tell me why you think I am."

 "Very well, I will. Eleven years ago you married a bastard who was after your money and who'd gotten
you pregnant; you lost his baby and you discovered you could never have more children. And suddenly,"
he finished with bitter triumph, "you developed an abiding love for Bancroft and Company and a driving
ambition to mother it!"

 Meredith stared at him while all the flaws in his argument raged through her brain and a lump of emotion
swelled painfully in her throat. Fighting to keep her voice steady, she said, "I have loved this place since I
was a little girl; I loved it before I met Matthew Farrell and I loved it after he was out of my life. In fact, I
can tell you exactly when I decided to work here and be president someday. I was six years old, and you
brought me here to wait for you while you met with the board. And you told me," she continued raggedly,
"that I could sit there, in your chair, while I waited for you. And I did. I sat there, touching your fountain
pens and I buzzed your secretary on the intercom, and she came in and let me dictate a letter. It was a
letter toyou," she said—and from the way his face paled, she knew he suddenly remembered that letter.
"The letter said"—she paused to draw another shattered breath, adamantly refusing to let him see her
cry—'Dear Father, I am going to study and work very hard, so that someday you will be so proud of me
that you'll let me work here like you and Grandfather. And if I do, will you let me sit in your chair again?'

 "You read the letter that day, and you said 'of course,'" Meredith finished, looking at him with proud
disdain. "I kept my word; you never meant to keep yours. Other little girls played house, but not me," she
added on a choked laugh. "I played department store!"
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 Lifting her chin, she added, "I used to think you loved me. I knew you wished I'd been a boy, but I
never realized you didn't give a damn about me because I was merely a girl. All my life you've made me
despise my mother for leaving us, but now I wonder if she left or youdrove her away, exactly as you've
just driven me away. My resignation will be on your desk tomorrow." She saw the look of knowing
satisfaction on his face at her postponement, and she lifted her chin higher. "I have meetings scheduled,
and I won't be able to get to it before then."

 "If you aren't here when I make the announcement to the others," he warned her as she turned toward
the side door of his office that led through the conference room and then out into the hall, "they'll all
suspect you ran out of here crying because you weren't the choice."

 Meredith paused long enough to give him a look of magnificent contempt. "Don't fool yourself, Father.
Even though you treat me like an unwanted millstone, there isn't one of them who truly believes you are
as heartless and indifferent to me as you actually are. They'll think you told your own daughter days ago
who the choice was going to be."

 "They'll know differently when you resign," he warned, and for a split second there was something like
alarm in his voice.

 "They'll be too busy helping poor Allen Stanley run this place to think about it."

 "I'llbe running Allen Stanley."

 She paused with her hand on the doorknob and looked at him over her shoulder, so numb inside that
she actually managed to laugh. "I know that. Did you think I was arrogant enough to believe I could
handle Bancroft's on my own, without guidance from you while you're on leave? Or were you afraid I'd
try?" Without waiting for his reply, Meredith opened the door into the conference room and left him
standing there.

 Her disappointment at not having the chance to prove herself as Bancroft's temporary president was
completely eclipsed by the pain of having just realized that she actually meant very little to him. For years
she'd been telling herself he loved her, but he just didn't know how to show it. Now, as she waited for
the elevator, Meredith felt as if someone had turned her world upside down and inside out. The doors
opened and she stepped inside, then she stared at the double panel of lit numbers, not knowing which
one to press because she didn't know where she was going. Or who she really was. All her life she'd
been Philip Bancroft's daughter. That was her past. Her future had always been here, at the store. Now
her past was a lie and her future was ... a void. Masculine voices were coming down the halland she
reached out and pressed the button for the mezzanine, praying the doors would close before anyone saw
her.

 The mezzanine was actually a balcony that looked out across the first floor of the store, and not until
Meredith walked over to the polished brass railing and looked down did she realize that she had
automatically come here, to her favorite place. Her hands gripping the cool, smooth brass railing, she
stood there looking down at the noisy bustle in the aisles below, feeling isolated and entirely alone in a
crowded department store teeming with Christmas shoppers while "White Christmas" played over the
speaker system. Off to her right, at the lingerie counters, women were pawing through slips and
nightgowns, while Mrs. Hollings, the manager of the lingerie department and Meredith's former
supervisor, presided over the main counter with the same stern, unflappable calm she'd exhibited for all
twenty-five of her years at Bancroft's. She gave Meredith a brief smile, but Meredith turned away,
pretending not to have seen the silent greeting. She turned away because she could not manage even a
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pretense of a smile in return.

 Behind her, shoppers were searching through the racks of silk peignoirs. On the balcony across the store
from where she stood, the men's lounge wear department was doing a brisk business in bathrobes. She
heard the voices, and the music, and the constant hum of computerized cash registers churning out sales
tickets, but she felt nothing. Overhead, the store's paging system began to chime—two short bells, a
pause, then one more; it was her paging code, but she didn't react. Not until someone actually spoke
directly to her did she manage to move. "Do you work here?" an impatient shopper demanded.

 Did she work here? With an effort Meredith dragged her mind into focus. "I mean," the woman
continued as she thrust a peignoir at Meredith, "since you aren't wearing a coat, I assume you do."

 "Yes," Meredith replied. For today, she worked here.

 "Then where will I find the sale peignoirs in your ad?

 This one is $425.00 and the ad in Sunday'sTribune said you had them for $89.95."

 "Those are on the fifth floor," Meredith explained.

 Her paging code sounded again, and still she stood there—not certain whether she was saying good-bye
to the store, her dreams, or merely tormenting herself.

 The third time the page sounded, Meredith reluctantly walked over to the counter near the bathrobes
and dialed the number for the store's main operator. "This is Meredith Bancroft," she said. "You paged
me?"

 "Yes, Miss Bancroft. Your secretary says it's urgent that you call your office."

 When she hung up, Meredith glanced at her watch. She had two more meetings scheduled for that
afternoon— assuming she could make it through them as if everything were normal. And even if she
could, what was the point of putting herself to the trouble of doing it? Reluctantly Meredith called Phyllis's
extension. "It's me," she said. "You had me paged?"

 "Yes, I'm sorry to bother you, Meredith," Phyllis began and from her sad, uneasy tone Meredith
assumed that the meeting her father had called to announce his temporary successor was over, and the
news was already out. "It's Mr. Reynolds," Phyllis continued. "He's called twice in the last half hour. He
says he has to talk to you. He sounds awfully upset."

 Meredith realized Parker had apparently heard the news too. "If he calls again, please tell him I'll get
back to him later." She couldn't bear his sympathy right now without breaking down. And if he tried to
tell her this was somehow for the best. . . she couldn't bear that either.

 "All right," Phyllis said. "You have a meeting with the director of advertising in a half hour. Do you want
me to cancel it?"

 Again Meredith hesitated, her gaze roving almost lovingly over the frenetic activity all around her. She
couldn't bear to just walk out—not with theHouston deal still up in the air and several other projects still
needing her attention. If she worked hard for the next two weeks, she could complete much of her work
and get the rest of it ready to be turned over to her successor. To leave things in a mess—to leave
without taking care of some of her projects—was not in the best interest of her store. Her store. Hurting
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Bancroft's was like hurting herself. No matter where she went or what she did, this place would always
be a part of her and she of it. "No, don't cancel anything. I'll be up there in a little while."

 "Meredith?" Phyllis said hesitantly. "If it's any consolation, as far as most of us are concerned, you should
have been given the president's job."

 Meredith's laugh was short and choked. "Thanks," she said, and hung up the phone. Phyllis's words of
support were sweet, but just now they didn't do much to lift her heavy spirits.

 Chapter 30
  

 Parker glanced at the ringing telephone in Meredith's living room, and then at her. She was standing at
the window, looking pale and withdrawn. "That's probably your father again."

 "Let the answering machine take it," Meredith replied with a shrug. She'd left the office atfive o'clock ,
and by then she'd already refused to take two calls from her father and several more from reporters who
were eager to ask how she felt about being passed over for the presidency today.

 Her father's voice crackled with fury as soon as her recorded message was finished: "Meredith, I know
you're there,dammit . Answer this phone! I want to talk to you."

 Sliding his arm around her waist from behind, Parker drew her against him. "I know you don't want to
talk to him," he said with sympathetic logic, "but he's already called four times in the past hour. Why not
talk to him and get it over with?"

 Parker had insisted on seeing Meredith to lend her moral support, but all she wanted was to be alone. "I
don't want to talk to anyone right now, especially him. Please try to understand. I'd really like to be ... by
myself."

 "I know," he said with a sigh, but he remained where he was, offering silent sympathy while Meredith
stared listlessly out the window into the darkness. "Come over to the sofa," he whispered, his lips
brushing her temple. "I'll fix you a drink." She shook her head, declining the drink, but she walked over to
the sofa and sat in the circle of his arms. "Are you certain you'll be all right if I leave?" he asked an hour
later. "I have some things I have to do if I'm going to leave tomorrow, but I hate to go when you're in a
mood like this. Tomorrow's Thanksgiving and you're not going to want to spend it with your father as
you'd planned. Look," he said abruptly, coming to a decision, "I'll cancel my flight toGeneva . Someone
else can give the address to the banking conference. Hell, they won't notice—"

 "No!" Meredith burst out, forcing herself to display an energy she didn't feel as she stood up. In all the
pathos of the moment, she'd forgotten Parker was supposed to leave tomorrow for three weeks of
meetings with his European counterparts and to give the keynote address at the World Banking
Conference. "I'm not going to throw myself out of a window," she promised with a wry smile, sliding her
hand around his neck and giving him a gentle kiss good-bye. "I'll have Thanksgiving dinner with Lisa's
family instead. By the time you come back, I'll have made new career plans, and I'll have my life back in
order. I'll finalize the arrangements for our wedding."

 "What do you intend to do about Farrell?"
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 Closing her eyes, Meredith wondered briefly how anyone was supposed to deal with so many
complications, setbacks, and disappointments. In the face of today's crushing revelations, she'd actually
forgotten that she was still married to that loathsome, impossible— "My father will have to agree to stop
blocking Matt's rezoning request. Heowes me that much," she added bitterly. "When he does, I'll have a
lawyer contact Matt and offer him that as a peace offering."

 "Do you think you can handle the wedding arrangements when you're feeling like this?" he asked gently.

 "I can and I will," she promised, forcing enthusiasm into her voice. "We'll be married in February—on
schedule!"

 "There's one more thing—" he added, cupping her cheek in his palm. "Promise me you won't commit
yourself to a new job until I get back."

 "Why not?"

 Drawing a long breath, he said very carefully, "I've always understood why you've insisted on working at
Bancroft's, but since you can't anymore, I'd like you to at least give some thought to making a career out
of being my wife. You'd have plenty to do. In addition to running our home and entertaining, there's civic
and charitable work—"

 Overwhelmed by a despair beyond anything she'd known in years, Meredith started to protest, and then
gave up. "Have a safe trip," she whispered as she pressed a kiss on his cheek.

 They were partway to the door when someone began determinedly pressing the buzzer from the lobby in
a jaunty, familiar rhythm. "That's Lisa," Meredith said, filled with guilt at having forgotten their dinner date
and frustration because she wasn't going to be permitted the solitude she desperately needed. She
pressed the button that unlocked the security door on the bottom floor, and a minute later Lisa marched
into the apartment wearing a determinedly cheerful smile and carrying containers of Chinese food. "I
heard what happened today," she announced, giving Meredith a brief, hard hug. "I figured you'd forget
our dinner plans, and I figured you wouldn't be hungry," she added, putting the cartons on the polished
surface of the dining room table and shrugging out of her coat, "but I couldn't stand the thought of you
spending the evening alone, so here I am—want me or lot." Pausing to glance over her shoulder, she
added, 'Sorry, Parker, I didn't know you'd be here. I guess the food will stretch."

 "Parker's just going," Meredith told her, hoping the two of them would forgo their usual verbal sparring.
'He's leaving tomorrow to attend the World Banking Conference."

 "How fun!" Lisa said dramatically, turning a dazzling smile on Parker. "You can compare techniques for
foreclosing on widows with bankers from all over the world."

 Meredith saw his face freeze, saw his eyes narrow with fury, and she was dimly aware of feeling
surprised again that Lisa's jibes dug that deep, but at the moment her awn problems outweighed all else.
"Please, you two!" she warned, looking at the two people she loved and who struck sparks off each
other. "Don't bicker. Not tonight. Lisa, I can't eat a mouthful of food—"

 "You have to eat to keep your strength up."

 "And," Meredith continued determinedly, "I'd rather be alone—honest."
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 "Not a chance. Your father was pulling up across the street just as I came up." As if to confirm that, the
buzzer began to sound.

 "He can stay down there all night for all I care," Meredith said, opening her apartment door for Parker.

 Parker swung around. "For God's sake, I can't leave yet if he's down there. He'll expect me to let him up
here."

 "Don't do it," she told him, fighting to control her emotions.

 "What the hell am I supposed to tell him when he asks me to hold the security door open for him?"

 "Allow me to offer a suggestion, Parker," Lisa replied sweetly, tucking her hand through his arm and
marching him toward the open door. "Why don't you just treat him like any poor sucker with a dozen
kids to support who needs a loan from your bank—and tell himno!"

 Lisa, he said between his teeth, yanking her hand off his arm, "I could really learn to hate you." To
Meredith, he added, "Be reasonable, the man is not only your father, we're also involved in business."

 Plunking her hands on her hips, Lisa gave him a bright, daring smile. "Parker, where is your spine, your
character, your courage?"

 "Mind your own goddamned business. If you had any class, you'd realize this is a private matter and
you'd go wait in the kitchen."

 The rebuke had a surprising effect on Lisa; normally able to take as much as she gave, Parker's
statement caused a humiliated flush to stain her cheeks. "Bastard," she said under her breath, and turning
on her heel, she headed toward the kitchen. As she passed Meredith, she said, "I came here to console
you, not upset you, Mer. I'll wait in the kitchen." In the kitchen, Lisa angrily brushed away the tears
stinging her eyes as she snapped on the radio. "Go ahead and rant, Parker," she called, and gave the
volume knob a hard twist, "I won't hear a word." From the radio came the sound of a screeching
soprano weeping vociferously while performing an aria fromMadame Butterfly.

 In the living room, another long, demanding blast from the lobby buzzer joined the shrieking din of the
soprano's plaintive wailing, and Parker drew in a harsh breath, torn between the urge to break the radio
and strangle LisaPontini . He looked at hisfiancee , who was standing a few feet away, too immersed in
misery to notice the deafening racket, and his heart softened. "Meredith," he said gently when the buzzer
went silent, "is that really what you want me to do—refuse to let him up here?"

 She glanced at him, swallowed, and nodded.

 "Then that's what I'll do."

 "Thank you," she whispered.

 Her father's furious voice as he stalked into the room brought them both lurching around in surprise. "
Goddammit! It's a hell of a note when I have to sneak

 past the security door with another tenant! What is this, a party?" he demanded, raising his voice to be
heard above the opera blasting from the radio. "I left two messages with your secretary this afternoon,
Meredith, and four more on your answering machine!"
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 Anger at his intrusion banished her exhaustion. "We have nothing to say to each other."

 He flung his hat onto the sofa and jerked a cigar out of his pocket. Meredith watched him light it and
stoically refused to comment. "On the contrary," he snapped, clamping the cigar between his teeth and
glowering at her, "Stanleyturned the presidency down. He said he didn't think he could handle it."

 Too hurt by their earlier meeting to feel anything at this news, Meredith said matter-of-factly, "So you
decided to offer it to me?"

 "No, I didnot! I offered it to my—the board's— second choice, Gordon Mitchell."

 That piece of painful information hardly touched her. She shrugged. "Then why are you here?"

 "Mitchell turned it down."

 Parker reacted with the same surprise Meredith felt. "Mitchell's ambitious as hell. I'd have thought he'd
be dying for a shot at it."

 "So would I. However, he feels he can make a greater contribution to the store by remaining in
merchandising. The well-being of Bancroft's is obviously more important tohim than personal glory," he
added with a pointed look at Meredith that silently accused her of self-aggrandizement. Brusquely, he
finished, "You're the third choice. That's why I'm here."

 "And I suppose you expect me to leap at the chance?" she retorted, still so hurt by what he'd said to her
earlier that she couldn't feel elated over what he'd just told her.

 "I expect you," he said, his face turning an angry, alarming red, "to behave like the executive you seem to
think you are, which means putting our personal differences aside for the time being so that you can take
advantage of the opportunity you're being offered!"

 "There areother opportunities elsewhere."

 "Don't be a fool! You'll never have a better chance to show us what you can do."

 "Is that what you're giving me—a chance to prove myself?"

 "Yes!" he bit out.

 "And if I do prove myself, then what?"

 "Who knows?"

 "Under those circumstances, I'm not interested. Get someone else."

 "Goddammit! Thereis no one as qualified as you are to do it, and you know it!"

 The words burst from him in an explosion of resentment, frustration, and desperation. To Meredith his
reluctant admission was infinitely sweeter than any ordinary praise. The excitement she'd refused to feel
before began to build inside her, but she struggled to sound nonchalant. "In that case, I accept."
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 "Fine, we'll discuss business at dinner tomorrow. We have five days to go over pending projects before
I leave on my cruise." He started to reach for his hat, intending to go.

 "Not so fast," she said, her mind snapping into sudden focus. "First, but not most important, there's the
matter of an increase in salary."

 "One hundred fifty thousand dollars a year, effective one month after you move into my office."

 "One hundred seventy-five thousand dollars a year, effectiveimmediately," she argued.

 "With the understanding," he angrily agreed, "that your salary returns to what it is now if—when—I
come back from my leave of absence."

 "Agreed."

 "And," he added, "you're to make no—repeat, no— major changes in policy without consulting with me
first."

 "Agreed," she said again.

 "Then it's settled."

 "Not quite—there's one more thing I want from you. I intend to devote myself completely to my work,
but I have two personal matters that I also have to take care of."

 "What are they?"

 "A divorce and a marriage. I can't have the latter without the former." When he remained rigid and silent,
she walked forward. "I believe Matt will agree to a divorce if I can offer him an olive branch—the
approval of his zoning request—and the further guarantee that there'll be no more interference in his
private life from our end. In fact, I'm almost certain he will."

 Her father studied her with a grim smile. "Do you really think so?"

 "Yes, but you evidently don't. Why?"

 "Why?" he said, sounding amused. "I'll tell you why. You said he reminded you of me, andI wouldn't
settle for such a puny offering. Not now. Not anymore. I'd make him regret the day he ever tried to
thwart me, and when I'd accomplished that, I'd drive a bargain onmy terms—a bargain he'd choke on!"

 The words sent a chill of apprehension up her spine. "Nevertheless," she persisted, "before I agree to
take over, I want your word that he'll have his zoning request approved as soon as he petitions again for
it."

 He hesitated, then he nodded. "I'll attend to it."

 "And you'll also give your word not to interfere in anything else he does if he'll agree to a swift, quiet
divorce?"

 "You have my word. Parker," he said, bending down to retrieve his hat from the sofa, "have a good
trip."
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 When he left, Meredith looked at Parker. He grinned at her as she said softly, "My father couldn't say he
was sorry or that he was wrong, but conceding to everything I asked for was his way of making amends.
Don't you agree?"

 "It probably was," Parker said without complete conviction.

 Meredith didn't notice; she threw her arms around him in sudden, exuberant glee. "I'll manage everything
—the presidency, the divorce, and our wedding plans," she promised gaily. "You'll see!"

 "I know you will," he said, smiling and linking his hands behind her back, drawing her close.

 Seated at the kitchen table with her feet propped up on the seat of a chair, Lisa had decided Puccini's
opera wasn't just boring, it was intolerable, when she looked up and saw Meredith standing in the
doorway. "Are Parker and your father gone?" she asked, switching off the radio. "God, what a night,"
she added when Meredith nodded.

 "It happens to be a wonderful, marvelous, fantastic night!" Meredith declared with a dazzling smile.

 "Has anyone ever told you that you have alarming mood swings?" Lisa demanded, eyeing her in
amazement. She'd heard Philip's raised voice in the living room a few minutes ago.

 "Kindly address me with a little more respect."

 "How do you wish to be addressed?" Lisa asked, studying Meredith's face.

 "How about Madam President?"

 "You're joking!" Lisa cried with delight.

 "Only about the way you should address me. Let's open a bottle of champagne. I feel like celebrating!"

 "Champagne it is," Lisa agreed after giving her a hug. "And afterward you can tell me what happened
with you and Farrell yesterday."

 "It was awful!" Meredith cheerfully declared, taking a champagne bottle from the refrigerator and
stripping off the foil.

 Chapter 31
  

 In the week that followed, Meredith threw herself into her role as interim president; she made decisions
with caution and skill, she met with the executive committee, listening to their opinions, suggesting new
ideas, and within a few days they began to respond to her with confidence and enthusiasm. At the same
time, she managed to keep up with much of the work she'd handled as operations vice
president—something that was made far easier by Phyllis's competence, her unflagging loyalty, and her
willingness to work long hours beside Meredith.
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 After several days of successfully fulfilling her dual role, Meredith had learned to pace herself, and her
earlier exhaustion gave way to euphoria. She even managed to devote some time to her wedding plans;
she ordered invitations from Bancroft's stationery department, and when the bridal salon called to say
they had some new designs, she went down to see them. One of the designs, a glorious sheath of
pearl-encrusted ice-blue silk with a deep, wide V carved out of the back was exactly what she'd been
looking for and hadn't been able to find. "It's perfect!" she exclaimed, laughing and hugging the sketch
while the staff in the bridal salon, caught up in her unaffected, contagious delight, beamed at her.

 With the sketch in one hand and a sample of the wedding invitation in the other, she sat at the ornate
desk that had belonged to her father and grandfather. Sales at all of Bancroft's stores were at a record
high, she was dealing well with every matter that crossed her desk, no matter how complicated, and she
was marrying the finest, the best of men—the man she had loved since she was a child.

 Leaning back in the swivel chair, she grinned at the portrait of Bancroft's founder that hung in a wide,
heavily carved frame on the opposite wall. Suddenly bursting with sentimentality and happiness, she
looked at the bearded man with the twinkling blue eyes, and fondly whispered, "What do you think of
me, Great-grandfather? Am I doing all right?"

 As the week spun out, she continued to feel challenged and happy and absorbed. Success smiled upon
every task she took on ... except one: Before her father left on his cruise, he'd kept his promise about
Matt's rezoning request, but she could not get through to Matt to tell him that.

 No matter when shecalled his office, his secretary curtly informed her that he was either out of the office
or out of town. On Thursday afternoon, when he still hadn't returned her phone calls, Meredith tried
again. This time his secretary relayed a message from Matt: "Mr. Farrell," she announced in a clipped
frosty voice, "instructed me to tell you that you are to deal with his attorneys, Pearson and Levinson, not
with him. He will not take your phone calls now or in the future, Miss Bancroft. He also told me to say
that if you persist in calling him here, he will take legal action for harassment." And then the woman hung
up!

 Meredith held the phone away from her ear, glaring at it. She considered going to Matt's office and
insisting on seeing him, but there was every possibility that in his present mood he'd simply have her
forcibly escorted out of the building by his security people. Realizing that it was imperative for her to
remain unemotional and objective, she calmly reviewed her alternatives—exactly as she would have were
this a business problem. She knew it would be futile to call Matt's attorneys. They represented the
opposition, and they'd try to intimidate her for the sheer fun of it. Furthermore, she'd known from the
beginning that she was ultimately going to need an attorney to draw up the legal papers once Matt had
agreed to proceed with an amicable divorce. Obviously, she needed one sooner than she'd
anticipated—one who would go through the irritating formality of relaying her peace offering to Pearson
& Levinson sothey could relay it to their client.

 But she couldn't choose just any competent attorney, not when Matt was being represented by a firm as
powerful and prestigious as Pearson & Levinson. Whoever she chose had to have as much political clout
and as much skill as Matt's renowned lawyers possessed; otherwise his lawyers would intimidate hers
into submission with the sort of legal muscle-flexing and out-of-court game-playing that lawyers seemed
to especially enjoy. Secondly, and equally important, whoever she chose had to be someone who would
guard her privacy as well as he guarded her legal interests; someone who wouldn't discuss her case with
his friends over drinks at the Lawyers' Club ... someone she could trust implicitly.

 Parker had suggested a friend of his, but Meredith wanted someoneshe knew and liked. She didn't want
to mix business problems with personal ones, so Sam Green was out of the question. Idly, she picked up
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her pen and wrote down the names of attorneys she knew socially, then she slowly crossed out each one.
All of them were very successful, and all of them belonged to her country club; they played golf with one
another; they also probablygossiped together.

 There was only one man who met her criteria, although she hated to tell him about all this. "Stuart," she
sighed with a mixture of reluctance and affection. Stuart Whitmore had been the only boy to like her
when she was a homely thirteen-year-old, the only boy to voluntarily ask her to dance at Miss
Eppingham's party. At thirty-three, he was as physically unimpressive as ever, with narrow shoulders and
thinning brown hair. He was also a brilliant lawyer from a long line of brilliant lawyers, a fascinating
conversationalist, and—most of all—her friend. Two years ago he'd made his last—and most
determined—effort to get her to go to bed with him; he did it in a typical Stuart fashion: As if he were
delivering a well-prepared legal argument to a jury, he itemized all the reasons that sheought to go to bed
with him, ending with "including, but not limited to, the future possibility of matrimony."

 Surprised and touched that he'd considered marrying her, Meredith had gently turned him down while
trying to make him understand that his friendship mattered very much to her. He'd listened intently to her
rejection, and dryly replied, "Would you then consider letting me represent you in some legal action? That
way I can tell myself that ethics, not lack of reciprocity of feelings, prohibit our getting involved."
Meredith was still trying to decipher that sentence when she belatedly heard the wry humor in it, and her
answering smile had been filled with gratitude and affection. "I will! I'll steal a bottle of aspirin from a
drugstore tomorrow morning, and you can bail me out of jail."

 Stuart had grinned at her, and stood up, but his good-bye was warm and endearing. Handing her his
business card, he said, "Plead the fifth until I get there."

 The following morning, Meredith had coerced Mark Braden into calling a friend of his—a lieutenant at
the local precinct, who then called Stuart and told him that Meredith had been busted for shoplifting in a
drugstore. Suspecting a prank, Stuart had hung up, called back, and discovered therewas a Lieutenant
Reicher , and that Meredithwas supposedly in custody.

 Perched on a step outside the police station, Meredith watched Stuart's Mercedes sedan screech to a
stop in thetowaway zone in front. Not until she saw him leap out of the car, leaving it with the motor
running, did she realize how much he really cared for her.

 "Stuart!" she called when he ran up the steps right past her. He paused and spun around, and instantly
realized he was the victim of a joke. "I'm so sorry," she whispered. "I only meant to show you how far I
was willing to go to preserve a friendship that means very much to me."

 The anger drained from his expression, he drew a long, steadying breath, then he grinned. "I left two
opposing parties of a bitter divorce alone in our conference room, waiting for the other attorney. By now
they've either killed each other or, worse, reconciled, and in so doing cheated me out of my very
exorbitant fee."

 Still smiling at the memory, Meredith picked up the phone and pressed the intercom button. "Phyllis,
would you please get Stuart Whitmore at Whitmore and Northridge on the phone for me?"

 The moment she put down the phone, nervous tension began to build in her, and her hand trembled as
she reached for a stack of computer printouts on her desk. She hadn't seen Stuart more than twice in the
last year. What if he didn't return her call... what if he didn't want to get involved with her personal
problems... what if he was out of town? The sharp, short buzz of the intercom made her jump.
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 "Mr. Whitmore is on line one, Meredith."

 Meredith drew a steadying breath and picked up the phone. "Stuart, thank you very much for calling me
back so quickly."

 "I was on my way to a deposition when I heard my secretary take your call," he replied, his tone
businesslike but polite.

 "I have a small legal problem," she explained. "Actually, it isn't a small problem. It's rather large. No,
enormous."

 "I'm listening," he said when she hesitated.

 "Do you want me to tell you what it is now? On the phone, when you're in a hurry to leave?"

 "Not necessarily. You could give me a hint though—to whet my legal appetite."

 She heard it then—the dry veiled humor in his voice—and she breathed a sigh of relief. "To put it briefly,
I need advice about—about my divorce."

 "In that case," he gravely and immediately replied, "my advice is to marry Parker first. We can get a
better settlement that way."

 "This isn't a joke like the last time, Stuart," she warned, but there was something about him that inspired
so much confidence that she smiled a little. "I'm in the most amazing legal mess you've ever encountered.
I need to get out of it right away."

 "I normally like to drag things out—it builds up the fees," he drolly replied. "However, for anold friend, I
suppose I could sacrifice avarice for compassion just once. Are you free for dinner tonight?"

 "You're anangel!"

 "Really? Yesterday the opposing counsel told the judge I was a manipulative son of a bitch."

 "You are not!" Meredith protested loyally.

 He laughed softly. "Yes, my beauty, I am."

 Chapter 32
  

 Far from being judgmental, or appalled by her behavior as an eighteen-year-old, Stuart listened to her
entire tale without a sign of emotion—not even surprise when she told him the identity of the father of her
baby. In fact, so disconcerting was his bland expression and unwavering silence, that when Meredith
finished her recitation, she said hesitantly, "Stuart, have I made everything clear?"

 "Perfectly clear," he said, and as if to prove that, he added, "You've just finished telling me that your
father is now willing to use his influence to get Farrell's zoning request approved with the same disregard
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for the illegality of influence peddling that he displayed when he had Senator Davies block it? Right?"

 "I—I think so," she replied, uneasy about his smoothly worded condemnation of her father's actions.

 "Pearson and Levinson represent Farrell?"

 "Yes."

 "That's it, then," he declared, signaling the waiter for the check. "I'llcall Bill Pearson in the morning and
tell him that his client is unjustly putting my favorite client to a lot of needless mental anguish."

 "Then what?"

 "Then I will ask him to have his client sign some nice papers, which I willdraw up and send over to him."

 Meredith smiled with a mixture of hope and uncertainty. "Is that all there is to it?"

 "Could be."

 Late the next afternoon, Stuart finally called.

 "Did you speak to Pearson?" Meredith asked, her stomach churning with anticipation and apprehension.

 "I just hung up a minute ago."

 "Well?" she prodded eagerly when he didn't go on. "Did you tell him about my father's offer? What did
he say?"

 "Hesaid," Stuart replied sardonically, "that the entire matter between you and Farrell is a highlypersonal
one, which his client wishes to first deal with from that aspect and later—when his client is ready—his
clientwill dictate the terms under which a divorce will be obtained."

 "My God," she breathed. "What does that mean? I don't understand!"

 "In that case, I shall endeavor to strip away the polite legalese and translate for you," Stuart offered.
"Pearson was telling me to go fuck myself."

 The profanity, which was completely out of character for Stuart, told Meredith that he was far more
annoyed than he was letting on, and that alarmed her almost as much as the incomprehensible attitude of
Matt's lawyer. "I still don't understand!" she said, lurching forward in her chair. "Matt was very
cooperative that day at lunch —until he got the phone call about theSouthville rezoning thing. Now I'm
offering to see that his rezoning request is approved, and he won't evenlisten."

 "Meredith," Stuart said firmly. "Did you hold anything back when you described your relationship with
Farrell to me?"

 "No, nothing. Why do you ask?"

 "Because," he replied, "from everything I've read and heard about him, Farrell is a logical, intelligent
man— coldly, almost inhumanly logical according to some people. Logical, busy men don't go out of
their way to get revenge for petty grievances. It's a waste of their time, and in Farrell's case, his time is
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worth a great deal of money. But every man has a limit to what he's willing to take. It's as if Farrell's been
pushed past that limit, and hewants a fight, he's spoiling for it! And that makes me very, very uneasy."

 It made Meredith more than uneasy. "Why would he want a fight?"

 "I have to assume he wants the satisfaction of revenge."

 "Revenge for what?" Meredith implored in an alarmed cry. "Why would you say such a thing?"

 "It was something Pearson said—he warned me that any attempt on your part to push this divorce
through court without prior and complete approval from his client would result in what he called even
more unpleasantness for you."

 "More unpleasantness?" she repeated, flabbergasted. "Why would he want that now? When I had lunch
with him last week, he tried to be nice. He honestly did. He joked with me even though he really despises
me—"

 "Why?" he interrupted intently. "Why would he despise you? What makes you think he does?"

 "I don't know. It's just something I sense." Dismissing that unanswerable question, she continued. "He's
understandably furious over theSouthville thing, and he was undoubtedly offended by the things I said to
him in the car after lunch. Could that be what got under his skin and 'pushed him past the limit'?"

 "Could be," Stuart replied, but he sounded unconvinced.

 "What are we going to do now?"

 "I'll think about it over the weekend. I'm leaving forPalm Beach in an hour to spend the weekend with
Teddy and Liz Jenkins on their yacht. We'll work out our strategy when I get back. Try not to worry too
much."

 "I'll try," Meredith promised, and when she hung up she made aherculean effort to thrust Matthew Farrell
out of her mind by immersing herself in work. She'd succeeded reasonably well two hours later when
Sam Green asked to see her right away. As he'd promised, Sam had rushed his staff to complete the
project that was preventing him from going toHouston and negotiating with Thorp for theHouston
property. Three days ago, Sam had called them, hoping to arrange a meeting this week, only to have
Ivan Thorp tell him there was no point in coming down until next week.

 Smiling, Meredith watched him heading toward her desk. "Are you ready for yourHouston trip?"

 "Thorp just called me and canceled our meeting," he said, and sank into the chair across from her,
looking angry and harassed. "It seems that they accepted a twenty-million-dollar contract on that land.
The purchaser wanted the deal kept confidential until now, which is why Thorp stalled about meeting with
me. The property is now owned by the real estate division of a large conglomerate."

 Sick with disappointment and adamantly unwilling to accept defeat, Meredith said, "Contact the new
owners, and find out if they'll sell it."

 "I already have, and they're perfectly willing to sell," Sam said, his voice edgedwith sarcasm.

 Surprised by his tone, Meredith prodded, "Then let's stop wasting time and start negotiating with them."
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 "I've already tried. They want thirty million and that figureisn't negotiable."

 "Thirty million! That's ridiculous!" Meredith exclaimed, half rising from her chair. "It's insane! The
property is worth twenty-seven million, tops, in today's economy and they paid only twenty for it!"

 "I pointed that out to the director of their real estate division, but his attitude is take it or leave it."

 Meredith got up and restlessly walked over to the windows, trying to decide what to do next.
TheHouston property, with its location near The Galleria, was the most desirable site for a Bancroft's
branch that she'd ever seen anywhere. She wanted that store built there, and she wasn't going to relent.
"Are they planning to develop it themselves?" she asked, returning to her desk andleaning on the edge,
her arms crossed over her chest, lost in thought.

 "No."

 "You said a conglomerate owns it. Which one?"

 Sam Green, like nearly everyone else at Bancroft's, was obviously aware that Meredith's name had been
linked with Matthew Farrell's in the gossip column, and he hesitated several seconds before he answered.
"Intercorp."

 Disbelief and fury made her lurch upright and glare at him. "Are you joking!" she exploded.

 His scowl turned ironic. "Do I look like a man who's joking?"

 Aware that Sam's reluctance to mentionIntercorp made it unnecessary to pretend this was purely a
business battle, Meredith said furiously, "I'll kill Matthew Farrell for this!"

 "I consider that threat to be privileged lawyer-client communication so I won't have to testify against you
if you do."

 Emotions ran riot through her entire body; she stared at Sam in rage and disbelief while Stuart's
prediction that Matt was out for vengeance banished any doubt thatIntercorp's purchase of the land had
been a coincidence. Obviously this was some of the unpleasantness Pearson had warned Stuart about
today.

 "What do you wantto do next?"

 Her stormy blue eyes snapped tobis . "Next, after I kill him? Then I want to feed him to the fish! That
vicious, scheming—" She broke off, schooling her features into a semblance of calm, and walked behind
her desk. "I'll have to think this over, Sam. Let's discuss it on Monday. "

 When Sam left, Meredith began to pace. She paced the length of her office, back and forth across the
windows, trying to conquer her fury so that she could be objective and effective. It was one thing for
Matt to make her personal life a nightmare; she could deal with that through Stuart somehow. But now he
was attacking Bancroft & Company, and that panicked and infuriated her more than anything he might
have tried to do to her personally. He had to be stopped—and now. God knew what else he planned to
do—or worse, what schemes he'd already put into motion.

 Angrily, she shoved her fingers through the hair at her nape, and continued to pace until slowly she
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calmed down and began to think. "Why is hedoing this?" she said aloud to the empty room. The answer
was clear—it had to be his way of retaliating for having hisSouthville zoning request turned down. Matt
had been pleasant at lunch last week—until he got that phone call aboutSouthville . Her father's
interference with Matt's zoning request was obviously the cause of this battle.

 But it was all so unnecessary now! Somehow she had to make him listen to her, had to make him
understand that he'd won his battle, and her father was conceding it. All Matt had to do to get his
rezoning request approved was to resubmit it to the commission! Since Stuart wasn't available to advise
her not to do it, Meredith took the only course open to her: She marched over to the desk and dialed
Matt's office.

 When his secretary answered his phone, Meredith deliberately deepened her voice, trying to disguise it.
"This is—PhyllisTilsher ," she lied, using her secretary's name. "Is Mr. Farrell in?"

 "Mr. Farrell has gone home. He won't be in until Monday afternoon."

 Meredith glanced at her watch, surprised to see it was alreadyfive o'clock . "I didn't realize it was so
late. I don't have his home phone number with me at the moment. May I have it please?"

 "I am not permitted to give out Mr. Farrell's home number to anyone," she said. "Those are Mr. Farrell's
instructions."

 Meredith hung up. She couldn't bear to wait until Monday before trying again, and calling him at the
office was a waste of time anyway. Even if she gave a false name, his secretary would undoubtedly insist
on knowing what she wanted before putting her through. She could go to his office on Monday, but in the
mood he was in, he'd probably refuse to see her and then have his security people toss her out of the
building. If she couldn't make him listen to her at his office, and she didn't dare wait until Monday to try,
she had to get to him at... "Home!" she said aloud. Reaching him at home was amuch better plan; he
wouldn't have a secretary at his home who'd already been told to refuse to let her talk to him. On a wild
chance that he might have a listed phone number, she picked up the phone and called information.

 The operator was sorry to inform her that his number was unpublished.

 Disappointed but not defeated, Meredith hung up. Now that she'd decided to talk to him at his home,
she wasn't going to give up. With a viable plan in mind, and the opportunity to see it through, Meredith
possessed a calm, iron resolve that was in complete contrast to her delicate appearance and soft voice.
Trying to think of someone who might know his private number and be willing to give it to her, she closed
her eyes and concentrated. Matt had escorted Alicia Avery to the opera, and Stanton Avery had
sponsored Matt as a prospective member at theGlenmoor Country Club. Smiling with satisfaction, she
looked up Stanton Avery's number in her private phone directory and dialed it.

 Accordingto the Averybutler , Mr. Avery andhisdaughterwerestayingattheirSt. Croixresidence andwere
notexpected to return foranotherweek . Meredithconsideredtrying toprytheir phonenumber in St. Croix
out of the servant, but on quickreflectionsherealized Stantonwouldn'tbelikely togiveherMatt'snumber .
He'dbe morelikely toguardMatt'sprivacyfrom thewomanwho'dinsultedhimat theopera , andwhosefather
hadblackballedMatt'smembershipatGlenmoor .Meredith hung up, and then calledGlenmoor , intending to
ask the club's manager to get Matt's phone number from his application for membership.

 But TimmyMattin had already left for the day. And the office was closed.

 Biting her lip, she accepted the fact that she now had no choice but to go to Matt's apartment. The
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prospect of confronting an infuriated Matthew Farrell, especially on his own ground, was chilling. A
shiver ran down her spine when she recalled the savage look on his face when she'd railed his father a
dirty drunk. Tipping her head back, she closed her eyes, while within her regret mingled with fear and
anger.If only her father hadn't interfered with Matt's zoning request... or humiliated him by blackballing
him atGlenmoor .If only she hadn't lost her temper in the car ...then their lunch would have concluded as
pleasantly as it had begun, and none of this would be happening.

 Regrets, however, weren't going to solve her monumental problem, and she opened her eyes, bracing
herself for what she had to do. She didn't know Matt's phone number, but she knew exactly where he
lived. So did everyone else who read theChicagoTribune. Last month's Sunday supplement had
contained a four-page color layout of the fabulous penthouse apartment thatChicago 's newest and
richest entrepreneur had bought and furnished in theBerkeleyTowers onLake Shore Drive .

  

 Chapter 33
  

 Lake Shore Drivetraffic was moving at a crawl, and Meredith found herself hoping nervously that the
weather, which was turning foul, wasn't a portent of events to come. Rain mixed with sleet had started
falling when she pulled out of the parking garage, and the wind was howling like a banshee as it buffeted
her car. Ahead of her was a vast sea of glowing red taillights; to the east,Lake Michigan was undoubtedly
churning like a boiling pot.

 In the warmth of her car, Meredith tried to concentrate on exactly what she would say to Matt when she
first saw him—something that would soothe his fury and convince him to let her stay. Something
diplomatic. Very diplomatic. Her sense of humor, which hadn't had much reason to assert itself lately,
chose that unlikely moment to present her with a sudden vision of herself, knocking on his apartment
door, and when he opened it, waving a white handkerchief in his face in a request for a truce.

 The image was so preposterous that she smiled, but her next thought made her groan in dismay: Before
she could reach his door, she'd undoubtedly have to get past the inevitable security desk and security
guard which all of the luxury buildings provided to protect their tenants. If her name wasn't on their list of
expected guests, they'd never let her get to the elevators.

 Her hands tightened reflexively on the steering wheel; panic and frustration started to overwhelm her,
and she made herself draw a long, calming breath. Traffic had started to move, and she accelerated.
Somehow, some way, she would just have to bluff her way past the guards.

 IfBerkeleyTowers ' security system was anything like that of other luxury residences, it wasn't going to
be easy. A doorman would probably admit her to the lobby, where a security guard would ask her name.
He would look at a list that contained the names of everyone who was expected by the various tenants,
and when he didn't find her name on it, he would offer to let her use the phone to call Matt. And that was
the problem.... She didn'tknow Matt's phone number and, even if she did, she was certain now that he'd
refuse to see her. Somehow, she was going to have to bluff her way past the guards and up to the
penthouse without alerting Matt in advance that she was there.

 Twenty minutes later, when Meredith braked her car to a stop at the curb in front of Matt's building, she
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still wasn't certain how she was going to manage it, but she had the beginnings of a plan.

 A doorman met her with an umbrella to shield her from the rain, and she handed him her car keys, then
reached into her briefcase and took out a large manila envelope that contained some mail for her father.

 From the moment she stepped into the luxurious lobby and walked over to the reception desk,
everything went exactly as she'd feared and anticipated it would. The uniformed security guard asked her
name, then he checked the list on his desk and, failing to find her name, he gestured to the ivory and gold
phone on his desk. "Your name doesn't seem to be on tonight's list, Miss Bancroft. If you would like to
use this phone, you can call Mr. Farrell. I'll need clearance from him to let you up. I'm sorry for the
inconvenience."

 He was only twenty-three or twenty-four, she noted with relief; therefore more likely to fall for her
performance than an older, hardened security guard. Meredith gave him a smile that could have melted
brick. "There's no need to apologize." She glanced at the name tag on the breast of his uniform. "I
understand perfectly, Craig. I have the number in my address book."

 Aware of his admiring stare, Meredith dug through her Hermes handbag, searching, ostensibly, for her
little address book. With another apologetic smile, she rifled through her handbag again, then she patted
her coat pockets, and finally she looked in the manila envelope. "Oh, no!" she burst out, looking
devastated. "My address book. I don't have it with me! Craig, Mr. Farrell is waiting for these papers."
She fluttered the large manila envelope. "Youhave to let me go up."

 "I know," Craig murmured, his gaze roving over her beautiful, stricken face, then he checked himself.
"But I can't. It's against the rules."

 "I really have to go up there," she pleaded, and then, because she was desperate, she did something
she'd never normally do. Meredith Bancroft, who prized her privacy and hated name-droppers, looked
the young man straight in the eye and said with a sudden smile, "Haven't I seen you somewhere? I know I
have. Yes, of course—in the store!"

 "What—what store?"

 "Bancroft and Company! I'm Meredith Bancroft," she announced, cringing inwardly at the breathy
enthusiastic sound of her voice. Pompous. Disgustingly pompous, she thought.

 Craig snapped his fingers. "Iknew it! I knew I recognized you. I've seen you on the news and in the
papers. I'm a big fan of yours, Miss Bancroft."

 Her lips twitched at the exuberant, naive admiration that caused him to act as if she were a movie star.
"Well, now that you know for certain that I'm not some criminal, couldn't you make an exception for me
just this once?"

 "No." When she opened her mouth to argue, he explained. "It wouldn't do you any good anyway. You
can'tget off the elevators at the penthouse because the elevator doors won't open there unless you have a
key or unless someone up there buzzes you through."

 "I see." Meredith was disheartened and frustrated, but his next offer nearly made her faint with alarm.

 "Tell you what I'll do," he said, picking up the phone and pressing a series of buttons. "Mr. Farrell
instructed us not to call him about unlisted guests, but I'll call up there myself and tell him you're here."
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 "No!" she burst out, knowing what he was likely to hear from Matt. "I—I mean, rules are rules and you
probably shouldn't break them."

 "For you I'll break a rule," he said with a grin, then he spoke into the phone. "This is the security guard in
the lobby, Mr. Farrell. Miss Meredith Bancroft is here to see you. Yes, sir, Miss Meredith Bancroft... .
No, sir, not Banker. Bancroft. You know—the department store Bancroft."

 Unable to bear seeing his face when Matt told him to throw her out, she closed her purse, intending to
beat an ignominious retreat.

 "Yes, sir," Craig said. "Yes, sir, I will. Miss Bancroft," he said as she started to turn away, "Mr. Farrell
said to tell you—"

 She swallowed. "I can imagine what he said to tell me."

 Craig drew the elevator keys out of his pocket and nodded. "He said to tell you to come up."

 Matt's chauffeur/bodyguard answered Meredith's knock, wearing rumpled black trousers and a white
shirt withthe sleeves rolled up on his thick forearms. "This way, ma'am," he said in a gravelly,
Bronx-accented voice that was right out of a 1930s gangster movie. Quaking with tension and
determination, she followed him across the foyer, past pairs of graceful white pillars, down two steps,
and halfway across an immense living room with white marble floors, to a trio of light green sofas that
formed a broad U around a huge glass cocktail table.

 Meredith's gaze bounced nervously from the checkerboard and checkers that rested on the table's
surface to the white-haired man who was seated on one of the sofas, then back to the chauffeur, who she
assumed had been playing checkers with the other man when she arrived. That assumption was
reinforced when the chauffeur walked around the cocktail table, sat down on one of the sofas, spread his
arms across the back of it, and eyed her with an expression of fascinated amusement. In uneasy
confusion Meredith glanced at the chauffeur and then at the white-haired man who was watching her in
wintry silence. "I—I've come to see Mr. Farrell," she explained.

 "Then open your eyes, girl!" he snapped, standing up. "I'm right in front of you."

 Meredith stared at him in blank confusion. He was slim and fit, with thick wavy white hair, a neatly
trimmed mustache, and piercing pale blue eyes. "There must be some mistake. I've come to see Mr.
Farrell—"

 "You sure have a problem with names, girl," Matt's father interrupted with biting contempt. "My nameis
Farrell, and yoursisn't Bancroft, it'sstill Farrell, from what I hear."

 Meredith suddenly realized who he was, and her heart skipped a teat at the hostility emanating from him.
"I—I didn't recognize you, Mr. Farrell," she stammered. "I've come to see Matt."

 "Why?" he demanded. "What the hell do you want?"

 "I—I wantto seeMatt," Meredith persisted, almost unable to believe this towering, robust, angry man
could possibly be the same brooding, dissipated person she'd met at the farmhouse.

 "Matt isn't here."
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 Meredith had already been through a great deal this afternoon, and she had no intention of being
thwarted or bullied by anyone else. "In that case," she replied, "I'll stay until he returns."

 "You'll have a long wait," Patrick said sarcastically. "He's inIndiana at the farm."

 She knew that was a lie. "His secretary said he was at home."

 "That's his home!" he said, advancing on her. "You remember it, don't you, girl? You should. You
walked around, looking down your nose at it."

 Meredith was suddenly very frightened of the rage that was gathering force behind his rigid features. She
backed away as he started toward her. "I've changed my mind. I—I'll talk to Matt another time."
Intending to leave, she turned on her heel, then gasped in terror as Patrick Farrell gripped her arm and
spun her around, his thunderous face only inches from hers. "You stay away from Matt, do you hear me!
You almost killed him before, and you're not going to walk back into his life now and tear him to pieces
again!"

 Meredith tried to jerk her arm free, and when she couldn't, fury overcame her fear. "I don't want your
son," she informed him contemptuously, "I want adivorce, but he won't cooperate."

 "I don't know why he wanted to marry you in the first place, and I sure as hell don't know why he'd
want to stay married to you now!" Patrick Farrell spat out, flinging her arm away. "You murdered his
baby rather than have a lowly Farrell in that hallowed womb of yours!"

 Pain and rage ripped through Meredith, slashing at her like a thousand knives. "How dare you say a
thing like that to me! Imiscarried!"

 "You had anabortion!" he shouted. "You had anabortion when you were six months pregnant, then you
sent Matt a telegram. A goddamned telegram, after it all was done!"

 Meredith's teeth clenched against the hurt she'd kept bottled inside her for so many years, but it couldn't
be contained any longer. It exploded from her, aimed at the father of the man who had caused all her
suffering: "I sent him a telegram all right—a telegram telling him that I'd miscarried, and your precious son
never even bothered to call me!" To her infuriated horror, she felt tears leap to her eyes.

 "I'm warning you, girl," he began in a terrible voice, "don't play games with me. I know Matt flew back
to see you, and I know what that telegram said, because Isaw him and I saw that telegram!"

 Meredith didn't immediately register what he said about the telegram. "He—he came back to see me?"
Something strange and sweet burst into bloom in her heart, and just as abruptly, it died. "That's a lie," she
said flatly. "I don't know why he came back, but it wasn't to see me, because he didn't do it."

 "No, he didn't see you," he jeered furiously. "And you knowwhy he didn't! You were in the Bancroft
wing of the hospital, and you had him barred from it." As if he'd finally expended most of his rage, his
shoulders slumped, and he looked at her with helpless, angry despair. "I swearto God, I don't know how
you could do a thing like that! When you murdered your baby, he was wild with grief, but when you
wouldn't let him see you, it nearly killed him. He came back to the farm and stayed there. He said he
wasn't going back toSouth America . For weeks I watched him drowning himself in a bottle. I saw what
he was doing—whatI'dbeen doing to myself for years. So I sobered him up. Then I sent him back
toSouth America to get over you."
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 Meredith scarcely heard the last part of that; alarm bells were exploding in her brain and clanging in her
ears. The Bancroft wing was named afterher father because he had donated the money that built it. Her
private nurse was employed byher father; her doctor washer father's crony. Everyone she'd seen or
talked to in the hospital had been accountable to her father, and her father despised Matt. Therefore he
might have ... he could have ... A piercing happiness shot through her, shattering the icy shell that had
surrounded her heart for eleven long years. Afraid to believe Matt's father, and afraidnot to believe him,
she lifted her tear-glazed eyes to his stony face. "Mr. Farrell," she whispered shakily. "Did Matt really
come home to see me?"

 "You know damned well he did!" Patrick said, but as he stared at that stricken face of hers, what he saw
was confusion, not cunning, and he had an agonizing premonition he'd been dead wrong; that shedidn't
know anything about any of this.

 "And you saw that—that telegram I supposedly sent him—about my having an abortion? Exactly what
did it say?"

 "It—" Patrick hesitated, searching her eyes, torn between doubt and guilt. "It said you'd had an abortion
and you were getting a divorce."

 The color drained from Meredith's face, the room began to spin, and she reached out for the back of the
sofa, her fingers biting into it as she tried to steady herself. Fury at her father pounded in her brain, shock
shook through her, and regret almost sent her to her knees, regret for those anguished, lonely months
after her miscarriage and all the years of suppressed pain at Matt's desertion that followed them. But
most of all what she felt was sorrow; deep, fresh, wrenching sorrow for her lost baby and for the victims
of her father's manipulations. It tore at her, ravaging her heart and sending hot tears pouring from her eyes
and down her cheeks. "I didn't have an abortion, and I didn't send that telegram—" Her voice broke as
she stared at Patrick through a blur of tears. "I swear I didn't!"

 "Then who sent it?"

 "My father," she cried. "It must have been my father!" Her head fell forward, and her shoulders began to
shake with silent sobs. "It had to have been my father."

 Patrick stared at the weeping girl his son had once loved to distraction. Torment was etched in every line
of her body, torment and anger and sorrow. He hesitated, shattered by what he was seeing, and then
with a violent oath he reached out and pulled his daughter-in-law into his arms. "I may be a fool to
believe you," he muttered fiercely. "But I do."

 Instead of haughtily rejecting his touch, as he half expected her to do, his daughter-in-law put her arms
around his neck and clung to him while deep, wrenching sobs racked her slender body. "I'm sorry," she
wept brokenly, "I'm so sorry—"

 "There, there," Patrick whispered over and over again, holding her tightly, helplessly patting her back.
Through the moisture gathering in his eyes, he saw Joe O'Hara get up and walk into the kitchen, and he
held her tighter. "Go ahead and cry," he whispered to her, fighting back his rampaging fury at her father.
"Cry it all out." Holding the weeping girl in his arms, Patrick stared blindly over her head, trying to think.
By the time she quieted, he knew what he wanted to do. He wasn't so sure how to get it done. "Feel
better now?" he asked, tipping his chin down to look at her. When she nodded a little sheepishly and
accepted his handkerchief, he said, "Good. Dry your eyes and I'll get you something to drink. Then we'll
talk about what you're going to do next."
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 "I know exactly what I'm going to do next," Meredith said fiercely, dabbing at her eyes and nose. "I'm
going to murder my father."

 "Not if I get to him first," Patrick said gruffly. He drew her toward the sofa, pushed her down, and
vanished into the kitchen, returning a few minutes later with a steaming cup of hot chocolate.

 Meredith found his gesture completely endearing, and she smiled as he handed it to her and sat down
beside her.

 "Now," he said when she'd finished the chocolate, "let's talk about what you're going to tell Matt."

 "I'm going to tell him the truth."

 Trying unsuccessfully to hide his delight, Patrick nodded emphatically. "That's just what you should do.
You're still his wife, after all, and he has a right to know what happened. And because he's your husband,
he has an obligation to listen and believe you. Both of you have other obligations too—to forgive and
forget, to comfort and solace. To honor your wedding vows—"

 She realized then what he was getting at, and she paused in the act of putting her cup on the table.
Patrick Farrell was the son of Irish immigrants. Obviously he had deep convictions about people being
bound to each other for life, and now that he knew the truth about what had happened to his grandchild,
he was prodding hard. "Mr. Farrell, I—"

 "Call me Dad." When Meredith hesitated, the warmth faded from his eyes. "Never mind, I shouldn't
have expected someone like you to want to—"

 "It isn't that!" Meredith said, her face burning with shame as she recalled the contempt she'd felt for him
before. "It's just that you mustn't get your hopes up about Matt and me." She needed to make him
understand that it was much too late to salvage their marriage, but after the pain she'd just put him
through, she couldn't bear to hurt him more by telling him bluntly that she did not love his son. What she
did want was a chance to explain to Matt about the miscarriage; she wanted to ask for his understanding
and forgiveness. And she wanted to give him hers. She wanted that desperately. "Mr. Farrell—Dad—"
she corrected herself awkwardly when he frowned, "I know what you're trying to accomplish, and it
won't work. It can't. Matt and I knew each other for only a few days before we separated, and that isn't
enough time to—to ..."

 "To know if you love someone?" Patrick finished when Meredith trailed off into helpless silence. His
bushy white brows lifted in mockery. "I knew the moment I laid eyes on my wife that she was the only
woman for me."

 "Well, I'm not that impulsive," Meredith said, and then felt like sinking through the floor because Patrick
Farrell's eyes suddenly gleamed with knowing amusement. "You must have been pretty impulsive eleven
years ago," he reminded her meaningfully. "Matt was with you inChicago for only one night, andyou were
pregnant. He told me himself you hadn't been intimate with anyone before him. So it looks to me like you
must have made up your mind pretty fast that he was the one for you."

 "Please don't go into that," Meredith whispered shakily, holding her hand up to fend off his words. "You
don't understand how I feel—how I've felt about Matt all this time. Lately, some things have happened
between Matt and me. It's all so complicated—"
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 Patrick shot her a disgusted glance. "There's nothing complicated about it. It's very simple. You loved
my son. He loved you. You made a baby together. You're married. You'll need some time together to
find the feelings you used to have for each other. And you will. It's as simple as that."

 Meredith almost laughed at his gross misstatement of the entire situation, and his brows shot up when he
saw that she found his remarks humorous. "You'd better make up your mind about what you're going to
do pretty fast," Patrick said, shamelessly trying to force her hand by implying Matt was considering
remarrying, "because there's a girl who loves him plenty, and he just might decide to marry her."

 She assumed he was referring to the girl whose picture was on Matt's desk, and her heart gave a funny
little lurch as she stood up to leave. "The one inIndiana ?" He hesitated then nodded, and she tossed a
halfhearted smile in his direction as she picked up her purse. "Matt's been refusing to take my calls. I
need to talk to him now, more than ever," she said in a voice that implored him for help.

 "The farm is the perfect place to do it," Patrick announced, grinning as he abruptly arose. "You'll have
plenty of time on the way there to think of the best way to tell him everything, and he'll have to listen. It'll
take you only a couple hours to get there."

 "What?" she blinked. "No, really. Absolutely not. Seeing Matt alone at the farm isn't a good idea at all."

 "You think you need a chaperon?" he demanded incredulously.

 "No," Meredith said half seriously. "I think we need a referee. I was hoping that you'd volunteer and that
the three of us could meet here, when he gets back."

 Putting his hands on her shoulders, he said urgently, "Meredith, go to the farm. You can say all the things
you need to say to him right there. You'll never have a better chance," he cajoled her when she hesitated.
"The farm's been sold. That's why Matt is there now; he's packing up our personal things. The phone's
been disconnected, so you won't be interrupted. He can't get in his car and drive off because he had car
trouble on the way there, and his car had to be towed into the shop. Joe's not supposed to pick him up
until Monday morning." He saw her begin to waver and he joyously increased the pressure he was
applying. "There's been eleven long years of hatred and hurt between the two of you, and you could put
an end to it this very night! Tonight! Isn't that what you really want? I know how you must have felt when
you thought Matt didn't care about you or the baby, but think howhe's felt all these years! Bynine o'clock
tonight, all that misery could be behind both of you. You could be friends like you used to be." She
looked ready to capitulate, yet she still hesitated, and Patrick guessed the reason. Slyly he added, "After
you're done talking, you can go to theEdmunton Motel and stay there."

 The more Meredith considered his arguments, the more she realized he was right. Without a phone at
the farm, Matt couldn't call the police to have her arrested for trespassing; without a car he couldn't drive
off and leave her. He wouldhave to listen. She thought of how Matt must have felt—and must still
feel—about that telegram he'd gotten, and suddenly she wanted desperately to do what Patrick had
suggested, to put an end to all the ugliness between them right away and to part friends. "I'll have to stop
at my apartment and pack an overnight case," she said.

 He smiled down at her with such heartwarming tenderness and approval that a lump of emotion grew in
her throat. "You make me proud, Meredith," he whispered, and she realized he knew that confronting an
angry Matt was not going to be nearly so easy as he'd made it seem. "I guess I'd better go," she said, and
then she rose up on her toes and pressed an impulsive kiss to his rough cheek. His arms went around her,
enfolding her in a tight bear hug, and the affectionate gesture almost undid her. She could not remember
the last time her own father had hugged her.
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 "Joe will drive you," he said, his voice thick with emotion. "It's started snowing, and the roads could get
bad."

 Meredith stepped back and shook her head. "I'd rather take my own car. I'm used to driving in the
snow."

 "I'd still feel better if Joe drove you," he persisted.

 "I'll be fine," she countered emphatically. Meredith turned to leave, then she remembered she was
supposed to have dinner with Lisa that night and attend a showing at an art gallery of Lisa's boyfriend's
latest work. "May I use your phone?" she asked Patrick.

 Lisa was more than disappointed, she was a little angry when Meredith canceled, and she demanded an
explanation. When Meredith told her where she was going and why, Lisa was furious—at Philip
Bancroft. "God,Mer , all these years, and you and Matt each thought the other ... and all because your
bastard father—" She broke off in the midst of her disjointed tirade and said somberly, "Good luck
tonight."

 After Meredith left, Patrick was silent for a long moment, then he looked over his shoulder at Joe, who'd
been eavesdropping in the kitchen doorway. "Well," he said with a beaming grin, "what do you think of
my daughter-in-law?"

 Joe shoved away from the kitchen doorframe and sauntered into the living room. "I think it would've
been better if I'd taken her out to the farm, Patrick. That way, she wouldn't be able to leave, becauseshe
wouldn't have a car either."

 Patrick chuckled. "She figured that out for herself. That's why she wouldn't let you drive her there."

 "Matt's notgonna be happy to see her," Joe warned. "He's mad as hell at her. No, he's worse than mad.
I've never seen him like he is now. I mentioned her name to him yesterday, and he gave me a look that
chilled my blood. From some phone calls I heard in the car, he's thinking ofmovin ' in on that department
store of hers and taking it over. I've never seen anybody get under his skin like she can."

 "I know that," Patrick softly agreed, his smile widening. "I also know she's the only one who ever has."

 Joe studied Patrick's pleased expression, his brow furrowed. "You're hoping that after she tells Matt
about what her father did and after Matt cools down, he might not let her leave the farm, aren't you?"

 "I'm counting on it."

 "Five dollars says you're wrong."

 Patrick's face fell. "You're betting against it?"

 "Well, normally I wouldn't. Normally I'd bet ten bucks, not five, that Matt would look at that beautiful
face of hers, and see the way her eyes look when she cries, and then he'd take her straight to bed to try
to make it up to her."

 "Why don't you think he'll do that?"
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 "'Cause he's sick, that's why."

 Patrick relaxed and grinned smugly. "He's notthat sick."

 "He's sick as a dog!" Joe persisted stubbornly. "He's had that flu all week, and he still went off toNew
York . When I picked him up at the airport yesterday, he coughed in the car and it made me shudder."

 "Care to raise the bet to ten dollars?"

 "You're on."

 They sat back down to continue their checker game, but Joe hesitated. "Patrick, I'm calling the bet off.
It's not fair for me to take your ten bucks. You haven't seen Matt hardly at all this week. I guarantee you,
he's going to be too sick and too mad to want to keep her there."

 "He may be that mad, but he won't be that sick."

 "What makes you so sure?"

 "I happen to know," Patrick said, feigning absorption in his next move on the checkerboard, "that Matt
got a prescription from the doctor before he left forIndiana , and he took it with him. He called me from
the car on the way to the farm and said he was feeling better."

 "You're bluffing—your eye's twitching!"

 "Care to raise the bet?"

 Chapter 34
  

 When Meredith left her apartment with her overnight bag, it had merely been snowing, but by the time
she drove across theIndiana line, the storm was becoming a blizzard. Sand trucks and snowplows were
working the highway, their yellow lights swirling like beacons. A moving van passed her, throwing slush
onto her windshield; two miles ahead, she passed the same moving van—jackknifed in a ditch, the driver
standing outside it, talking to another trucker, who had already pulled off to help him.

 According to the radio, the temperature was twenty-two degrees and dropping, with a total snowfall of
twelve inches expected, but Meredith was only semi-aware of the treacherous weather. All her thoughts
were concentrated on the past, and on her need to get to the farm and make Matt understand what had
actually happened. When Patrick had insisted she go to the farm, she'd still been half numb withthe shock
of her discoveries. Now that the shock had worn off, she felt a sense of urgency to make amends, to
explain, that far surpassed Patrick's.

 Even now, thinking of the way Matt must have felt when he got that telegram made her sick to her
stomach. And still he had flown home to see her in the hospital— only to be refused admittance like
some beggar without rights of any kind. He had never abandoned her or their baby. The knowledge filled
her with sweetness and a consuming desperation to make him understand that she had not done away
with their baby or barred him from her life.
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 Her headlights gleamed ominously on the highway ahead, and Meredith eased off the accelerator, her
breath catching as the car slid onto the patch of ice, racing forward without traction, then grabbing on the
snow-covered ground again. As soon as the BMW was under control, her thoughts returned to Matt.
Now she understood the reason for the underlying enmity she'd sensed in him. She understood it all,
including his furious parting remark in the car last week: "Cross me one more time, just once more, and
you'll wish to God your mother had abortedyou!"

 Given the incredible injustices done to him, Meredith could understand why he was retaliating in ways
that had seemed so extraordinarily vicious. Considering everything he believed she'd done years before, it
was amazing that he'd tried to be friendly at the opera and at lunch. In his place, Meredith wouldn't have
been able to be civil, let alone friendly.

 The thought struck her that Matt might have sent himself that telegram so that he could acquit himself to
his father for abandoning Meredith, and, just as quickly, she discarded it. Matthew Farrell did as he
damned well pleased and offered excuses to no one. He had gotten her pregnant, married her, and then
confronted her father's wrath without concern or apology. He had built a business empire with nothing
but sheer daring and strength of will. He wouldn't have cowered before his own father and sent himself a
telegram. The telegram she'd received, telling her to get a divorce, had obviously been sent in bitter
response to the obscene one he'd received. And even so, he'd flown home to try to see her before
sending it....

 Tears stung her eyes, and she accelerated without realizing it. She had to get to him, to talk to him, to
make him understand. She needed his forgiveness and he needed hers, and she didn't think it was the
least bit odd or in any way threatening to her future with Parker that she felt such piercing regret and
aching tenderness for Matt now. Visions of how the future would be paraded across her mind: Next time,
when Matt extended his hand, as he had at the opera, and smiled at her and said, "Hello, Meredith," she
would smile at him and put her hand in his. Their friendship wouldn't have to be limited to chance social
encounters either, they could be business friends too. Matt was a brilliant tactician and negotiator; in the
future, she decided warmly, perhaps she might call him for advice occasionally. They'd meet for lunch
and smile at each other; she'd tell him her problem, and he'd offer advice. Old friends were like that. The
warmth within her built to a rosy glow.

 The country roads were treacherous, but Meredith scarcely noticed. Her delightful imaginings of future
friendly meetings with Matt had been obliterated by the reality that she had absolutely no proof to offer
him that what she was going to tell him was the truth. He already knew how badly she wanted a quiet
divorce. If she walked into the house and went straight to the point about the miscarriage, he'd
undoubtedly think she'd invented the entire tale to play on his sympathy and get him to agree to the
divorce. Worse, he'd bought theHouston land she wanted for twenty million dollars, and he was holding
Bancroft & Company in a ten-million-dollar financial vise by demanding thirty million for it. No doubt
he'd assume her tale about the miscarriage was nothing but a desperate, transparent ploy to trick him into
loosening the screws on that vise. Therefore, her only choice was to first smooth things over with him by
telling him that his rezoning request would now go through. Once he understood that her father had
agreed never to interfere with Matt again, then Matt would surely be as reasonable about the divorce as
he'd tried to be at lunch—before he got that phone call. Then and only then—when he would know she
had nothing more to gain—she could explain what really happened to their baby. He'd surely believe her
at that point, because there'd be no reason to doubt her.

 The wooden bridge across the creek on his property was covered in snow several inches deep.
Meredith accelerated to prevent herself from bogging down, and held her breath. The BMW plowed
across it, tires skidding, rear end slipping sideways, then it plunged ahead toward the front yard of the
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farmhouse. In the reflected light from the snow-covered fields and the moon overhead, the barren trees in
the yard were eerie, distorted versions of what they had been that long-ago summer. Like forbidding
skeletons, they cast twisted shadows on the white frame house, warning her away, and Meredith felt a
shiver of foreboding as she cut the headlights and turned off the engine. A light shone dimly through a
curtain in an upper window; Matt was here, and he was still awake. And he was going to be infuriated
when he saw her.

 Leaning her head back against the seat, she closed her eyes, trying to gather the courage she needed to
get through whatever was going to happen in the next few minutes. And at that moment, alone in the car,
facing an impossibly difficult and desperately important task, Meredith asked for help for the first time in
eleven years. "Please," she whispered to God, "make him believe me."

 Opening her eyes, she sat up, pulled her keys out of the ignition, and picked up her purse. Eleven years
ago her prayers that Matt would come to her at the hospital had been answered, only she hadn't known
it, and she'd stopped praying after that. No doubt God was now thoroughly hacked off at her for that. It
was amazing, she thought with a bubble of hysterical laughter as she got out of the car, that she'd
managed to make everyone angry with her, when she'd tried so hard to be a nice person.

 The light on the porch suddenly snapped on, and her laughter vanished; her heart leapt into her throat,
and she looked up to see the front door opening. In her preoccupied alarm, she lost her footing in the
deep snow, grabbed the car fender for balance and dropped her keys into the snow beside her right tire.
She bent down to reach for them, but she realized she had another set in her purse, and didn't see the
point of digging around in the snow. Not at a time like this, when she was facing the most important
confrontation of her life.

 The porch light spilled into the yard, and Matt stood in the doorway, staring in disbelief at the
disconcerting scene before him: A woman had just gotten out ofhercar, a woman who looked impossibly
like Meredith, and then she had ducked down and disappeared. She reappeared again, walking around
the front of her car through the swirling snow. Groping for the door frame, he clutched it, trying to keep
the weakness and dizziness at bay. He stared at her, half convinced that his fever was causing him to
hallucinate, but when the woman reached up and pushed her heavy mane of snow-dusted hair off her
forehead, the gesture was so achingly familiar to him that his heart contracted almost painfully.

 She walked up the porch steps and lifted her face to his. "Hello, Matt."

 Matt decided he was definitely hallucinating. Or else he was dreaming. Possibly, he was dying upstairs in
his bed. He didn't know which of the three it was, but he did know that the chills that had racked his
body in the house were coming with alarming frequency now. The apparition before him smiled—a
sweetly tentative smile. "May I come in?" she asked. She looked and sounded like an angelic version of
Meredith.

 A furious blast of arctic wind threw snow into his face and snapped him out of his daze. This was no
damned apparition, thiswas Meredith, and the realization belatedly sent adrenaline pumping furiously
through his veins. Too ill to march her back to her car or freeze to death arguing with her about leaving,
he straightened, stepped back from the doorway, and rudely turned his back, leaving her to follow him
inside. Grateful that the shock of finding her on his doorstep was giving him a burst of strength, he walked
into the darkened living room. "You must have the instincts of a bloodhound and the tenacity of a bulldog
to come all the way out here after me," he informed her as he reached out in the dark and switched on
the overhead light. His voice sounded hoarse and strange to his own ears.

 Meredith had braced herself for a far worse, far more explosive reception than this one. "I had some
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help finding you," she said, searching his haggard face, shaken by a stab of poignant tenderness for him.
Suppressing the urge to reach up and take his face in her hands and say "I'm sorry," she contented herself
for the time being with shrugging out of her coat and handing it to him.

 "It's the butler's night off," Matt mocked, ignoring her coat. "Hang it up yourself." Instead of retorting as
he expected, she turned and draped the coat over a chair. His eyes narrowed with anger and confusion
as he compared her quiet humility with his last encounter with her. "Well?" he snapped. "Let's hear it.
What do you want?"

 To his surprise, she laughed—a funny, breathless laugh. "I think I want a drink. Yes, I definitely want a
drink."

 "We're out of DomPerignon ," he informed her. "You have your choice of scotch or vodka. Take it or
leave it."

 "Vodka is fine," she said quietly.

 Matt's knees felt like water as he walked into the kitchen, poured some vodka into a glass, and returned
to the living room. She took the glass he thrust at her and glanced around at the room. "It—it seems odd
to see you here again after all these years—" she began haltingly.

 "Why? This is where I come from—and where you think I still belong. I'm nothing but a dirty
steelworker, remember?"

 To Matt's dumbfounded disbelief, her color heightened withembarrassment and she started apologizing.
"I'm very sorry I said that. I wanted to hurt you and I said that because I knew it would. I didn't mean it,
and there's nothing wrong with being a steelworker—they're hardworking, decent men who—"

 "What the hell are you trying to pull?" Matt exploded, then almost keeled over from the stabbing pain in
his head. The room reeled, and he put his hand against the wall, trying to steady himself.

 "What's wrong?" Meredith cried. "Are you ill?"

 Matt had a sudden premonition that he was either going to collapse like a damned baby or throw up in
front of her. "Get out of here, Meredith." His head swam and his stomach churned as he turned on his
heel and started toward the stairs. "I'm going to bed."

 "Youare ill," she burst out, running toward him when he grabbed the banister and swayed on the second
step. She reached for his arm to help him, and he jerked it away, but not before she felt the fiery heat of
his skin. "My God, you're burning up!"

 "Goaway!"

 "Shut up, and lean on me," she commanded, and he didn't have the strength to stop her from picking up
his arm and draping it over her shoulders.

 When Meredith got him up to his bedroom, he staggered forward and collapsed on the bed, his eyes
closed. Still as ... death. Terrified, she picked up his limp arm, felt for a pulse, and in her panic she
couldn't find any. "Matt!" she cried, grabbing his shoulders and shaking him. "Matt, don't youdare die!"
she warned hysterically. "I've come all this way to tell you things you have to know, to ask for your
forgiveness and—"

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 The raw fear in her voice, the frantic way she was shaking him, finally penetrated Matt's befuddled
senses, and in his dazed state he was incapable of nourishing any further animosity for her at all. All that
seemed to matter was that she was there and that he felt terribly sick. "Stop—" he whispered, "shaking
me!Dammit ."

 Meredith let go of him and almost cried with relief, then she got a grip on herself and tried to gather her
wits. The last time she'd seen someone collapse like this, it had been her father and hehad nearly died,
but Matt was young and strong. He had a fever, he did not have a bad heart. Not certain what to do to
help him, she looked around the room and saw the two prescription bottles on the table beside the bed.
Both labels said he was to take one every three hours. "Matt," she said urgently, thinking it might be time
for him to take more medicine, "when did you take these pills?"

 Matt heard her and tried to force his eyes open, but before he could, she was clutching his hand, leaning
close to his ear, and imploring him. "Matt, can you hearme?"

 "I am not deaf," he rasped hoarsely, "and I am not dying. I have the flu and bronchitis. I just took more
pills."

 He felt the bed sink as she sat down beside him, and he actually imagined her fingertips gently smoothing
the hair off his forehead. He was obviously very close to delirium, and the whole scene that he saw
behind his eyes was taking on the quality of a comic dream: Meredith hovering frantically over him,
touching his forehead, smoothing his hair back. Quite hilariously, impossibly funny.

 "Are you certain that's all it is—the flu and bronchitis?" she asked from the other side of his closed
eyelids.

 His mouth quirked in a fevered smile. "How much worse do you want it?"

 "I think I should call a doctor."

 "I need a woman's touch."

 She answered with a shaky, worried laugh. "Will I do?"

 "Very funny," he whispered.

 Meredith felt her heart lurch because he'd almost sounded as if she wouldmore than suffice. "I'll leave
you alone to rest."

 "Thank you," he murmured, turning his face away from the overhead light, already drifting into sleep.

 Meredith pulled the blankets over him, noticing for the first time that he'd been barefoot. He'd fallen
asleep in the clothes he'd been wearing when he let her in, and she supposed they'd keep him warmer
than pajamas. Walking over to the door, she put her hand on the light switch, then she turned back,
watching his chest rise and fall in the steady rhythm of sleep. His breathing was ragged, his face was pale
beneath his tan, but even sick and fast asleep he looked like a very large and formidable adversary. "Why
is it," she wryly asked the sleeping man, "that every time I come near you,nothing happens the way it
should?"

 Her smile faded, and she turned out the light. She really hated chaos and uncertainty in her personal life;
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hated the helpless, endangered feeling it gave her. At work, chaos was fine—challenging, stimulating,
exciting. Because at work, when she took risks or played hunches, they almost always paid off. If they
didn't, the result was failure, not disaster. In her entire adult life she'd taken only two major personal
risks, and they'd both proven to be catastrophic mistakes: She'd slept withMatthew Farrell and she'd
married him. Even now, after eleven years, she was still trying to disentangle herself from the second one.
Lisa was forever criticizing Parker's predictable, reliable nature, but Lisa couldn't understand that
predictability and reliability were two things Meredith treasured, craved in her personal life. The
ramifications of spontaneous personal risk, in her case, were more than she was willing to endure. In
business she had a knack for gambling on the right things; in her personal life she just didn't!

 Stopping to pick up her coat from the chair, Meredith went out to the car and got her overnight bag,
then she brought it back inside. She started toward the stairs, then she paused to look around the room
with a mixture of nostalgia and vague sadness. It was the same; the old sofa facing a pair of wing chairs in
front of the fireplace, the books on the shelves, the lamps. The same, only smaller, and forlorn in a way
with the packing boxes open on the floor, some of them already filled withbooks and knick-knacks
wrapped in newspaper.

 Chapter 35
  

 It wasstill snowing in the morning when Meredith crept into Matt's room to check on him. He was a little
feverish, but his forehead felt much cooler.

 In the gray light of day, after a night's sleep and a hot shower, her unexpected reception at the farmhouse
last night seemed more comic than unsettling.

 Putting on a pair of pleated navy slacks and a bright yellow and navy V-neck sweater, she walked over
to the mirror to brush her hair—and she started grinning. She couldn't help it. The more she thought
about last night, the funnier it seemed in retrospect. After all her nervousness and determination, after her
harrowing drive through a blizzard, they'd said only a half-dozen sentences to each other before Matt had
practically collapsed at her feet, and they'd both gone to bed for the night! Obviously, she decided with a
suppressed giggle, there was some perverse supernatural influence at work whenever she went near
Matt.

 Actually, the fact that he was too ill to forcibly eject her was something of a boon. Although she couldn't
very well unload all her news on him when he was so sick, by this afternoon he should be feeling well
enough to discuss the whole thing rationally, and yet too weak to refuse to listen. If he still tried to make
her leave, she'd buy time by telling him a half truth—that she'd lost her keys in the snow and couldn't go.

 Content with her plan, she brushed her hair and fluffed it with her fingers until it fell in casual waves and
curls over her shoulders. Satisfied, she put on lipstick and mascara, then backed up and checked her
appearance in the mirror. Her hair was getting too long, she thought, but apart from that, she looked fine.

 Intent on rounding up some sick-room things like a thermometer and aspirin, she headed down the hall
and into the bathroom. The cabinet behind the bathroom mirror yielded up a thermometer and several
bottles, most of them with labels yellowed with age. Meredith surveyed them, her brow furrowed with
uncertainty. Illness, other than an occasional bout of menstrual cramps or a rare headache, was
practically unknown to her, she'd had two colds in her entire life, and the last time she'd had the flu she
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was twelve years old!

 What did one do for someone with the flu and bronchitis, she wondered. The flu was rampant among
employees at the store, and Meredith tried to remember what Phyllis had told her about her own
symptoms. She'd had a splitting headache, Meredith recalled, and nausea and aching muscles. Bronchitis
was something else again— that caused congestion and coughing.

 Reaching up, Meredith took out a bottle of aspirin and the thermometer, which were the only things she
was actually familiar with, then she selected a bottle with an oily orange label:merthiolate . The label said
it was for cuts, so she put it back and picked up a tube of stuff that said it was for muscular aches. She
opened it, squeezed a little onto her finger, and the smell of it made her eyes water.

 In stupefaction she scanned the shelves. The problem, she realized, was that the contents of the medicine
cabinet were so old and outdated that the brand names meant nothing to her.

 A large brown bottle saidsmith's castor oil, and her shoulders started to rock with laughter. It would
serve him right, she decided, it really would. She had no idea what castor oil was supposed to cure, but
she knew it was purported to taste utterly vile. So she added that to the things in the crook of her arm,
intending to put it on his tray as a joke. It dawned on her that she was in remarkably high spirits for
someone who was marooned on a farm with a sick man who hated her, but she attributed that to the fact
that she was going to be able to put an end to that hatred. That, and the fact that she very much wanted
to help him feel better. She owed him that much after everything she'd inadvertently put him through in the
past. Added to all that, there was a youthful nostalgia associated with being there that made her feel
eighteen again.

 She spotted a short blue jar and recognized its label; it was supposed to relieve the symptoms of
congestion, and it didn't smell a whole lot better than the stuffin the tube, but it might help make him more
comfortable. She added it to what she had and looked it all over. The aspirin would help his headache,
she knew, but it might also upset his stomach. She needed an alternative. "Ice," she said aloud. An ice
bag would definitely help his headache.

 She went down to the kitchen with her store of medicines, opened the freezer, and was relieved to see
that there wasplenty of ice. Unfortunately, after searching through all the cupboards and drawers, she
couldn't find anything suitable for use as an ice bag. And then she remembered the red rubber bag she'd
seen in the cabinet beneath the bathroom sink that morning when she was looking for a towel after her
shower. Upstairs, she bent down and pulled the rubber bag out of the cabinet, but it had no cap on it.
Crouching down, she felt around for a cap, then she crawled partway into the cabinet to look for it. She
saw it at the back, behind a can of cleanser, and she pulled it out, only to discover the cap was attached
to a three-foot length of slender red rubber tubing with a curious metal clamp on it.

 Straightening, Meredith surveyed the peculiar cap-and-tubing arrangement, then she tried to pull the
threaded cap loose from the tube, but the manufacturer had, for some unknown reason, made the whole
thing as one piece. With no alternative but this one, Meredith checked the clamp, then she tied a tight
knot in the tubing to be on the safe side, and brought the contraption downstairs to fill it with ice and
water.

 With that task completed, the only remaining problem she confronted was breakfast, and she had
precious little to choose from. It had to be something bland and easy to digest, which eliminated almost
everything in the cabinets except the loaf of fresh bread on the counter. In the refrigerator she found a
package of fresh lunch meat, another of bacon, a pound of butter, and a carton of eggs; the freezer
contained two steaks. Cholesterol count was evidently not one of Matt's priorities. She took out the
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butter and put two slices of bread into the toaster, then she looked through the cupboards again to see
what he might be able to eat for lunch. Other than some cans of soup, everything else was spicy or rich:
stew, spaghetti, tuna fish—and a can of sweetened condensed milk. Milk!

 Elated, she found a can opener, and poured some into a glass. It looked awfully thick, and when she
read the directions they said it could be used directly from the can or diluted with water. Not certain
which way Matt preferred it, she tasted it and shuddered. Diluting wasn't going to help this stuff, and she
couldn't imagine why he liked it, but he evidently did. When the toast was ready, she went into the living
room, took the top off a TV snack table, and used that as a tray so that she could carry medicines, ice
bag, and breakfast upstairs in one trip.

 Matt's throbbing head tugged him from a drugged sleep to an aching semi-awareness that it must be
morning. Turning his face on the pillow, he forced his eyes open, and was momentarily confused by the
sight of an old-fashioned white plastic alarm clock with black hands indicating8:30 , instead of the digital
clock radio in his bedroom. Memory came drifting back then; he was inIndiana , and he'd been sick.
Judging from the amazing effort it took to roll over and lean up on his forearm so that he could reach for
the bottles of pills beside the clock, he wasstill sick. Trying to clear his head, he shook it, then winced at
the trip-hammers that began to thunder in his temples. His fever had broken, though, because his shirt
was drenched with sweat. As he picked up the glass of water on the table and swallowed the pills, he
considered trying to get up so that he could take a shower and get dressed, but he felt so exhausted, he
decided to sleep another hour and then give it a try. The label on one of the bottles warned,caution,
causes drowsiness,and he dimly wondered if that was the reason he couldn't shake off this stupor. He
laid back down on the pillows and closed his eyes, but some fuzzy memory was hovering at the edges of
his mind. Meredith. He'd had that demented dream that she'd come in a snowstorm and helped him up to
bed. He wondered how his subconscious had conjured up an image as bizarre asthat one. Meredith
might help him off a bridge or over the edge of a mountain or into bankruptcy if she thought she could,
but anything less destructive was ludicrous.

 He'd just started to drift back to sleep when he heard footsteps moving stealthily up the creaky steps.
Jolted into startled awareness, he lurched into a sitting position, reeling dizzily from the sudden movement,
but as he started to shove back the covers, the intruder knocked on the door. "Matt?" a soft voice called,
a unique voice, musical, cultured.

 Meredith's voice.

 His hand froze as he stared blankly at the wall across from him, and for one crazy moment he was
completely disoriented.

 "Matt, I'm coming in—" The doorknob turned, and reality hit him—it had not been a bizarre dream.
Meredith was there.

 Using her shoulder to shove open the door, Meredith backed slowly into the room, deliberately giving
him time to get under the covers in case he was up but not yet dressed. Lulled into a false sense of
security because he'd been reasonably pleasant the previous night, she almost dropped the tray when his
infuriated voice erupted behind her like steam hissing from a volcano. "What areyou doing here!"

 "I brought you a tray," she explained, turning toward him and heading around the bed, surprised by his
furious expression. But that expression wasnothing compared to the menace that tightened his face an
instant later when his gaze riveted on the red rubber bag.

 "What in the living hell," he exploded, "do you think you're going to do withthat?"
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 Determined not to let him ruffle or intimidate her, Meredith lifted her chin and calmly replied, "It's for
your head."

 "Is that supposed to be your idea of adirty joke?" he demanded, looking murderous.

 Completely disconcerted, Meredith put the tray down on the bed beside his hip and said soothingly, "I
put ice in it for you—"

 "Youwould," he bit out, and then he said in an awful voice, "I'll give you exactly five seconds to get the
hell out of this room and one minute more to get out of this house, before I throw you out." He leaned
forward, and Meredith realized he intended to shove back the bedcovers and overturn the tray.

 "No," she cried, but there was as much pleading as protest in her voice. "There's no use threatening me,
because I can't leave. I lost my car keys out in front when I got out of the car. And even if I hadn't, I still
couldn't leave until I tell you everything I came here to say."

 "I'm not interested," Matt said savagely, reaching out to jerk the covers off, furious because he had to
wait for a wave of dizziness to pass.

 "You weren't behaving like this last night," she argued desperately, and whisked the tray off the blankets
before he dumped it onto the floor. "I didn't think you'd get this upset just because I made an ice bag for
your head!"

 He stopped, his hand arrested on the edge of the blankets, an indescribable expression of blank, comic
shock on his chiseled features. "You did what?" he uttered in a choked whisper.

 "I just told you. I made up an ice bag for your head—"

 Meredith broke off in alarm as he suddenly covered his face with his hands and fell backward against the
pillows, his shoulders shaking. His body shook from head to foot, and muffled sounds came from behind
his hands. He shook so violently, his head left the pillows and the bedsprings squeaked. He shook so
hard that Meredith thought he was having a seizure or choking to death.

 "What's wrong?" she burst out. Her question seemed to make the bed shake harder and his strangled
sounds increase. "I'm calling an ambulance!" she cried, putting the tray down and running for the door.
"There's a phone in my car—" She was out of the room and starting down the steps when Matt's laughter
exploded behind her: great, gusty shouts of laughter; huge, prolonged bursts of uncontrollable mirth ...

 Meredith stopped dead, turned, and listened, realizing that the seizure she'd witnessed had in actuality
been a fit of wild hilarity. Arrested on the steps, her hand on the railing, she reflected upon his outburst of
laughter and speculated uneasily over its possible cause. That long rubber tube had bothered her from the
beginning, but the assembled contraption had borne not theslightest resemblance to the disposable
hygiene products one usually saw in drugstores. Furthermore, she thought a little fiercely in her own
defense as she started slowly back up the stairs, that red rubber bag had been hanging on the back of the
bathroom door the last time she'd been there! Surely, if itwas a hygiene product, it shouldn't have been
left in full view.

 Outside his door, she paused, feeling excruciatingly self-conscious. It occurred to her then that whatever
discomfort she felt, it was probably worth it. After all, mirth had diverted him from his furious attempt to
eject her. Even when he was flat on his back, Matthew Farrell was the most formidable foe she'd ever
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confronted. And when he was angry, he was actually terrifying. But no matter what he said or did, no
matter how angry or unreasonable he might become, it was time for her to try to make peace with him.

 Her mind made up, Meredith shoved her hands into her pockets, affected an expression which she
hoped looked like well-bred confusion, and walked back into the bedroom.

 The moment he saw her, Matt had to bite back a fresh onslaught of laughter. Despite her furious blush,
she was sauntering toward him with her hands in her pockets, trying to look as if she didn't have the
slightest idea why he'd laughed. All she needed to do to complete the comic picture of blank innocence
she was trying to effect was to gaze up at the ceiling and start whistling.

 In the midst of that thought it suddenly hit him why she was there, and the smile that had been lurking at
the corner of his mouth abruptly vanished. Obviously, Meredith had discovered he'd bought the land she
wanted inHouston and that it was now going to cost her ten million dollars more. She'd come racing out
there to wheedle and cajole and do whatever else it took to make him change his mind—even if that
meant fixing him a bed tray and hovering solicitously at his bedside. Disgusted by her clumsy, transparent
attempt to manipulate him, he waited for her to speak, and when she didn't he curtly demanded, "How
did you find me?"

 Meredith was instantly aware of an alarming change in his mood. "I went to your apartment last night,"
she admitted. "About the tray—"

 "Forget that," he snapped impatiently. "I asked you how you found me."

 "Your father was at your apartment, and we talked. He told me you were here."

 "You must have put on one hell of an act to convince him to help you," he said with unconcealed
contempt. "My father wouldn't give you the time of day."

 So desperate was Meredith to make him listen and believe, she sat down on the bed beside him without
thought as she began, "Your father and I talked, and I explained some things to him. And he believed me.
After we—understood each other—he told me where you were so that I could come here and explain to
you too."

 "Then start explaining," he said tersely, leaning back against the pillows. "But keep it short," he added, so
astonished that she'd been able to wheedle her way around his father that he was suddenly curious to
witness a little of whatever performance she'd given last night.

 Meredith looked at his cold, forbidding face, and drew a steadying breath, forcing herself to meet his
eyes. Moments ago those eyes had been warm with laughter, now they were like shards of ice. "Are you
going to talk," he snapped, "or sit there studying my face?"

 She flinched at his tone, but didn't drop her eyes. "I'm going to talk," she said. "The explanation is a little
complicated—"

 "But hopefully convincing," he jeered.

 Instead of retorting with that haughty fury she'd used on him in the past, she nodded and smiled wryly.
"Hopefully."

 "Then get on with it! But just stick to the salient points—what you want me to believe, what you're
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offering, and what you want from me in return. In fact, you can skip the last part, Iknow what you want,
I'm just interested to see how you plan to get it."

 His words flicked against her lacerated conscience like whips, but she kept her eyes on his and began to
speak withquiet sincerity. "What I want you to believe is the truth, which I'm about to tell you. What I'm
offering are some peace-offerings which I'd intended to make to you last night when I went to your
apartment. And what I want from you in return," she continued, ignoring his order to skip that part, "is a
truce. An understanding between us. I want that very much."

 Sardonic amusement twisted his mouth when she said the last part. "And that'sall you want—a truce and
an understanding?" The biting irony in his voice gave her the uneasy feeling that he was referring to
theHouston land. "I'm listening," he prodded rudely when she hesitated. "Now that I understand your
purely altruistic motives, let's hear what you're willing to offer."

 He made it sound not only as if he doubted her motives, but as if he doubted she could offer anything
that wasn't paltry and insignificant, so Meredith played her trump card, presenting him with the most
important concession she had to give—and one that she knew wasvitally important to him. "I'm offering
you the approval of your rezoning request by theSouthville zoning commission," she said, and saw his
momentary surprise at her frank admission that she knew about the situation. "I know my father had it
blocked, and I'd also like you to understand that Inever agreed with that. I quarreled with him about it
long before you and I had lunch."

 "How fair-minded you've suddenly become."

 Her lips turned up into a funny little smile. "I thought you'd react like that. In your position, so would I.
However, you can believe this, because I can prove it: TheSouthville zoning commission will approve
your request just as soon as you resubmit it. My father has given me his word that he'll not only stop
blocking it, he'll reverse his position and use his influence to get it approved. In turn, I give you my word
to make certain he keeps his."

 He gave a short, unpleasant laugh. "What makes you think I'd take your word, or his, for anything? Now
I'll makeyou a deal," he added in a silky, threatening voice. "If my rezoning request is approved by five
o'clock Tuesday night,without being resubmitted, I'll call off the lawsuits my attorneys are preparing to
file on Wednesday—a lawsuit against your father and Senator Davies for illegally attempting to influence
public officials, and another lawsuit against theSouthville zoning commission for deliberately failing to act
in the best interest of their community."

 Meredith's stomach lurched sickly at the discovery he'd planned to do that—and at the incredible speed
with which he mobilized the forces for revenge. What hadBusiness Week said of him—A man who's a
throwback to the days when an eye for an eye was regarded as justice, not cruel and inhuman
revenge.Suppressing a shudder of fear, Meredith reminded herself that despite all that had been written
of him, despite the fact that Matt had every reason to despise her, he had still tried to treat her cordially
at the opera, and had been willing to try again that day at lunch. Not until he'd been pushed past all
bounds of endurance was he turning his power against her father and her. The knowledge restored her
courage and it did something more—it sent a shaft of piercing tenderness through her for this angry,
dynamic man who had shown so much restraint.

 "What else?" Matt snapped impatiently and was stunned by the soft expression in her eyes when she
raised them to his and said, "There wil1 be no further acts of vengeance on my father's part—petty or
large."
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 "Does thismean," he asked with mocking delight, "that I can be a member of that exclusive little country
club of yours?"

 Rushing, she nodded.

 "I'm not interested. I never was. What else are you offering?" When she hesitated, and twisted her
fingers in her lap, he lost patience. "Don't tell me that was it? That's your entire offer? And now I'm
supposed to forgive and forget and give you what you really want?"

 "What do you mean, really want?"

 "Houston!" he clarified icily. "Among your unselfish motives for this visit, you left out the
thirty-million-dollar motive that sent you scurrying to my apartment last night. Or am I misjudging the
purity of your actions, Meredith?"

 She surprised him again by shaking her head and quietly admitting, "I found out yesterday that you'd
bought theHouston land, and you're right—it was the catalyst that sent me to your apartment."

 "And then brought you running out here," he added sarcastically. "And now that you're here, you're
prepared to say or do whatever it takes to make me change my mind and sell you the property for what I
paid for it. Just how far are you wiling to go?"

 "What do you mean?"

 "I mean, is that it? Surely those few paltry concessions aren't the best you can do?"

 She opened her mouth to reply, but Matt had enough of this disgusting charade. "Let me save you the
trouble of answering that," he said nastily. "Nothing you can do or say, now or in the future, will make
one damned bit of difference to me. You can hover solicitously by my bedside, you can offer to climb
into bed with me, and theHouston property is still going to cost you thirty million if you want it. Is that
clear?"

 Her reaction stunned him utterly. He'd been hammering at her with every sentence he spoke, threatening
her with public lawsuits and devastating scandal that would ensue, insulting her with every nuance of his
voice; in short, he'd subjected her to the sort of intimidation that made hardened business adversaries
either sweat or rage, but he hadn't been able to break her control. In fact, she was looking at him with an
expression that, if Matt didn't know it was impossible, looked almost like tenderness and contrition.

 "That's very clear," she replied softly, and she slowly stood up.

 "You're leaving, I take it?"

 She shook her head and smiled a little. "I'm going to take the cover off your breakfast plate and hover
solicitously at your bedside."

 "For Christ's sake!" Matt exploded, his own rigid control over the situation slipping a notch. "Didn't you
understand what I just said? Nothing you do is going to make me change my mind about theHouston
property!"

 Her expression sobered, but her eyes remained soft, looking into his. "I believe you."
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 "And?" he demanded, his anger giving way to complete bafflement which he blamed upon the drug that
was making it hard to concentrate.

 "And I accept your decision as—as a sort of, well, penance for past misdeeds. You couldn't have found
a better one either, Matt," she admitted without rancor. "I wanted that property for Bancroft and
Company, and it's going to hurt terribly when it goes to someone else. We can't afford to pay thirty
million." He stared at her in shocked disbelief as she continued with a somber smile. "You've taken away
from me something I wanted desperately. Now that you have, will you call it even between us and agree
to a truce?"

 His first instinct was to tell her to go to hell, but that was a purely emotional reaction, and when it came
to bargaining, Matt had learned long before never to let his emotions overrule his judgment or interfere
with his logic. And logic reminded him that some sort of civilized relationship with her was exactly what
he'd hoped to achieve in their last two encounters. Now she was offering it to him—and at the same time
she was conceding victory to him with a grace that was astounding. And nearly irresistible. Standing
there, waiting for his decision, with her hair tumbling in artless waves and curls over her shoulders, and
her hands shoved into her pants pockets, Meredith Bancroft looked more like a contrite high school girl
who'd been summoned to the principal's office than like a corporate executive. And at the same time, she
still managed to look like the proud young socialite she was—quietly regal, serenelyunat-tainable ,
enticingly beautiful.

 Looking at her now, Matt finally and completely understood his long-ago obsession with her. Meredith
Bancroft was the quintessential woman—changeable and unpredictable, haughty and sweet, witty and
solemn, serene and volatile, incredibly proper ... unconsciously provocative.

 What was the point in carrying on this ridiculous war with her, he asked himself. If he called it off, they
could go their own ways without any more regrets. The past should have been buried years earlier, it was
long past time to do it now. He'd had his revenge—ten million dollars worth, because he didn't believe
for a minute that she wouldn't find a way to raise the extra money. He was already wavering when he
suddenly remembered her carrying that tray into him, and he had to stifle the urge to chuckle. The
moment his expression altered, she seemed to sense that he was on the verge of capitulating; her
shoulders relaxed a little and her eyes lit with relief. The fact that she could read him that well was just
irksome enough to make him decide to prolong her suspense. Crossing his arms over his chest, Matt
said, "I don't make deals when I'm flat on my back."

 She wasn't fooled. "Do you think some breakfast might sweeten your disposition?" she asked with a
teasing smile.

 "I doubt it," he replied, but her smile was so contagious that he started to grin in spite of himself.

 "So do I," she joked, then she offered him her hand. "Truce?"

 Matt reacted automatically to the gesture, starting to extend his hand, but she suddenly pulled her hand
just out of reach, and witha winsome smile she said, "Before you agree, there's one thing I ought to warn
you about."

 "And that is?"

 Her voice was half serious. "I was thinking of suing you over theHouston property. I wouldn't want my
earlier remark to mislead you into thinking I'm voluntarily accepting the loss of it as penance. When I said
that, I only meant that if the courts won't force you to sell it for current market value, I'll accept that
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without hard feelings toward you. I hope you'll understand that whatever happens on that matter, it's only
business not personal."

 Matt's eyes gleamed with suppressed laughter. "I admire your honesty and tenacity," he told her
truthfully. "However, I suggest that you reconsider taking me to court. It will cost you a fortune to sue me
for fraud or whatever grounds you're considering, and you'll still lose."

 Meredith knew he was probably right, and losing theHouston property didn't matter so very much at that
moment; she was overjoyed because she hadalready won something just as important as a lawsuit:
Somehow, some way, she'd actually diverted this proud, dynamic man from fury to laughter, she'd made
him accept a truce. Determined to cement that truce and lighten the atmosphere even more if possible,
she teasingly confided, "Actually, I was thinking more of suing you for restraint of trade, or something like
that. What do you think of my chances then?"

 He pretended to give that consideration, then he shook his head. "That won't hold up in court either.
However, if you're absolutely determined to sue, I'd sue me for collusion and conspiracy."

 "Could I win that one?" she asked with a widening smile.

 "No, but it would be a more entertaining trial."

 "I'll give that some thought," she promised with sham gravity.

 "You do that."

 He grinned at her. Meredith smiled back at him. And in that prolonged moment of warmth and
understanding, the eleven-year barrier of anger and sorrow between them began to crumble, and then it
collapsed. Slowly, uncertainly, Meredith lifted her hand and held it out to him in a gesture of truce and
friendship. Overwhelmed with the poignancy of the moment, she watched Matt's hand reach out for hers,
felt his long fingers sliding across hers, his palm grazing her palm, and then his fingers, strong and warm,
curled tightly, engulfing her hand. "Thank you," she whispered, lifting her eyes to his.

 "You're welcome," he quietly replied, holding her hand for a moment longer, and then letting go. Letting
go of the past.

 Like two strangers who've accidentally shared something more profound than they intended or
expected, they both sought at once to withdraw to safer ground. Matt leaned back into the pillows and
Meredith quickly turned her attention to her neglected tray of food and medicine. From the corner of his
eye Matt watched her as she picked up the offending red rubber item with the tips of thumb and
forefinger only, and in an excess of fastidious modesty, she put it on the floor out of sight. When she
turned back to him and put the tray on the table beside the bed, she'd recovered her smiling composure.
"I didn't know how you'd feel this morning, and I didn't think you'd be very hungry, but I brought you
some breakfast."

 "It all looks very tasty," Matt lied, surveying the items on the tray. "Castor oil is a great favorite of
mine—as an appetizer, of course. And I gather that smellygoo in the blue jar is the main course?"

 Meredith burst out laughing and picked up a plate with a bowl upended on it. "The castor oil was a
joke," she promised.

 Now that the emotional battle between them was over, Matt felt himself beginning to lose the battle to
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stay awake. Waves of drowsiness were sweeping over him, pulling him down, making his eyelids feel as
heavy as boulders. He no longer felt ill; he felt exhausted. Obviously, those damned pills were partly the
cause of it. "I appreciate the gesture, but I'm not hungry," he told her.

 "I didn't think you would be," she said, studying his features with the same gentleness that had softened
her luminous turquoise eyes all morning. "But you have to eat anyway."

 "Why?" he denuded a little testily, and then it belatedly dawned on him that Meredith had actually made
up a tray for him—Meredith, who hadn't known how to turn on a stove eleven years ago, and hadn't
wanted to try. Touched by her thoughtfulness, he forced himself back into a sitting position, resolved to
eat whatever she had prepared.

 She sat down beside him on the bed. "You have to eat in order to keep your strength up," she explained,
then she reached out and picked up the glass of white liquid from the tray, holding it out to him.

 He took it, turning it in his hand, eyeing it warily. "What is this?"

 "I found a can of it in the cupboard. It's warm milk."

 He grimaced, but obediently raised it to his lips and swallowed.

 "With butter in it," Meredith added when he choked.

 Matt thrust the glass into her hand, leaned his head back against the pillows, and closed his eyes.
"Why?" he whispered hoarsely.

 "I don't know—because it's what my governess used to give me when I got sick."

 His lids opened, and humor flickered briefly in his gray gaze. "To think I used to envy rich kids—"

 Meredith sent him a laughing look and started slowly to lift the cover off the plate of toast.

 "What's under there?" he demanded warily.

 She swept off the cover then, revealing two slices of cold toast, and Matt sighed with a mixture of relief
and weariness; he didn't think he could possibly stay awake long enough to chew it. "I'll eat it later, I
promise," he said, making a superhuman effort to keep his eyelids from slamming shut. "Right now I just
want to sleep."

 He looked so tired and drained that Meredith reluctantly agreed. "All right, but at least take these
aspirin. If you take them with milk, they're less likely to bother your stomach." She handed them to him
along with the glass of buttered milk. Matt grimaced at the warm white liquid, but he obediently took the
aspirin and chased the tablets down with it.

 Satisfied, Meredith stood up. "Can I get you anything else?"

 He shuddered convulsively. "A priest," he gasped.

 She laughed. And the musical sound lingered in the room after she left, drifting through his sleep-drugged
mind like a soft melody.
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 Chapter 36
  

 Bynoon the pills had worn off, and Matt felt vastly better, although he was surprised to discover how
weak he was after doing nothing more strenuous than take a shower and put on a pair of jeans. Behind
him the bed beckoned invitingly, and he ignored it. Downstairs, Meredith was evidently making lunch,
and he could hear her moving about in the kitchen. He took the tiny electric travel shaver he'd bought
inGermany out of its case, plugged it into the current converter, looked in the mirror, and forgot the
shaver was running quietly in his hand. Meredith was downstairs ...

 Impossible. Inconceivable. But true nonetheless. Fully awake now, her motives for being here and her
calm acceptance of his verdict aboutHouston seemed improbable at best. Matt knew it, but as he began
to shave, his mind skated away from reexamining her behavior too closely. No doubt the reason was that
it was far more pleasant notto do that right now. Outside, it was snowing again, and cold as theArctic ,
judging from the icicles clinging to the tree limbs. But inside there was warmth, and unexpected
companionship, and the simple truth was he wasn't fit to resume his packing tasks and he wasn't sick
enough to be contented lying in bed staring at the walls. Meredith's company, although not restful by any
wild stretch of the imagination, was going to be a pleasant diversion.

 In the kitchen, Meredith heard him moving above her head, and she smiled as she put the canned soup
she'd prepared into a bowl and the sandwich she'd made for him onto a plate. From the moment Matt's
hand had closed around hers, a strange peace had swept over her, a peace that had now burst into
bloom like roses in springtime. She had never really known Matt Farrell, she realized, and she wondered
if anyone truly did. According to everything she had read and heard about him, his business foes feared
and hated him; his executives admired and were awed by him. Bankers courted him, CEOs asked his
advice, and the Securities & Exchange Commission that presided over the stock exchange watched him
like a hawk.

 With few exceptions, she realized as she considered the stories she'd read, even people who admired
him subtly gave the impression that Matthew Farrell was a dangerous predator to be handled gently and
never angered.

 And yet, Meredith thought with another soft smile, he had lain upstairs in that bed, still believing that she
had coldly aborted his child and divorced him as if he were some insignificant beggar... and he had still
taken her hand in his. He had been willing to forgive her. The memory of that moment, the sweetness of
it, was incredibly poignant.

 Obviously, Meredith decided, all those people who talked of him with fear and awe didn't know Matt
well at all! If they did, they'd realize that he was capable of enormous understanding and great
compassion. She picked up the tray and headed upstairs. Tonight, or in the morning, she would tell him
about what had happened to their baby, but not right now. On the one hand, she was desperately eager
to have it done with, to eradicate completely and forever the hurt, the anger, the confusion that they had
both felt. Then the slate would be wiped clean; they could find real peace witheach other, perhaps even
real friendship, and they could put a graceful, congenial end to this ill-fated, tumultuous marriage of theirs.
But as much as Meredith wanted to have it all out in the open, she was dreading the actual confrontation
as she'd never dreaded anything before. This morning Matt had been willing to let bygones be bygones,
but she did not like to think about his probable reaction when he discovered the extent of her father's
treachery and duplicity.
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 For now she was content to let him exist in blissful ignorance of what was coming, and to give herself a
short respite from what had been a wildly stressful and draining twenty-four hours ... and what was
bound to be a painful and wrenching discussion for her as well as for him. It occurred to her that she was
inordinately satisfied at the prospect of spending a quiet evening in his company, if he was well enough,
but she didn't think that was in the least significant or alarming. After all, they were old friends in a way.
And they deserved this chance to renew their friendship.

 Pausing outside his door, she knocked and called, "Are you decent?"

 With amused dread, Matt sensed instinctively that she was bringing him another tray. "Yes. Come in."

 Meredith opened the door and saw him standing in front of the mirror with his shirt off, shaving. Stunned
by the odd intimacy of seeing him like that again, she jerked her gaze from the sight of his bronze back
and rippling muscles. In the mirror his brows rose when he noted her reaction. "It's nothing you haven't
seen before," he remarked dryly.

 Chastising herself for acting like an inexperienced, unsophisticated virgin, she tried to say something
suitably flippant and blurted out the first banal thing that came to mind. "True, but I'm an engaged woman
now."

 His hand stilled. "You've got yourself a problem," he said lightly after apulsebeat of silence. "A husband
and afiancé."

 "I was homely and unpopular with boys when I was young," she joked, putting down the tray. "Now I'm
trying to collect men to make up for lost time." Turning toward him she added on a more sober note,
"From something your father said, I gather I'm not the only one who has a problem with a spouse as well
as a fiancé. Evidently you're thinking of marrying the girl whose picture is on your desk."

 With an outward appearance of nonchalance, Matt tipped his head back and ran the shaver up his neck
to his jaw. "Is that what my father said?"

 "Yep. Is it true?"

 "Does it matter?"

 She hesitated, oddly unhappy with the direction the conversation was taking, but she answered honestly.
"No."

 Matt unplugged the razor, feeling physically weak and loath to deal with the future right now. "Could I
ask a favor?"

 "Yes, of course."

 "I've had an exhausting two weeks, and I was actually looking forward to coming out here to find some
peace and quiet—"

 Meredith felt as if he'd slapped her. "I'm sorry I've interrupted your peace."

 Warm amusement sent a wry smile to his lips. "You'vealways cut up my peace, Meredith. Every time
we come within sight of each other, all cosmic hell breaks loose. I didn't mean that I'm sorry you're here,
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I only meant that I'd like to spend a pleasant, restful afternoon with you, and not have to deal with
anything heavy right now."

 "I feel the same way, actually."

 In complete accord, they stood silently contemplating each other, and then Meredith turned away and
picked up the heavy navy-blue bathrobe with a Neiman-Marcus label that was lying over the back of the
chair. "Why don't you put this on, and then you can sit here and eat your lunch."

 He shrugged obligingly into the robe, knotted it at the waist, and sat down, but Meredith saw the uneasy
way he was looking at the covered plates. "What's under that bowl?" he asked warily.

 "A string of garlic," she lied with sham solemnity, "to hang around your neck." He was still laughing when
she swept off the cover. "Even I can manage to cook a can of soup and slap sandwich meat between
two slices of bread," she informed him, smiling back at him.

 "Thank you," he said sincerely. "This is very nice of you."

 After he finished eating, they went downstairs and sat in front of the fire he insisted on building. For a
while they talked pleasantly about nothing more controversial than the weather, his sister, and finally the
book he'd been reading. Obviously, Matt had amazing recuperative powers, she thought, but even so,
she could see that he was getting tired. "Wouldn't you like to go back up to bed?" she asked.

 "No, I like it better down here," he answered, but he was already stretching out on the sofa, leaning his
head against a throw pillow. When Matt awoke an hour later, he had the same thought he'd had that
morning when he first opened his eyes—that he'd only dreamed Meredith was there. But when he turned
his head slightly and looked over at the chair she'd been sitting in earlier, he saw that it was no dream.
She was there—jotting notes on a yellow writing tablet propped on her lap, her legs curled beneath her.
Firelight gilded her hair, brushed her smooth cheeks with a faint rosy glow, and cast shadows off her long
curly lashes. He watched her as she worked, smiling inwardly because she looked more like a schoolgirl
doing her homework than the interim president of a national retail chain. In fact, the longer he watched
her, the more impossible the truth seemed. That misconception was immediately disproved when he
quietly asked, "What are you working on?"

 Instead of "algebra" or "geometry," the woman in the chair smiled and said, "I'm writing a market trend
summary to present at the next board of directors meeting—one that I hope will convince them to let me
expand our private label merchandise. Department stores," she explained when he looked genuinely
interested, "particularly stores like Bancroft's, make a large profit from selling merchandise with their own
labels on it, but we're not taking full advantage of it the way Neiman's and Bloomingdale's and some of
the others have."

 As he had been last week at lunch, Matt was instantly intrigued by this business persona of hers, partially
because it was in such contrast to the other images he'd had of her in the past. "Why haven't they taken
advantage of it?" he asked. Several hours later, when their discussion had ranged from Bancroft's
merchandising to its financial operations, to its problems with product liability and expansion plans, Matt
was no longer merely intrigued, he was impressed as hell with her ... and, in a crazy way, extremely
proud of her.

 Sitting across from him, Meredith was vaguely aware of having somehow earned his approval, but she
was so wrapped up in their discussion, so awed by his instantaneous grasp of complicated concepts,
she'd lost all track of time. The page she'd been writing on was now filled with notes she'd made about
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his suggestions, suggestions that she was eager to think about further. His last suggestion, however, was
out of the question. "We'd never be able to pull that off," she explained when he urged her to look into
buying their own clothing production facilities inTaiwan orKorea .

 "Why not? Owning your own facilities would eliminate all your problems with quality control and loss of
consumer confidence."

 "You're right, but I couldn't possibly afford it. Not now and not in the near future."

 His brow furrowed at her apparent lack of understanding. "I'm not suggesting you use your own money!
Borrow it from the bank—that's what bankers are for," he added, forgetting for the moment that her
fiancé was a banker. "Bankers lend you your own money when they're certain that what you're
borrowing it for is a sure thing, then they charge you interest for borrowing it back from them—and when
the loans are paid off, they tell you how lucky you are to have them taking risks on you. You surely know
how that works by now."

 Meredith burst out laughing. "You remind me of my friend Lisa—she's not very impressed with myfiancé
's profession. She thinks Parker ought to just give me the money whenever I need it without insisting on
the usual collateral."

 Matt's smile faded a little at the reminder of herfiance's existence, and then it turned to shock when she
added lightly, "Believe me, I'm becoming an expert on commercial borrowing. Bancroft's is borrowed
out, and so am I, to be honest."

 "What do you mean, so are you?"

 "We've been expanding very rapidly. If we go into a mall that's being developed by someone else, the
costs go down but so do the profits, so we usually develop the mall ourselves, then lease part of it out to
other retailers. It costs a fortune to do that, and we've been borrowing the money for it."

 "I understand, but what does that have to do withyou personally?"

 "It takes collateral to get loans," she reminded him.

 "Bancroft and Company has already put up all the collateral it has, as well as the actual stores, of course.
The corporation ran out of collateral when we built the store inPhoenix . I wanted to go intoNew Orleans
andHouston , so I'm putting the stocks and property in my trust fund up for collateral. I'll be thirty in a
week, and the trust my grandfather set up for me comes under my control then."

 She saw him scowl and hastily added, "There's no reason to be concerned. TheNew Orleans store has
been easily able to make the payments on its loan, just as I knew it would. So long as the store can make
its payments, I have nothing to worry about."

 Matt was utterly dumbstruck. "You're not telling me that in addition to putting up your own things as
collateral, you've also personally guaranteed that loan for theNew Orleans store?"

 "I had to," she explained calmly.

 Matt tried, with incomplete success, not to sound like an irate professor lecturing a backward student
from his lofty podium of superior knowledge. "Never do that again," he warned her. "Never, ever put
your own money up for a business deal. I told you, that's what banks are for. They make the profit on the
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interest, let them take the risk. If business were to fall off, and theNew Orleans store couldn't make its
payments, you'd have to, and if you couldn't, the bank would clean you out."

 "There was no other way—"

 "If your bank told you that, it's a crock," he interrupted. "Bancroft and Company is an established,
profitable corporation. The only time a bank has the right to ask you to personally guarantee a business
loan or put up your own holdings as collateral is when you're an unknown quantity without adecent credit
history." She opened her mouth to object, and Matt forestalled her by raising his hand. "I know they'll try
to get you to sign personally," he admitted, "they'd love to have fifty cosigners on an ordinary home
mortgage if they could get it, because it eliminates their risk. But never, ever agree to sign your name for a
Bancroft loan again. Do you think for a damn second that General Motors executives are asked by a
lender to sign corporate loans for GM?

 "No, of course not.But our case is a little different."

 "That's what banks always try to tell you. Who the hell is Bancroft's banker, anyway?"

 "Myfiance ... Reynolds Mercantile Trust," she clarified, watching shock and then annoyance chase
across his face in the firelight.

 "That's one great deal yourfiance cut for you," he said sarcastically.

 Meredith wondered if that remark came from male competitiveness. "You're not being reasonable," she
quietly informed him. "There's something you'reforgetting. There are bank examiners who scrutinize a
bank's loans, and now, with banks failing everywhere, the examiners are frowning on banks getting too
heavily invested in any one borrower. Bancroft and Company is in debt to the tune of hundreds of
millions to Reynolds Mercantile. Parker couldn't continue to loan us money, particularly now that he and I
are engaged, without bringing down censure on himself—unless we put up enough collateral."

 "There must have been some other form of collateral you could have used as security. What about your
stock in the store?"

 She chuckled and shook her head. "I've already used that, and so has my father. There's only one major
family stockholder in B and C who hasn't already put her stock up."

 "Who's that?"

 Meredith was already wishing for a way to divert the conversation to another track, and he'd just
handed her the opportunity. "My mother."

 "Your mother?"

 "I did have one of those, you know," she reminded him dryly. "She was given a large block of stock as
part of the divorce settlement."

 "Why doesn't your mother put her stock up for the bank? It's not unreasonable, since she's going to reap
the profits. The value of her stock is going up every day that B and C continues to expand and prosper."

 Laying aside the notepad, Meredith looked at him. "She hasn't done it because she hasn't been asked to
do it."
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 "Would you feel comfortable telling me why not?" Matt asked, hoping she wouldn't think he was prying
instead of trying to help.

 "She wasn't asked because she lives inItaly somewhere, and neither my father nor I have had anything to
do with her since I was a year old." When he heard that without any outward sign of emotion, Meredith
suddenly decided to tell him something she normally chose to forget. Watching him for reaction, she said
with a smile, "My mother was—is—Caroline Edwards."

 His dark brows drew together into a baffled frown, and she prodded, "Think about an old Cary Grant
movie, where he was on theRiviera , and the princess of a mythical kingdom was running away—"

 She knew from his smile exactly when he identified the movie—and its female star. Leaning against the
back of the sofa, he regarded her with smiling surprise. "She is your mother?"

 Meredith nodded.

 In thoughtful silence, Matt compared the elegant perfection of Meredith's features to the memory he had
of the star of the movie. Meredith's mother had been beautiful, but Meredith was more so. She had a
glow that lit her from within and illuminated her expressive eyes; a natural elegance that she hadn't
acquired in some acting school. She had a dainty nose that sculptors would envy, delicate cheekbones,
and a romantic mouth that invited a man to kiss it at the same time everything else about her warned a
man to keep his distance.

 Even if that man was her husband ...

 Matt pushed that thought out of his mind the moment he had it. They were married to each other only by
a technicality; in reality, they were strangers.Intimate strangers, the demon in his mind reminded him, and
Matt suddenly had to force himself not to look below the bright yellow V at the throat of her sweater. He
didn't need to look. Once he had explored and kissed every inch of the breasts that were now filling out
that sweater so provocatively. He still remembered exactly the way they filled his hands, the softness of
her skin, the tautness of her nipples, the scent... Annoyed with the persistent sexual direction his thoughts
were suddenly taking, he tried to tell himself it was merely the natural, appreciative reaction of any male
who was confronted by a female who had the alluring ability to look both innocent and seductive in a
simple sweater and slacks. Realizing that he'd been looking at her without speaking, he returned to the
discussion at hand. "I always wondered where you got that beautiful face of yours—God knows your
looks couldn't have come from your father."

 Shocked by his unprecedented compliment and inordinately pleased that he evidently thought her face
beautiful even now, when she was crowding thirty, Meredith acknowledged the compliment with a smile
and a slight shrug, because she honestly didn't know what to say.

 "How is it I never knew who your mother is until now?"

 "There wasn't much time to talk before."

 Because we were too busy making love,his mind replied, forcibly reminding him of those hot, endless
nights he'd held her in his arms, joining his body to hers, trying to satisfy the need he'd felt to please her
and be close to her.

 Meredith was finding it surprisingly pleasant to confide in him, and so she told him something else: "Have
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you ever heard of Seaboard Consolidated Industries?"

 Matt mentally sifted through the disjointed names and facts he'd accumulated over the years. "There's a
Seaboard Consolidated somewhere in the southeast—Florida , I think. It's a holding company that
originally owned a couple of large chemical companies and later diversified into mining, aerospace,
computer component manufacturing, and chains of drugstores."

 "Supermarkets," Meredith corrected him with that jaunty sideways smile of hers that used to make him
yearn to drag her into his arms and kiss it off her lips. "Seaboard was founded by my grandfather."

 "And now it's yours?" Matt said, abruptly recalling that a woman supposedly headed Seaboard.

 "No, it's owned by mystepgrandmother and her two sons. My grandfather married his secretary seven
years before he died. Later he adopted her two sons, and when he died he left Seaboard to them."

 Matt was impressed. "She must be quite a businesswoman—she's built Seaboard into a large and very
profitable conglomerate."

 Meredith's dislike of herstepgrandmother prompted her to deny the woman any such undue praise, and
in doing so she revealed more than she intended. "Charlottehas expanded it, but the corporation was
always very diversified. In fact, Seaboard owned everything the family had acquired for generations, and
Bancroft and Company—the department store, I mean—was less than one quarter of its total assets. So
you see, it's not as if she built Seaboard up from nothing."

 Meredith saw Matt's surprised expression and realized he'd already noted that the division of her
grandfather's estate seemed very off balance. At any other time, she wouldn't have confided as much as
she already had, but there was something special about today. There was the pleasure of sitting across
from Matt in quiet friendship after all these years; the warmth of knowing that she was mending a
relationship that never should have ended with enmity in the first place; the flattering realization that he
seemed to be very interested in whatever she said. All of that, combined with the coziness of a fire
crackling in the grate while snow piled up on the windows, created an atmosphere that positively
encouraged confidences. Since he'd courteously refrained from prying any further into the matter they'd
been discussing, Meredith voluntarily provided the answers. "Charlotte and my father detested each
other, and when my grandfather married her, it caused a breach between the two men that never truly
healed. Later on—perhaps in retaliation because my father was shunning him, my grandfather legally
adoptedCharlotte 's sons. We didn't even know he'd done it until his will was read. He divided his estate
into four equal parts, and left one to my father and the rest toCharlotte and her sons, withCharlotte in
control of their share, of course."

 "Do I detect a note of cynicism in your voice every time you mention the woman?"

 "Probably."

 "Because she got her hands on three quarters of your grandfather's estate," Matt speculated, "instead of
half of it, which would be more normal?"

 Meredith glanced at her watch, realized she needed to do something about dinner, and hurried through
the rest of her explanation. "That isn't why I can't stand her.Charlotte is the hardest, coldest woman I've
ever known, and I think she deliberately widened the breach between my father and grandfather. Not
that it took much effort on her part," Meredith concluded with a wry smile. "My father and grandfather
were hardheaded and hot-tempered—entirely too much alike to have a nice, peaceful relationship. Once,
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when they were quarreling about the way my father was running the store, I heard my grandfather shout
at my father that the onlysmart thing my father had ever done in his life was to marry my mother—and
then he'd loused that up just like he was lousing up the store." With an apologetic glance at the clock, she
stood up then and said, "It's gotten late, and you must be hungry. I'll fix something for dinner."

 Matt realized he was famished, and he stood up too. "Was your father really lousing up the store?" he
asked as they walked into the kitchen.

 Meredith laughed and shook her head. "No, I'm certain he wasn't. My grandfather had a weakness for
beautiful women. He was crazy about my mother and furious at the time because of the divorce. He's the
one who gave her the block of Bancroft's stock, actually. He said it served my father right because he'd
know that every time the store made one dollar of profit, she was getting a piece of it in dividends."

 "He sounds like a great guy," Matt said sarcastically.

 Meredith's mind had already shifted to dinner, and she opened the cupboard, trying to decide what he
might be able to eat. Matt went straight to the refrigerator and took out the steaks. "How about these?"

 "Steaks? Do you feel like eating something that heavy?"

 "I think so. I haven't eaten a full meal in days." Despite his interest in dinner, Matt was strangely reluctant
to end their conversation, perhaps because idle conversation like this between the two of them was such
a novel experience. Almost as novel, but not quite as unbelievable, as having her there now, playing the
part of a devoted, attentive wife looking after her recuperating husband. As he unwrapped the meat, he
watched her standing at his shoulder, tying a towel around her narrow waist for a makeshift apron.
Hoping to get her to talk to him again, he made a joking reference to one of the last things she'd said.
"Does your father tell you thatyou're lousing up the store?"

 Taking down the loaf of bread, she gave him a bright sideways smile, but the smile didn't quite reach
those expressive eyes of hers. "Only when he's in an unusually good mood."

 Meredith saw sympathy flicker in his eyes, and she immediately endeavored to show him that it wasn't
necessary. "It's embarrassing when he rants at me in meetings with store executives, but they're all
accustomed to it by now. Besides, all of them have come under fire from him, too, though not as often or
in the same way I get it. You see, they realize my father is the sort of man who—who hates to be
confronted with proof that someone else is perfectly capable of accomplishing something without his
advice or interference. He hires competent, knowledgeable people with good ideas, then he bullies them
into submitting to his own ideas. If the idea works, he takes the credit; if it fails, they're his scapegoat.
Those who defy him and stick to their guns get promotions and raises if their ideas succeed, but they
don't get thanks or recognition. And they're in for the same battle the very next time they want to do
something innovative."

 "And you," Matt asked, leaning a shoulder against the wall beside her, "how do you handle things now
that you're running the show?"

 Meredith paused in the act of taking silverware from the drawer and looked at him, her thoughts drifting
to the meeting he'd held in his office the day she'd gone there. Unfortunately, she was distracted by the
sight of his bare chest, which was now at eye level and which was clearly exposed to view by the gaping
front of his robe. Looking at all that bronze skin and muscle with its sprinkling of dark curly hairs had an
unexpected and disquieting effect on her. With a funny catch in her breath, she lifted her gaze to his and
the feeling subsided, but not the intimacy of the moment. "I handle things the way you do," she said softly,
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not bothering to hide the admiration she'd felt.

 He quirked a darkbrow at her. "How do you know how I handle things?"

 "I watched you the day I came to your office. I've always known there was a better way to deal with
executives than what I've seen my father do, but I wasn't certain if I'd be mistaken for being weak and
feminine if I tried for a more open dialogue when I became president."

 "And?" he prodded, grinning slightly.

 "And you were doing exactly that with your staff that day—yet no one wouldever accuse you of being
weak or feminine. And so," she finished with a breathless, self-conscious laugh as she turned back to the
silverware drawer, "I decided to be just like you when I grow up!"

 Silence hung in the room like a living, breathing thing—Meredith uneasily self-conscious, and Matt far
more pleased by her praise than he wanted to admit. "That's very flattering," he said formally. "Thank
you." "You're welcome. Now, why don't you sit down and I'll fix dinner."

 After dinner they went back to the living room, and Meredith wandered over to the bookcase, surveying
the old books and games there. She'd had a beautiful, unforgettable day, and that fact was making her
feel guilty about Parker and vaguely uneasy about... about something she couldn't quite name. Yes, she
could, she thought with brutal honesty, she could name it easily, though she couldn't understand why it
was affecting her. There was too much overpowering masculinity in this house for her peace of mind, too
much male charm, too many memories starting to stir. She hadn't anticipated any of that whenshe came
here.She hadn't expected a close-up view of Matt's bare chest to set off a chain of memories of other
times when she'd seen it—times when she was lying on her back with Matt above her, inside her.

 She ran her finger slowly along dusty spines of novels without actually seeing their titles, and she
wondered idly how many other women shared those same intimate memories of Matt's body joined with
theirs. Dozens, she decided, no hundreds, probably. And in a funny, purely impartial way, she no longer
condemned Matt for all his well-publicized sexual exploits any more than she could find it in her heart to
continue looking down her nose at the women who offered him their bodies. Now, as a grown woman
herself, she fully recognized what she had only partially understood as a girl, and that was that Matt
Farrell positively exuded bold sex appeal and potent masculinity. In itself, that was a lethal attraction, but
when one added in the enormous wealth he'd accumulated and the power he now wielded, she could see
why the combination would be absolutely irresistible to most women.

 She herself wasn't endangered by it. Not a bit! The last thing she wanted in her life was an unpredictable
sexual athlete who had women panting for him. She vastly preferred dependable, morally upright men.
Like Parker. But she enjoyed Matt's company, she admitted that much to herself. Possibly, she was
enjoying it too much.

 On the sofa, Matt watched her, hoping she wouldn't find a book and lose herself in it for the rest of the
evening. When she remained in front of the shelf with the old games on it for a rather long time, he
thought maybe she was looking at the Monopoly game ... and remembering the last time they'd played it.
"Would you like to play?" he asked.

 Her head jerked around, her expression inexplicably wary. "Play what?"

 "I thought you were looking at one of the games—the one on top."
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 Meredith saw it then, the Monopoly game, and all her preoccupation and worries vanished in the
anticipation of spending the next few hours doing something as completely frivolous and silly as playing
Monopoly with him. She smiled at him over her shoulder, reaching for it. "Do you want to?"

 Matt suddenly wanted to as much as she apparently did. "I suppose we could," he said, already pulling
the quilt off the sofa so they could sit there with the game board between them.

 Two hours later, Matt owned Boardwalk, Park Place, the set of green properties, the set of red
properties, the set of yellow properties, all four railroads, and both utilities; and the board was literally
covered with his houses and hotels, which Meredith had to pay rent for every time her token landed on
one of his properties. "You owe me two thousand dollars for that last move," he pointed out, utterly
contented with his evening—and utterly enchanted with the woman who could turn a Monopoly game
into one of the most enjoyable nights he'd had in years. "Hand it over."

 Meredith gave him a limpid look that made him chuckle even before she said, "I have only five hundred
left. Would you consider a loan?"

 "Not a chance. I've won. Hand it over."

 "Slumlords have no heart," she said, and she plopped the money into his open palm. She tried to scowl
and ended up smiling at him. "I should have known from the last time we played this game—when you
bought up everything in sight and took everyone's money—that you were going to turn out to be a
famous, rich tycoon."

 Instead of smiling, he looked at her for a moment and then asked quietly, "Would it have mattered if you
had known?"

 Meredith's heart skipped a beat at the sheer unexpectedness of such a momentous question. Trying
desperately to pass the matter off lightly and restore their former mood, she gave him a comic look of a
woman who has been grievously maligned and began to clear the game board. "I'll thank you not to imply
that I might have been mercenary in my youth, Mr. Farrell. You've humiliated me enough for one night by
winning away all my money."

 "You're right, I have." Matt matched her light tone, but he was amazed that he'd asked the question out
loud and furious with himself for suddenly starting to wonder what he might have done to make her want
to stay married to him. Getting up, he made certain the fire wouldn't flare up while they slept. By the time
he finished, he'd gotten himself under firm control. "Speaking of money," he said as she put the game
back on the shelf, "if you ever personally guarantee a loan for your company again, at least insist that your
fiance's bank agree to release you from that guarantee after two or three years. That's long enough for
them to have proof that the loan is solid."

 Relieved by the change of topic, Meredith turned around. "Do banks do that?"

 "Ask yourfiance ." Matt heard the sarcasm in his voice, and he hated the absurd stab of jealousy that
was causing it. And while he was still berating himself for what he'd already said, he said even more.
"And if he won't agree, get yourself another banker."

 Meredith knew she was suddenly on shaky ground, but she couldn't understand how she got there.
"Reynolds Mercantile," she explained patiently, "has been Bancroft's bank for nearly a century. I'm
certain, if you knew all the details of our finances, you'd agree that Parker has been more than
accommodating."
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 Irrationally annoyed by her persistent defense of Parker, he purposely said something he'd wanted to say
all night. "Is he responsible for that ring you're wearing on your left hand?"

 She nodded, watching him warily.

 "He has lousy taste. It's ugly as hell."

 He said it with such magnificent disdain, and what he said was so true about the ring, Meredith felt
uncontrollable laughter welling up inside her. He stood still, brows raised in challenge,daring her to deny
it, and she bit down on her lip, trying not to giggle. "It's an heirloom."

 "It's ugly."

 "Well, an heirloom is a—"

 "It is any object," Matt said bluntly, "with deep sentimental value that is too ugly to sell and too valuable
to throw out."

 Instead of being irate, as he half expected her to be, Meredith burst out laughing, slumping against the
wall. "You're right," she laughed.

 Watching her, Matt struggled to remember that she meant nothing to him anymore, then he tore his gaze
from that flushed, intoxicating face of hers and glanced at the clock on the mantel. "It's aftereleven o'clock
," he said. "We may as well call it a night."

 Startled by his curt tone, Meredith quickly turned off the lamp beside the sofa. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't
have kept you up so late. I didn't realize what time it is."

 Like Cinderella's magic coach that turned into a pumpkin at the end of the night, the mood of pleasant
conviviality had completely disintegrated when they walked up the stairs together to go to bed. Meredith
sensed it, but she didn't know why it was happening. Matt sensed it, and he knew exactly why it was
happening. With cool courtesy he escorted her to Julie's room and said good night.

 Chapter 37
  

 Atmidnight Matt was still awake, his eyes shut, his mind obsessed with the fact that Meredith was
sleeping down the hall. At12:30 he rolled over onto his back and, in sheer frustration, he opened the
prescription bottle and took one of the pills that the label warned would cause drowsiness. At1:15 he
yanked the cap off the bottleand took another one.

 They put him to sleep, but in that drug-induced state, he dreamed of her ... endless, heated dreams,
where Meredith turned into his arms, naked and eager, running her hands over him, making him groan
with pleasure. He made love to her over and over again until he finally scared her because he couldn't
stop...."Matt, stop this, you're scaring me!"

 He drove into her deeper and deeper, while she begged him to stop...."Matt, please stop!"
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 While she told him he was dreaming..."Stop it, you're dreaming!"

 And threatened to call the doctor..."If you don't wake up, I'm going to call a doctor!"

 He didn't want a doctor, he wanted her. He tried to roll on top of her again, but she held him down, and
put her hand on his forehead ... And offered him coffee ... "Please wake up! I've brought you coffee."

 Coffee?

 And whispered gently in his ear ..."Dammit, you aredreaming! You're smiling in your sleep! Now, wake
up!"

 It was the curse that got through to him. Meredith never swore, therefore something was wrong with his
dream. Something was wrong... .

 He forced his eyes open and gazed at her beautiful face, struggling to reorient himself. She was bending
over him, her hands grasping his shoulders, and she looked worried. "What's wrong?" he asked.

 Meredith relaxed her hold and sank down beside him on the bed with a sigh of relief. "You were
thrashing around and talking in your sleep so much that I heard you out in the hall. When I couldn't wake
you up, I started to panic, but your head felt cool. Here, I brought you some coffee," she added, nodding
at the mug on the nightstand.

 Matt obediently forced himself to a sitting position. Leaning back against the headboard, he raked his
hand through his hair, trying to shake off the lingering vestiges of sleep. "It's those pills," he explained.
"Two of them must pack the wallop of a nuclear warhead."

 She picked up the bottle and read the label. "This says you're only supposed to take one."

 Without replying, Matt reached for the mug and drank most of the coffee, then he leaned his head back
and closed his eyes for several minutes, letting the heat and caffeine work their magic, blissfully unaware
and unconcerned with the things that had plagued him the night before.

 Meredith, who remembered his waking-up ritual and his lack of conversation for the first few minutes
after he awakened, stood up and idly straightened the things on the nightstand, then she absently picked
up his robe and laid it across the foot of the bed. When she turned back, his eyes were more alert, his
face relaxed and almost boyish. And very handsome. "Feel better?" she asked, smiling.

 "Much better. You make very good coffee."

 "Every woman is supposed to haveone major culinary accomplishment to her credit—something she can
show off whenever the occasion calls for it."

 He caught the gleam of amusement in her eye and grinned lazily. "Who said that?"

 "A magazine I read in the dentist's office," she replied, chuckling. "My major culinary achievement is
coffee. Now, do you feel like breakfast?"

 "That depends on whether or not you plan to serve it from bottles and jars like yesterday," he joked.
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 "I'd be more careful if I were you about insulting the cook. There's some powdered cleanser under the
kitchen sink that would look just like sugar if I were to put it on yourcereal."

 His shoulders shook with laughter, and he drained the last of his coffee.

 "Seriously," she said, smiling back at him from the foot of his bed, a golden goddess in blue jeans; an
angel with devilment in her eyes. "What would you like for breakfast?"

 You,he thought, and desire began to roar through his entire body. He wantedher for breakfast. He
wanted to reach out and drag her into his bed, to shove his hands into the rumpled silk of her hair and
join his famished body with hers. He wanted to feel her hands on him, he wanted to bury himself inside
her and make her moan for him. "Whatever you fix will be fine," he said tightly, shifting the blankets to
hide his arousal. "I'll have it downstairs after I shower."

 When she left the room, Matt closed his eyes and clenched his teeth, caught between fury and disbelief.
Despite everything that had happened in the past, she could still do this to him! If all he felt for her was
lust, he could have forgiven himself, but he couldn't forgive himself for this sudden hopeless yearning to be
a part of her again ... to be loved by her.

 Eleven years ago he had fallen in love with her almost the moment he laid eyes on her, and for years
afterward, his life had been haunted by a laughing, haughty, prim eighteen-year-old.

 In the last decade he had gone to bed with dozens of women, all of them more experienced sexually than
Meredith had been. With them, the sexual act was an act of mutual gratification. With Meredith, it had
been an act of profound beauty. Exquisite. Tormenting. Magic ... At least, that's how he'd felt at the
time—very probably, he decided now, because he'd been so insane about her he didn't know the
difference between imagination and reality. She had captivated him at eighteen, but at twenty-nine she
was far more dangerous to his peace of mind because she had changed, and the changes intrigued and
beckoned to him. Her youthful sophistication had acquired the added gloss of elegance, yet that same
soft vulnerability still glowed in her eyes, and her smile still changed from provocative to sunny, according
to her moods. At eighteen she possessed an unaffected candor that had charmed and surprised him; at
twenty-nine she was a successful businesswoman, and yet she seemed as natural and unaffected as she
had before. Equally surprising, she seemed completely indifferent to, or unaware of, her own beauty. Not
once yesterday had she stopped to primp at the mirror in the dining room, nor had she glanced at it in
passing. Unlike other beautiful women he'd known, she didn't pose or posture or run her fingers through
that gorgeous hair of hers to draw attention to it. Her beauty had matured and her figure had acquired a
lush ripeness that enabled her to look as alluring in jeans and a sweater as she did in the mink coat and
black dress she'd worn to lunch the other day.

 Matt's blood stirred hotly, and his hands itched to explore and caress those new curves she'd acquired.
Suddenly his treacherous mind presented him with a tantalizing solution: Perhaps if he had her just one
more time, he could quench this thirst for her and get her completely out of his system.. .. Swearing under
his breath, Matt got out of bed and pulled on his robe. He was insane to even consider being intimate
with her again.

 Again? He stopped cold. For the first time since she'd arrived, he was able to think without being
weakened by the after effects of illness or those damned pills. Why in the hell had she come to the farm in
the first place?

 She'd answered that question herself:Iwant a truce...
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 Fine, he'd agreed to her truce. So why was she still there? Meredith hadn't come to play house with him,
that was for damned sure—so why was she hanging around, bringing him coffee in bed, and doing her
very effective utmost to charm and disarm him?

 The answer hit him like a bucket oficewater , leaving him dumbstruck by his own stupidity:Iwanted
thatHouston property for Bancroft's, she'd said,but we can't afford to pay thirty million.

 Christ, she was like a narcotic! She completely drugged his mind. Meredith wanted thatHouston land for
the original price, and she was obviously willing to do anything to get it, including pandering to him. Her
abject apology, her alleged desire for a truce, her wifely vigilance this weekend—it was all a sham
designed to lull him into capitulating! Thoroughly revolted by her duplicity and his gullibility, Matt walked
over to the window and shoved the curtain aside, looking out at the snow that had piled up in the drive,
while in his mind he saw her standing meekly beside hisbed:I'llaccept that as a sort of penance...

 Penance? he thought furiously. Meekness? Meredith didn't have a meek bone in her body; she and her
father ran roughshod over anyone who got in their way, and they did it as if it were their divine right! The
only thing that had changed in Meredith was that she'd learned tenacity. No doubt, she'd climb into that
bed with him if she thought it would get her that land, he thought with revulsion, not lust.

 Turning on his heel, Matt picked up his briefcase from the floor, opened it, and yanked out the cellular
phone he always kept in it. When Sue O'Donnell answered his call at the neighboring farm, Matt
impatiently replied to her inquiries about his family, then he said, "I'm snowed in over here. Would you
ask Dale to plow the drive right away?"

 "You bet I will," she agreed at once. "He's due home this afternoon, and I'll have him come right over."

 Angry withthe delay, but unable to come up with an alternative, Matt hung up and treaded into the
bathroom for a shower. Before his lust drove him to do something that would cost him what little pride
and self-respect he had left, he was going to get Meredith out of there! All he had to do now to
accomplish that was find her keys. He had a dim recollection of seeing her get out of her car the night she
arrived, and then bend down near the car's front tire on the driver's side. He'd find her keys near there.
The prospect of groping around in the snow was far less distasteful than having her under his roof for
another day. Or another night. If he couldn't find them, he'd hot-wire her car to start without the damned
keys. Reaching into the tub, he turned on the water, wondering if she had an electronic alarm on the car
that would disable the vehicle if he tried that. If she did, he'd think of something else, but one way or
another, he was getting her out of there. As soon as the drive was plowed, he was going to give her five
minutes to pack up and get out.

 Chapter 38
  

 Still buttoning his shirt, Matt strode purposefully down the stairs. Meredith whirled around as he stalked
past the kitchen doorway, pulling on a leather flight jacket, heading for the front door. "Where are you
going?"

 "I'm going outside to find your keys. Do you remember where you dropped them?"

 Her lips parted in surprise when she saw the granite determination that hardened his jaw. "I—I dropped
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them as I walked around the front of the car, but there's no reason for you to go out there now—"

 "Yes," he said flatly, "there is. This charade has gone on long enough. Don't look so surprised," he
snapped. "You're as bored with this pretense at marital bliss as I am." She drew in a sharp breath as
though he had slapped her, and Matt added coldly, "I admire your tenacity, Meredith. You want
theHouston property for twenty million, and you need a quick, congenial divorce with no publicity.
You've spent two days catering to me so that I'll be more agreeable to both. You tried and you failed.
Now, go back to the city and behave like the competent executive you are. Take me to court over
theHouston property and file for divorce, but knock off this nauseating farce! The role of humble, loving
wife doesn't suit you, and you must be as sick of it as I am."

 He turned on his heel and strode out the front door. Meredith stared at the place where he had stood,
her heart twisting with panic, disappointment, and humiliation. He'd suddenly decided these last two days
were aboring charade! Blinking away frustrated tears, she bit down on her lip and turned back to the
frying pan. She'd obviously passed up her best opportunities to tell him she hadn't had an abortion, and
she didn't have the slightest, the vaguest idea why his mood had suddenly turned so hostile. She hated
that volatile unpredictability that was Matt; he'd always been that way. You never knew what he thought
or what he was going to do next! Before she left this house, she was going to tell him the truth about what
had happened eleven years ago, but now she wasn't certain he was going to care, even if he believed her.
She picked up an egg and hit it so hard against the side of the frying pan that the yolk slid down the
outside.

 For ten minutes Matt pawed through the snow near the BMW's front tire in a futile effort to find
Meredith's damned keys; he dug and sifted until his gloves were soaked and his hands were frozen, and
then he gave up and checked out her alarm system, looking through the window. There was no sign of a
keypad, which probably meant hers could be disabled only with her car key. Even if he jimmied her door
lock and got in to hot-wire the damned car, an alarm system like hers was designed to disable the vehicle
so it couldn't be driven.

 "Breakfast is ready," Meredith said uneasily, walking into the living room when she heard the front door
slam. "Did you find the keys?"

 "No," Matt said, striving to keep his temper under control. "There's a locksmith in town, but he isn't
open on Sunday."

 Meredith served the scrambled eggs she'd made, then she sat down across from him. Desperately trying
to restore some semblance of the relationship they'd shared yesterday, she asked in a quiet, reasonable
voice, "Do you mind telling me why you've suddenly decided this whole weekend has been a boring plot
on my part?"

 "Let's just say my faculties have returned along with my health," he said shortly. For ten minutes, while
they ate, Meredith tried to engage him in conversation, only to have him rebuff her attempts with curt,
brief replies. The moment he was finished eating, he got up and said he was going to start packing up the
things in the living room.

 With a sinking heart, Meredith watched him go, then she automatically began to tidy up the kitchen.
When the lastdish had been washed and put away, she went into the living room. "There's a lot to pack,"
she said, determined to find a way to make him more receptive. "What can I do to help?"

 Matt heard the soft plea in her voice and his body responded with a fresh surge of lust as he straightened
and looked at her.You could go upstairs with me and offer me that delectable body of yours. "Suit
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yourself."

 Why, Meredith wondered fiercely, did he have to be so damned unapproachable now, and why did he
suddenly find her boring and irritating? His father had said Matt had been wild with grief over her alleged
abortion and that, when Meredith had refused to see him, it nearly killed him. She'd thought at the time
Patrick must be grossly exaggerating Matt's feelings for her, now she was certain of it, and the certainty
made her feel strangely, inexplicably, despondent. It didn't surprise her though. Matt had always been
capable of shouldering great responsibility, but it was impossible to know what he was really thinking and
feeling. Hoping against hope his mood would improve if she left him alone, she went upstairs and spent
the morning packing away linens and bedding and the contents of the closets, most of which he'd told her
at breakfast were to be donated to a charity. Only the family mementos were being kept, and she
carefully sorted through his parents' closet, making certain that nothing of sentimental value went into the
boxes destined for charity. When she took a break, she sat down on the bed and opened a photograph
album that had evidently belonged to Matt's mother. It was filled with pictures that were so old, most of
them were fading. Many of them were of relatives in the old country: sweet-faced girls with long hair and
bonnets, and handsome, unsmiling men with Irish surnames likeLanigan , O'Malley, andCollier. Beneath
each picture was the date it was taken and the name of whoever was in the photograph. The last picture
in the album was the most current—it was a wedding photograph of Matt's mother and father.April 24,
1949 was written beneath the picture in her neat script. Judging from the variety of names in that album,
Elizabeth Farrell had lots of cousins and aunts and uncles in the old country, Meredith thought with a soft
smile, wondering wistfully what it would be like to come from a big family.

 Atnoon she went downstairs. They had sandwiches for lunch, and although Matt wasn't friendly, at least
he answered her questions and comments with aloof courtesy, and she took that as an encouraging sign
that his mood was improving. When she'd finished cleaning up after lunch, she gave a final satisfied glance
at the gleaming kitchen, then she walked into the living room, where Matt was methodically packing
books and knick-knacks into boxes. She paused in the doorway, watching the way his chamois shirt
stretched taut across his broad, muscled shoulders and tapered back whenever he lifted his arm. He'd
taken off the jeans that had gotten damp while he was searching outside for her keys, and in their place
he was wearing a pair of gray slacks that molded themselves to his hips and the long length of his muscled
legs. For one hopeless moment she actually considered walking up behind him, wrapping her arms
around his waist, and laying her cheek against the solid wall of his back. She wondered what he'd do.
Push her away, probably, Meredith decided dismally.

 Mentally, she braced herself for a rebuff and stepped forward, but after a half day of enduring his
unpredictable temper, her nerves were scraped raw and her own temper was strained to the breaking
point. She watched him taping the last box of books shut, and said, "Can I do anything to help you?"

 "Hardly, since I'm already finished," he said without bothering to turn.

 Meredith stiffened, her frayed temper sending bright spots of warning color to her high cheekbones.
With a last effort to sound polite, she said, "I'm going up to Julie's room to pack some things she left
behind. Would you like me to fix you a cup of coffee before I do?"

 "No," he snapped.

 "Is there anything else I can get for you?"

 "Oh, for God's sake!" he exploded, swinging around. "Stop acting like a patient, saintlywife, and get out
of here!"
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 Fury blazed in her eyes, and she clenched her hands into fists, fighting back tears and the simultaneous
urge to slap him. "Fine," she retorted, trying valiantly to hold on to her shattered dignity. "You can make
your own damned dinner and eat it alone." Turning on her heel, she stalked up the stairs.

 "What the hell is that supposed to mean?" he demanded.

 She turned on the landing, looking down at him like an angry, haughty goddess, her hair tumbling over
her shoulders. "It means I think you're rotten company!"

 That was such an understatement that Matt would have laughed if he weren't already so furious with
himself for wanting her—even now as she stood up there, glowering at him. He watched her turn her
back on him and disappear down the hall, then he wandered over to the window. Bracing his hand high
on the sill, he stared out across the drive. The ploweddrive. DaleO'Donnell had evidently come while
they'd been having lunch. For several minutes Matt stood at the windows, his jaw clenched, fighting
against the impulse to go upstairs and discover for himself if Meredith actually wanted theHouston
property badly enough to climb into bed with him. There were worse ways to spend a wintry day and
night—and no better revenge than to let her do it, then send her on her way, empty-handed. And still he
hesitated, held back by some vague scruple ... or sense of self-preservation. Shoving away from the
window, he got his jacket from the closet and went back outside, absolutely determined to find her car
keys this time. He found them only inches away from where he'd stopped looking before.

 "The drive is clear," he announced, walking into Julie's room where Meredith was putting old
scrapbooks into a box. "Pack your things."

 Meredith lurched around, stung by his icy tone, her hopes for a reprieve, for a return to the mood of
yesterday, dying. Gathering her courage, she slowly finished wrapping the last scrapbook. Now that it
was time to tell him about her miscarriage, she fully expected him to react with the equivalent of "Frankly,
my dear, I don't give a damn." Just thinking of that possibility made her seethe with anger. After a half
day of enduring his sarcasm and frigid silence, her nerves and her temper were strained to the breaking
point. Carefully, she put the wrapped book into the box, then she straightened and looked at him.
"Before I leave, there's something I have to tell you."

 "I'm not interested," he bit out, striding forward. "Get going."

 "Not until I tell you what I actually came here to say!" she said, then cried out in shocked alarm when he
grabbed her arm.

 "Meredith," he snapped, "cut the crap and get moving!"

 "I can't!" She burst out, jerking her arm free. "I—I don't have my keys." He saw it then; the small
suitcase lying beside the bed. Matt wasn't clear on much about the night she arrived, but he sure as hell
would have noticed if she'd been carrying a suitcase when she got out of that car. The shock of seeing it
would have registered on him. Her car was supposedly locked, but she'd managed to get a suitcase out
of it! Turning on his heel, he yanked her purse off the dresser, turned it upside down, and
unceremoniously dumped the contents out. A set of car keys landed on top of her wallet and makeup
case. "So," he said in a silky voice, "you don't have any keys?"

 In her panic and desperation, Meredith unthinkingly put her hand on his chest. "Matt, please listen to
me—" She watched his gaze rivet on her hand, then it slowly lifted to her face, and when his eyes met
hers, there was a distinct change in him, though she was unaware that it was the intimacy of her gesture
that caused it. The rigidity left his jaw, his body relaxed; his eyes were no longer hard and indifferent, but
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lazy and speculative; even his voice was different—smooth, soft, like satin over cold steel. "Go ahead
and talk, sweetheart, I'm hanging on to every word."

 Meredith's mind rang out an alarm as she looked into those heavy-lidded gray eyes, but she was too
desperate to speak to heed the warning or even to notice that his hands were slowly gliding up and down
her arms. Drawing a quick, steadying breath, she launched into the speech she'd rehearsed all morning:
"Friday evening, I went to your apartment to try to reason with you—"

 "I already know that," he interrupted.

 "What you don't know is that your father and I had a raging argument."

 "I'm sure you didn't rage, sweetheart," he said with thinly veiled sarcasm. "A well-bred woman like you
would never stoop so low."

 "Well, I did," Meredith said, shaken by his attitude but determined to forge ahead. "You see, your father
told me to stay away from you—he accused me of destroying our baby and newly destroying your life.
I—I didn't know what he was talking about at first."

 "I'm sure the fault was his for not making himself clear—"

 "Stop talking to me in that condescending way," Meredith warned with a mixture of panic and
desperation. "I'm trying to make you understand!"

 "I'm sorry. What is it I'm supposed to understand?"

 "Matt, I didn't have an abortion—I had a miscarriage. A miscarriage," she repeated, searching his
impassive features for some sign of reaction.

 "A miscarriage. I see." His eyes dropped to her lips and his hand slid up her arm, curving around her
nape. "So beautiful. . ." he whispered huskily. "You always were so damned beautiful.. ."

 Stunned into blank immobility by his words and the husky timbre of his voice, she stared at him, not
certain what he was thinking, unable to believe he'd accepted her explanation so easily and calmly. "So
beautiful," he repeated, his hand tightening on her nape, "and such aliar!" Before she could summon a
coherent thought, his mouth swooped down, seizing hers in a kiss of ruthless sensuality, grinding her lips
apart. His fingers shoved into her hair and twisted, forcing her head back and holding her captive as his
tongue drove insolently into her mouth.

 The kiss was intended to punish and degrade her, and Meredith knew it, but instead of fighting him as he
obviously expected her to do, she wrapped her arms around his neck, pressed her body to his, and
kissed him back with all the shattering tenderness and aching contrition in her heart, trying to convince
him in this way that she spoke the truth. Her response made him stiffen in shock; he tensed, as if he
intended to shove her away, and then with a low groan he gathered her into his arms and kissed her with
a slow, melting hunger that demolished her defenses completely and drove her mad with helpless
yearning. The kiss deepened dramatically, his mouth moving urgently, persuasively, on hers, and against
her, Meredith felt the rigid pressure of his aroused body.

 When he finally lifted his head, she was too dazed to immediately grasp the meaning of his caustic
question, "Are you using birth control? Before we get into bed so you can show me how badly you really
want thatHouston property, I want to be certain there won't be another child from this encounter—or
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another abortion."

 Meredith lurched back, staring at him in stunned anger.

 "Abortion!" she choked. "Didn't you hear what I just told you? I had amiscarriage."

 "Damn you, don't lie to me!"

 "You have to listen—"

 "I don't want to talk anymore," he said roughly, and his mouth captured hers in a bruising kiss.

 Frantic to stop him, to make him listen before it was too late, Meredith struggled and finally managed to
tear her mouth from his. "No!" she cried, wedging her hands against his chest, burying her face against his
shirt. His hand clamped against the back of her head as if he intended to force her head up again, and
Meredith fought with a strength born of terror and panic, shoving his hands away and tearing out of his
grasp. "I didn't have an abortion—Ididn't!" she cried, backing up a step, her chest rising and falling in
sharp, shallow breaths, her words spilling out with all the pent-up pain and fury she felt. Gone was the
carefully rehearsed speech she'd planned, and in its place came a torrent of anguished words. "I had a
miscarriage, and I nearly died. A miscarriage! No one will perform an abortion when you're nearly six
months pregnant—"

 Minutes ago his eyes had been smoldering with desire, now they raked over her with savage contempt.
"Evidently they will if you've given an entire wing to the hospital where it's performed."

 "It's not a question of legality, it's too dangerous!"

 "Apparently it was, since you were in there for almost two weeks."

 Meredith realized he'd already considered all this long ago, arrived at his own logical, if erroneous,
conclusions, and that nothing she said was going to make any difference. The realization was shattering,
and she turned her head aside, brushing at the tears of futility starting to spill from her eyes, but she could
not stop talking to him. "Oh, please," she implored brokenly, "listen to me. I hemorrhaged, and I lost our
baby. I asked my father to send you a telegram to tell you what happened and to ask you to come home.
I never imagined he'd lie to you, or stop you from getting into the hospital, but your father said that's what
he did ..." The dam of tears broke loose, flooding her eyes and shattering her voice as she wept. "I
thought I was in love with you! I waited for you to come to the hospital. I waited and waited," she cried,
"but you never did."

 She bent her head, her shoulders jerking with sobs she couldn't suppress any longer. Matt knew she was
crying, but he was rendered incapable of reaction by a memory that had started screaming through his
brain when she mentioned her father—a vision of Philip Bancroft standing in his study, white-faced with
rage:You think you're tough, Farrell, but you don't even know what tough is yet, I'll stop at nothing
to get Meredith free of you! After that tirade, after Bancroft's rage was spent, he'd asked Matt if they
could try to get along for Meredith's sake. Bancroft had seemed sincere. He'd seemed to accept the
marriage, albeit reluctantly. But had he really, Matt wondered now.I'll stop at nothing to get Meredith
free of you . . .

 Meredith raised her eyes to his then, wounded blue-green eyes. In a state of paralyzed uncertainty, Matt
looked into those eyes, and what he saw nearly sent him to his knees: They were filled with tears and
pleading. And truth. Naked, soul-destroying, unbearable truth. "Matt," she whispered achingly, "we—we
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had a baby girl."

 "Oh, myGod! he groaned, and he yanked her into his arms."Oh, God!"

 Meredith clung to him, her wet cheek pressed against his shirt, unable to stop the outpouring of grief and
sorrow, now that she was in his arms. "I—I named herElizabeth for your mother."

 Matt scarcely heardher;his entire being was tormented with the image of Meredith, lying alone in a
hospital room, waiting in vain for him. "Please, no," he pleaded with fate, clasping her tighter to him,
rubbing his jaw against her hair. "Please no."

 "I couldn't go to her funeral," she whispered hoarsely, "because I was so sick. My father said he went...
you d-don't think he lied about that too, do you?"

 The agony Matt felt when she mentioned a funeral and being sick almost doubled him over. "Oh, Christ!"
he groaned, holding her tighter, running his hands over her back and shoulders, helplessly trying to heal
the hurt he had unwittingly caused her years before. She lifted her tear-drenched face to his and begged
him for reassurance: "I told him to be sureElizabeth had dozens of flowers at her funeral. I told him they
had to be pink roses. You ... you don't think he lied to me when he said he sent them?"

 "He sent them!" Matt promised her fiercely. "I'm sure he did."

 "I couldn't—couldn't bear it if she didn't have any flowers ..."

 "Oh, please, darling," Matt whispered brokenly. "Please don't. No more."

 Through the haze of her own sorrow and relief, Meredith heard the anguish clogging his voice, saw the
ravaged sorrow on his face, and tenderness poured through her, its sweetness filling her heart until she
ached withit. "Don't cry," she whispered, her own tears falling unchecked as she reached up and laid her
fingers on his hardcheek. "It's all over now. Your father told me the truth. That's why I came here, you
see ... I had to tell you what really happened. I had to ask you to forgive me—"

 Leaning his head back, Matt closed his eyes and swallowed, trying to clear the painful lump of emotion
that was clogging his throat. "Forgive you?" he repeated in a ragged whisper. "For what?"

 "For hating you all these years."

 He forced his eyes to open and he looked down at her beautiful face. "You couldn't possibly have hated
me as much as I hate myself at this moment."

 Meredith's heart lurched at the naked remorse in his eyes; he'd always seemed so completely
invulnerable that she'd thought him incapable of deep feeling. Or perhaps her judgment had been clouded
by her youth and inexperience. But whatever the case, she thought nothing of trying to comfort him now.
"It's over. Don't think about it," she said softly, leaning her face againstthe hard wallof his chest, but it was
a hopeless suggestion because in the silence before he spoke again, that was all either of them could think
about. "Were you in much pain when it happened?" he said finally.

 Meredith started to ask him again not to think of it, but she realized in some part of her mind that he was
asking her to share with him now the things that would have been his right to share with her long ago. At
the same time, he was offering her the belated chance to turn to him for the comfort that she'd needed
from him. And Meredith slowly realized that she wanted that, even now. Standing in the circle of his
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arms, she felt the slow, soothing strokes of his hand against her nape and shoulders, and suddenly she
wasn't twenty-nine anymore; she was eighteen, and he was twenty-six, and she was in love with him. He
was strength and security and hope. "I was sleeping when it started," she began. "Something woke me
up—I felt strange, and I turned on the lamp. When I looked down, the blankets were soaked with my
blood. I screamed." She stopped, and then made herself continue. "Mrs. Ellis had just come back
fromFlorida that day. She heard me and woke up my father and someone called an ambulance. The
pains started coming, and I begged my father to try to call you, and the paramedics arrived. I remember
them carrying me out of the house on a stretcher, and they were running. And I remember the sound of
the siren screaming and screaming and screaming in the night. I tried to cover my ears to block out the
sound, but they were giving me an injection and the paramedic held my arms down." Meredith drew a
shuddering breath, not sure she could go on without starting to cry, but Matt's hand was drifting down
her spine, holding her pressed against the solid strength of his body, and she found the courage to finish.
"The next thing I remember was the sound of a machine beeping, and when I opened my eyes, I was
lying in a hospital bed with all sorts of plastic tubes attached to me and a machine monitoring my
heartbeats. It was daylight, and a nurse was there, but when I tried to ask her about our baby, she patted
my hand and told me not to worry. I asked her if I could see you, and she said you weren't there yet.
When I opened my eyes again, it was night and there were doctors and nurses all around the bed. I
asked them about the baby, too, and they said my doctor was on his way and everything was going to be
just fine. Iknew they were lying to me. So I asked—no," she amended with a sad smile as she tipped her
head back and looked at him, "Iordered them to let you come in because I knew they wouldn't dare lie
to you."

 He tried to smile back at her but it didn't reach his tormented gray eyes, and she laid her cheek against
his chest. "They told me you weren't there, but that my father was, and then my doctor arrived, and my
father came in, and everyone else left the room...."

 Meredith stopped, cringing from the memory of what came next. As if Matt sensed what she was
feeling, he laid his hand against her cheek, pressing her face to the rhythmic beating of his heart. "Tell me,"
he whispered, his deep voice ragged with tenderness and sorrow. "I'm here, and it can't hurt as much this
time."

 Meredith took his word for it, her hands sliding up his chest to his shoulders, instinctively clutching them
for support, but fresh tears were flooding her eyes and clogging her voice. "Dr.Arledge told me that we'd
had a baby girl, and that everything humanly possible had been done to save her, but they couldn't
because—because she was too little." Tears raced down her cheeks. "Toolittle!" she repeated on a
heartbroken sob. "I thought baby girls were supposed to be little. Little is such a—apretty word ... so
feminine ..."

 She felt Matt's fingers digging into her back, and somehow the suppressed force of his reaction gave her
strength. Drawing a long breath, she finished, "Because she was so little, she couldn't breathe properly.
Dr.Arledge asked me what I wanted to do, and when I realized he was asking me if I wanted her to have
a name and a—a funeral, I started begging him to let me see you. My father was furious at him for
upsetting me, and he told me he'd sent you a telegram, but that you weren't there. Dr.Arledge said I
couldn't wait for days to make these decisions. And so I—I decided," Meredith concluded brokenly. "I
named herElizabeth because I thought you would like that, and I told my father I wanted her to have
dozens and dozens of pink roses. And I said I wanted all the cards to be from us and to say, 'We loved
you.'"

 Matt's voice was raw. "Thank you," he whispered, and she suddenly realized the wetness on her cheek
was not only from her tears, but also his.
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 "And then I waited," she told him with a ragged sigh. "I waited for you to come, because I thought that
somehow, if you were there, everything would start to be better." Within moments after she finished,
Meredith felt a sense of relief, of calm sweeping over her.

 When Matt finally spoke, he, too, had gotten control of his emotions. "Your father's telegram reached
me three days after he sent it. It said that you'd had an abortion, and that you wanted nothing more from
me except a divorce, which you were already instituting. I flew home anyway, and one of your maids told
me where you were, but when I got to the hospital, they informed me you'd specifically said you didn't
want me allowed up to see you. I went back the next day with some half-formed plan of getting past the
security guards at the desk of the Bancroft Wing, but I never got that far. A cop was waiting at the doors
to serve me with a signed court injunction that made it a criminal act for me to go near you."

 "And all that time," she whispered, "I was in there, waiting for you."

 "I promise you," he said tightly, "that if I'd thought there was a chance you wanted to see me, no court
order, no force on this earth, would have stopped me from getting to you!"

 She tried to reassure him with a simple truth: "You couldn't have helped me."

 His body seemed to stiffen. "I couldn't?"

 She shook her head. "Everything medically possible was already being done for me, just as it had been
forElizabeth . There wasn't anything you could have done to help." Meredith was so relieved to have the
truth out in the open at last that she abandoned her pride and took it one step further. "You see, despite
what I had put on the cards with the roses, I knew in my heart how youreally felt about the baby—and
about me."

 "Tell me," he said gruffly, "how did I really feel?"

 Surprised by the sudden terseness in his tone, Meredith tipped her head back. With a soft smile to prove
she meant no criticism, she said, "The answer to that is as obvious now as it was then: You were stuck
with both of us. You slept onetime with a silly eighteen-year-old virgin who did her best to seduce you,
and who didn't have sense enough to use birth control, and look what happened."

 "What happened, Meredith?" he demanded.

 "What happened? You know what happened. I came looking for you to give you the glad news, and
you did the noble thing—you married a girl you didn't want."

 "Didn'twant?" he exploded, his harsh voice in complete opposition to the poignancy of his words. "I've
wanted you every day of my godforsaken life."

 Meredith stared at him, mesmerized, doubtful, joyous, shattered.

 "And you were wrong about something else too," he said, his expression gentling as he framed her
tear-streaked face between his palms, his fingers brushing the wetness away. "If I'd been able to see you
in the hospital, Icould have helped."

 Her voice dropped to a shaken whisper. "How?"

 "Like this," he said, and still cradling her face, he bent his head and brushed his lips over hers. The
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exquisite tenderness of his kiss, the caressing way his fingers slid over her face, destroyed Meredith's
defenses completely, and fresh tears welled up just when she thought she had cried them all. "And like
this—" His mouth slid to the corners of her eyes, and she felt the touch of his tongue on her tears. "I'd
have taken you home from the hospital withme, and held you in my arms—like this—" he promised
achingly, drawing her against his full length, his breath against her ear sending shivers down her spine.
"When you were well enough, we'd have made love, and later, when you wanted me to, I'd have given
you another baby—" He didn't say "like this," but when he shifted her backward onto the bed and
followed her down, Meredith knew that was what he meant. She knew it as surely as she knew it was
wrong to let him take off her sweater and unfasten her jeans, as surely as she knew it was impossible for
her to have another baby. But, oh, the sweetness of pretending, just this once, that all of this was reality
and the past was only a dream that could be altered.

 Her heart wanted desperately to try, but some tiny voice of reason warned that it was a mistake. "This is
wrong—" she whispered when he leaned over her, his chest and arms bare and bronze.

 "This isright," he said fiercely, and his lips covered hers, parting them withfamiliar, insistent skill.

 Meredith closed her eyes and let the dream begin.

 Only in this dream she wasn't merely an observer, she was a participant—hesitant at first; as shy and
awkward as she'd always been when confronted withhis bold sexuality and unerring expertise. His mouth
tormented and enticed hers, his tongue sliding on her lips, flicking at the crease, while his hands shifted
endlessly down her sides, her legs, sliding with tantalizing languor upward toward her breasts. Meredith
moaned inwardly witha combination of awakening delight and recurring inhibition, and slid her hands
uncertainly into the crisp, curly hairs on his muscular chest, touching. His mouth became more demanding,
his hands so near her aching breasts, but not touching, thumbs playing over her ribs. Just when she
thought she would die from the need, he drove his tongue into her mouth, and his hands took hard
possession of her breasts, kneading, teasing, instinctively rubbing hardened nipples, and the cry that
Meredith had been suppressing erupted at the same moment her restraint broke. Her body arched
toward his, and she ran her hands feverishly down the bunched muscles of his arms, welcoming the
invasion of his tongue, giving him hers, rolling with him onto her side. He tore his mouth from hers, and
she moaned in protest at the loss, then shivered in delight as he kissed her ear, sliding his lips down her
neck, then over her breasts, until they closed hard on her nipples. Lost in the dark, silent wanting, she felt
his hand slide to the triangle between her legs, seeking and finding every hot, damp place, touching and
caressing, until she writhed against him.

 Matt knew the exact moment that she relinquished her body entirely to him; he felt the tension leave her,
her legs relaxing, then opening for him, and the poignant sweetness of her well-remembered surrender
sent desire raging uncontrollably through him. It made his heart thunder and his body throb until even his
limbs began to tremble as he shifted on top of her. Gone was his hazy hope of prolonging this
unbelievable, momentous joining; all that mattered was being a part of her again. The veins in his arms
stood out as he held himself above her, his eyes clenched shut, easing himself into her an inch at a time,
fighting the overpowering need to bury himself full-length in her incredible warmth, to devour her with his
hands and mouth.

 His control began to slip when she arched her hips, and again when she slid her hands over his shoulders
and whispered his name, but when he opened his eyes and looked down at her Matt was lost: This
wasn't a figment of his fevered imagination—the girl he had loved was the woman in his arms; the
beautiful face that had haunted his dreams was inches from his, flushed with desire, her shining hair spilling
over his pillow. She'd been waiting for him in that hospital; she had never tried to rid herself of his baby
or him. She had come to him here, endured his hatred and braved his anger—and then she had asked for
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his forgiveness. The realization was overpoweringly poignant, and even then Matt might have been able
to continue moving slowly and steadily inside her—if Meredith hadn't chosen that moment to run her
fingers through the hair at his nape, and lift her hips, and whisper, "Please, Matt." The exquisite sweetness
of his name on her lips and the arousing shift of her body reaching for his tore a silent groan from him, and
he drove into her, plunging again and again, until they were both wild with wanting, reaching together for
it... finding it in the same moment, exploding together and then shattering. Limbs entwined, hearts
thundering, he wrapped her in his arms, and still he kept thrusting, wanting to spill eleven years of
yearning into her, and Meredith held him to her, her body beginning to convulse again, until her rhythmic
spasms had finally drained him of everything except a feeling of overwhelming joy and peace.

 He collapsed against her, his skin fiery, his breathing labored, and then he moved onto his side to keep
himself from crushing her, taking her with him, his arm around her back, his fingers buried in the bunched
satin of her hair. Silent, floating, still intimately joined to her, he let his hand drift up and down her spine,
reveling in the sensation of being held inside her wet warmth and the brush of her lips against his
collarbone.

 He closed his eyes, savoring it, filled with reverence for all the things she was and for all the things she
made him want to be. Eleven years ago he'd been cheated of heaven; he'd found it again this weekend,
and there was nothing that he wouldn't do to avoid losing it again. Then he'd had nothing to offer her
except himself; now he could give her the world—and himself. He felt her breathing even out and realized
she was falling asleep. He smiled to himself, a little embarrassed by his lack of restraint that had worn
them both out so completely and so quickly. ... He'd let her sleep for an hour, he decided, and himself
too. Then he would wake her up and make love to her more properly and thoroughly. After that they
would talk. They were going to have to make plans. Even though he expected that she might be hesitant
to break off her engagement on the strength of one afternoon in bed with him, Matt knew he could
persuade her of the simple truth: They were meant to be together. They had always been meant to be
together... .

 Nudged from his sleep by a sound somewhere in the house, Matt opened his eyes and stared in mild
confusion at the empty pillow beside him. The room was dark, and he rolled onto his side, squinting at his
watch. It was almostsix o'clock , and he leaned up on his elbow, surprised that he'd slept for almost three
hours. For a moment or two, he was perfectly still, listening, trying to decide where Meredith was, but
the first sound he heard was the last one he expected: It came from outdoors—a car engine firing, motor
revving.

 For a moment of ignorant bliss he decided she must have been worried about her battery running down
in the cold, and he tossed off the quilts and rolled out of bed. Combing his hand through his hair, he
walked over to the window and pushed the curtain aside, intending to open the window and call to her to
let him take care of that. What he saw was a pair of red taillights glowing brightly as the BMW sped
down the long drive toward the main road.

 He was so stunned that his first reaction was to worry that she was driving too damned fast—and then
reality hit him. She had left! For a split second his mind couldn't seem to absorb the shock. She had
crawled out of bed and crept off in the night! Swearing savagely under his breath, he turned on the lamp
and yanked on his pants, then he stood, hands on his hips, glaring at the empty bed in a state of near
paralysis. He could not believe she'd run away as if they'd done something she was ashamed of and
couldn't bear to face in daylight.

 He saw it then—the note propped on the nightstand, written on the same pad of yellow paper she'd
used to make her notes for the board of directors meeting. He snatched it up, hope flaring in his chest
that she'd merely gone to find a grocery store or something.
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 "Matt," she'd written, "what happened this afternoon should never have happened. It was wrong for both
of us—understandable, I suppose—but terribly wrong. We both have our own lives and plans for the
future, and we have people in our lives who love and trust us. We betrayed them by doing what we did.
I'm ashamed of that. And even so, I will always remember this weekend as something beautiful and
special. Thank you for it."

 Matt stood staring in furious disbelief at the words, feeling absurdly—stupidly—as if he'd been raped!
No, not raped, used, like some paid stud who she could take to her bed when she wanted a "special"
time, and then dismiss afterward like an insignificant peon whom she was ashamed to have been with.

 She hadn't changed one damned bit in all these years! She was still spoiled and self-centered and so
convinced of her own superiority that it wouldn'toccur to her that maybe, just maybe, someone from a
less privileged class than her own might be worth consideration. No, she hadn't changed at all, she was
still a coward, still—

 Matt checked himself in mid-thought, amazed that his anger could actually obliterate his memory of
everything that he'd discovered. For the last few minutes he'd been judging her based on all the erroneous
things he'd believed of her for eleven years. That was habit; it was not reality. Reality was what he'd
learned of her in this room; truths so painful, and so beautiful—that they'd made him ache. Meredith was
no coward, she had never run away from him, from motherhood, or even her tyrannical father who she'd
had to deal withat the store all these years. She had been eighteen, and she had thought she loved
Matt—a slight smile touched his eyes at the memory of her astounding admission—but it vanished when
he thought of her lying in the hospital waiting for him. She had sent flowers for their baby, and named
herElizabeth for his mother.... And when he never came back, she had picked up the pieces of her life,
gone back to college, and faced whatever else the future handed her. Even now it made him cringe to
remember the things he'd said and done to her in the last few weeks. Jesus, how she must have hated
him!

 He had threatened her and bullied her... and yet, when she discovered the facts from Matt's father, she
had braved a snowstorm to come and tell him the truth, and she had done it knowing that when she
arrived, she was going to find brutal hostility.

 Leaning a shoulder against the bedpost, he gazed at the bed. His wife, Matt decided with mounting
pride, didn't run away from things that would make most people take to their heels.

 But tonight she had run from him.

 What, he wondered, would make Meredith flee like a frightened rabbit, when, for the first time all
weekend, there could have been total harmony between them?

 In his mind he quickly reviewed the past two days, looking for answers. He saw her reaching for his
hand, asking for a truce, and he remembered the way she'd watched their hands joining—as if the
moment was profoundly meaningful to her. Her fingers had trembled when he touched them. He saw her
smiling up at him with those glowing blue-green eyes of hers—I've decided to be just like you when I
grow up.But most of all he remembered the way she had cried in his arms when she was telling him
about their baby ... the way she had put her own arms around him, too, holding him to her as naturally as
she had in this bed ... the way she had moaned beneath him, her nails biting into his back, her body
welcoming his with the same exquisite, shattering ardor she had shown him when she was eighteen.

 Matt slowly straightened, struck by the most obvious answer. Meredith had very likely run away tonight
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because what had happened between them was as shattering to her as it was to him. If it was, then all her
plans for her future with Parker and the rest of her life were jeopardized by what had happened in this
house and especially in this bed.

 She was no coward, but she was cautious. He'd noticed that when they'd talked about the department
store. She took calculated risks, but only when the rewards were great and the likelihood for failure was
comparatively small. She'd admitted that herself downstairs.

 Given that, she sure as hell wasn't going to want to risk her heart or her future on Matthew Farrell again
if she could possibly avoid it. The ramifications of making love withhim, of getting involved with him again,
were too overwhelming for her to face. The last time she'd done it, her life had become a living hell. He
realized that to Meredith, the likelihood for failure with him was enormous, and the rewards were ...

 Matt laughed softly—the rewards were beyond her wildest imaginings. Now all he had to do was
convince her of it. To do that, he was going to need time, and she wasn't going to want to give it to him.
In fact, considering the way she'd fled tonight, he half expected her to fly toReno or somewhere else
immediately in order to sever all ties with him at the first possible moment. The longer he thought, the
more convinced he became that she'd do exactly that.

 In fact, there were only two things he was moresure of, and that was that Meredith still felt something for
him, and that she was going to be his wife in every way. To accomplish that, Matt was now prepared to
move heaven and earth; in fact, he was even prepared to permanently forgo the gratification of finding her
lousy father and making her an orphan. In the midst of those thoughts, he suddenly realized something
that made him stiffen in alarm: The roads that Meredith was driving on were bound to be treacherous in
places, and she was not likely to be concentrating very well right now.

 Turning, he headed swiftly down the hall to his room.

 Walking over to his briefcase, he took out the phone and made three calls. The first call was to
Edmunton's new chief of police. Matt instructed him to have a patrolman watch for a black BMW on the
overpass and to discreetly escort the car back toChicago to make certain the driver got home safely. The
police chief was perfectly willing to comply with the extraordinary request; Matthew Farrell had
contributed a very large sum to his election campaign.

 His next phone call was to the home of David Levinson, senior partner in Pearson & Levinson. Matt
instructed Levinson to appear, withPearson in tow, in Matt's office at eight sharp the next morning.
Levinson was perfectly willing to comply. Matthew Farrell paid them an annual retainer of $250,000 to
do their legal utmost—whenever and wherever he wanted it done.

 The last call was to Joe O'Hara. Matt instructed him to get out to the farm and pick him up immediately.
Joe O'Hara balked. Matt Farrell paid him a lot of money to be at his beck and call, but Joe also
regarded himself as Matt's protector, and his friend. He didn't figure it was in Matt's best interests to have
a mean of escape from the farm if Meredith wanted him to stay. Instead of agreeing to leave at once, Joe
said, "Is everything all patched up between you and your wife?"

 Matt scowled at this unprecedented failure to follow instructions at once. "Not exactly," he said
impatiently.

 "Is your wife still there?"

 "She's already left."
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 The sadness in O'Hara's voice banished Matt's annoyance with his prying and made him again realize the
depth of his driver's loyalty. So you let her go, huh, Matt?"

 Matt's smile was in his voice. "I'm going after her. Now, get your tail out here, O'Hara."

 "I'm on my way!"

 When he hung up the phone, Matt stared out the window, planning his strategy for tomorrow.

 Chapter 39
  

 "Good morning," Phyllis said, her forehead creasing in a worried frown as Meredith walked past her
Monday morning without her usual greeting, two hours late for work. "Is anything wrong?" she asked,
getting up from her new desk outside the president's office and following Meredith inside. Miss Pauley,
who'd been Philip Bancroft's secretary for twenty years, had decided to take a long-overdue vacation
while her employer was on leave.

 Meredith sat down at her desk, leaned her elbows on it, and massaged her temples. Everything was
wrong. "Nothing, really. I have a slight headache. Do I have any phone messages?"

 "A pile of them," Phyllis said. "I'll get them, and I'll bring you some coffee too. You look like you could
use some."

 Meredith watched Phyllis leave, and she leaned back in her chair, feeling like she'd aged a hundred years
since she'd left this office on Friday. Besides having lived through the most cataclysmic weekend of her
life, she'd also managed to demolish her pride by going to bed with Matt, betraying herfiance , and then
compounding her wrongs by running away and leaving Matt a note. Guilt and shame had haunted her
throughout the drive home, and to finish it all off nicely, she'd actually thought she was being followed by
some demented Indiana patrolman who slowed down whenever she did, stopped for gasoline when she
did, and then stayed behind her until she lost sight of him a few blocks from her apartment. By the time
she got home she was a mass of guilt and shame and fear—and that wasbefore she played back the
messages on her answering machine and listened to the ones from Parker.

 He'd called Friday night to say that he missed her and needed to hear the sound of her voice. His
Saturday morning message had been mildly confused at her lack of reply. Saturday night he'd been
worried by her silence, and he'd asked if her father had gotten ill on his cruise. Sunday morning he said he
was alarmed and that he was going to call Lisa. Unfortunately, Lisa had evidently explained that Meredith
had gone to see Matt on Friday to tell him the truth and get things straightened out. Parker'ssunday night
message was furious and hurt: "Call me,dammit !" he'd said. "I want to believe you have a legitimate
reason for spending the weekend with Farrell, if that's what you've done, but I'm running out of excuses."
Meredith sustained that part better than his next words, which were filled with confusion and tenderness,
"Darling, where are you, really? I know you aren't with Farrell. I'm sorry I said that, my imagination is
running wild. Did he agree to a divorce? Has he murdered you? I'm terribly worried about you."

 Meredith closed her eyes, trying to banish the sensation of impending doom so that she could attempt to
get on with her day. The note she'd left Matt had been cowardly and childish, and she couldn't
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understand why she'd been unable to stay there until he woke up and then say good-bye to him like a
mature adult. Every time she went near Matt Farrell, she said and did things that she'd never do under
ordinary circumstances—foolish, wrong, dangerous things! In less than forty-eight hours with him, she'd
thrown away her scruples and forgotten about things that mattered to her, like decency and principles.
Instead, she'd gone to bed with a man she didn't love, and she had betrayed Parker. Her conscience was
on a rampage.

 She thought of the way she'd responded to him in bed, and bright color ran up her pale cheeks. At
eighteen she'd been awed by the fact that Matt seemed to know all the right places to touch her, all the
right things to whisper to her, in order to drive her into a frenzy of defenseless desire. To discover, when
she was twenty-nine, that he could still do it—only much more so—filled her with despondent shame.
Yesterday she'd practically begged him for a climax—she, who was helplessly modest in bed with her
ownfiance .

 Meredith drew herself up short. These sorts of recriminations, these thoughts, weren't fair to either Matt
or her. The things she'd told him yesterday had shaken him deeply. They'd gone to bed together as a way
to ... to console each other. He hadnot merely used that as an excuse to get her into bed. At least, she
thought a little wildly, it hadn'tseemed like it at the time.

 She was doing it again, she realized in frustrated alarm—losing focus, concentrating on all the wrong
things. It was counterproductive to sit, on the verge of tears, filled with remorse and obsessed with
anything as silly as his sexual expertise. She needed to take action, to do something to banish this strange,
nameless panic that had been growing inside her from the moment she'd left Matt's bed. Atfour o'clock
that morning she'd arrived at certain conclusions, and she'd made a decision. Now she needed tostop
going over the problems and follow through with that decision.

 "I had to wait for a fresh pot of coffee to brew," Phyllis said, heading toward Meredith's desk with a
steaming mug in one hand and a fistful of pink message slips in the other. "Here are your messages. Don't
forget, you rescheduled the executive committee meeting for today at eleven."

 Meredith managed not to look as harassed and miserable as she felt. "Okay, thanks. Will you get Stuart
Whitmore on the phone for me? And will you see if you can reach Parker at his hotel inGeneva ? If he
isn't in his suite, leave a message."

 "Who do you want first?" Phyllis asked with her usual cheerful efficiency.

 "Stuart Whitmore," Meredith said. First she would tell Stuart of her decision. Next she would talk to
Parker, and try to explain. Explain? she thought miserably.

 Trying to think of something less daunting, she picked up the phone messages and leafed disinterestedly
through them. The fifth one brought her halfway to her feet, her heart beginning to hammer. The message
said that Mr. Matthew Farrell had called at9:10a.m.

 The harsh buzz of her intercom jerked Meredith's attention to the phone, and she saw that both her lines
were lit up, their hold buttons flashing.

 "I have Mr. Whitmore on line one," Phyllis said when Meredith answered the intercom, "and Matthew
Farrell is on line two. He says it's urgent."

 Meredith's pulse rate doubled. "Phyllis," she said shakily, "I don't want to speak to Matt Farrell. Would
you tell him that I want us to communicate with each other through our attorneys from now on? And also
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tell him I'm going out of town for a week or two. Be polite to him," she added nervously, "but very firm."

 "I understand."

 Meredith put down the phone, her hand shaking, watching the flashing light on line two become constant.
Phyllis was giving Matt the message. She started to reach for the phone; she should at least talk to him
and find out what he wanted, she thought, then she jerked her hand back. No, she shouldn't! It didn't
matter. As soon as Stuart told her where to go to get a quick, legal divorce, whatever Matt wanted
would be irrelevant. She'd arrived at the obvious solution of aReno divorce—or something like it—in the
small hours of the morning, and it made perfect sense. Now that there was no more enmity between
them, she knew Matt wouldn't consider carrying out the threats he'd made in the car that day after lunch.
All that was in the past.

 The light on Matt's call went out, and she couldn't stand the suspense. She buzzed Phyllis and asked her
to come in. "What did he say?" Meredith asked her.

 Phyllis bit back a puzzled smile at Meredith's complete loss of serenity. "He said he understood
perfectly."

 "Was that all?"

 "Then he asked if your trip was a sudden, unscheduled one, and I told him it was. Is that okay?"

 "I don't know," Meredith said helplessly. "Did he say anything when you told him my trip was sudden?"

 "Not exactly."

 "What do you mean bythat?"

 "What he did was laugh, but not loud. I guess you'd call it a chuckle—sort of low and deep. Then he
thanked me and said good-bye."

 For some reason, Matt's entire reaction made Meredith feel acutely uneasy. "Was there anything else?"
she asked when Phyllis continued to hover in the doorway.

 "I was just wondering," the secretary replied a little sheepishly. "I mean, do you think he hasreally dated
Michelle Pfeiffer and Meg Ryan, or do you think the movie magazines just make that stuff up?"

 "I'm sure he has," Meredith said, struggling to keep her voice and face completely blank.

 Nodding, Phyllis glanced at the phone. "Did you forget Stuart Whitmore is still on your line?"

 Horrified, Meredith snatched up the phone and asked Phyllis to close her door. "Stuart, I'm sorry for
making you wait," she began, nervously raking her hair off her forehead. "I'm not having a very good
morning."

 Stuart's reply was amused. "I'm havinga fascinating morning, thanks to you."

 "What do you mean?"

 "I mean that Farrell's attorneys suddenly want a parlay. David Levinson called me at nine-thirty this
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morning so filled with goodwill that you'd almost think the arrogant bastard had had a profound religious
experience over the weekend."

 "What exactly did he say?" Meredith asked, her trepidation mounting.

 "Well, first Levinson treated me to a lecture on the sanctity of marriage, particularly among Catholics,
which he delivered in his most pious voice. Meredith," Stuart pointed out on a suffocated laugh,
"Levinson is an orthodox Jew on his fourth marriage and sixth mistress! Jesus, I couldn't believe his
nerve!"

 "What did you say?"

 "I told him I couldn't believe his nerve," Stuart said, then he stopped trying to make her see the humor of
it all because he sensed she couldn't. "All right, never mind all that. According to Levinson, his client is
suddenly willing to let the divorce go through, which strikes me as odd, and odd always makes me
nervous."

 "It isn't that odd," Meredith said quietly, ignoring the painful and irrational thought that Matt was dumping
her with embarrassing abruptness after she'd gone to bed with him. He was only doing the decent thing
by calling an end to hostilities immediately. "I saw Matt this weekend, and we talked."

 "About what?" When she hesitated, he said, "Don't keep secrets from your lawyer. Levinson's sudden
eagerness for a meeting is setting off all kinds of alarm bells in my head. I smell an ambush."

 Because Meredith knew it wasn't fair or wise to keep the events of the weekend from Stuart, she told
him what had happened—from her discovery that Matt had purchased theHouston land to her stormy
confrontation with Matt's father. "Matt was too sick to listen to me when I first got to the farm," she
continued, "but yesterday I told him the truth about what my father had done, and he believed me." She
didn't tell Stuart she'd gone to bed with Matt; that was something no one had a right to know except,
perhaps, Parker.

 When she was done, Stuart was silent for such a long time that she was afraid he was guessing the truth,
but when he spoke, all he said was "Farrell's got more control than I have. I'd be gunning for your father."

 Meredith, who still had to deal with her father over his treachery when he returned from his cruise, let
that remark pass. "In any case," she said, "that's obviously why Matt has decided to be cooperative."

 "He's being more than cooperative," Stuart said dryly. "According to Levinson, Farrell is deeply
concerned about your well-being. He wants to make a financial settlement for you. He also volunteered
to sell you theHouston land for very agreeable terms—though at the time I didn't know what land
Levinson was talking about."

 "I don't want, nor am I entitled to, a financial settlement from him," Meredith said emphatically. "If Matt's
willing to sell us theHouston land, that's wonderful, but there's no need for a meeting with Matt's
attorneys. I've decided to fly toReno or somewhere and get a divorce right away. That's why I was
calling you—I wanted to ask where I could go to that would be fast and legal."

 "No dice," Stuart said flatly. "If you attempt to do that, Farrell's offer is withdrawn."

 "What makes you say that?" Meredith cried, feeling as if an invisible trap were closing around her.
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 "Because Levinson made that very clear. It seems his client wants to do this thing properly and
completely or not at all. If you refuse to meet with him tomorrow, or try to get a quickie divorce, Farrell's
offer to sell you the Houston land will be permanently withdrawn. Levinson implied that either of those
actions would be construed by his client as a personal rejection of his goodwill. It boggles the mind,"
Stuart concluded with heavy irony, "to discover that Farrell's reputation for cold ruthlessness is only a
cover to hide his sensitive heart, doesn't it?"

 Meredith sank back into her chair, her attention momentarily diverted by several members of the
executive committee who were walking past her office and into the adjoining conference room. "I don't
know what to for so long, I don't know who he really is."

 "Well," Stuart cheerfully informed her, "we're going to find out tomorrow atfour o'clock . Farrell wants
the meeting at his office, with his attorneys, myself, and you in attendance. I can cancel an appointment.
Shall I meet you there, or would you rather I pick you up?"

 "No! I don't want to go. You can represent me."

 "Nope. You have to be there. Levinson said his client is not flexible on the date, place, or attendees.
Inflexibility," Stuart remarked with a return of irony, "is an odd trait for a man of such extraordinary
benevolence and generosity as we're being led to believe that Farrell is by his attorneys."

 Harassed, Meredith glanced at her watch. The meeting was scheduled to begin now. She was loath to
relinquish theHouston land if Matt was willing to sell it back to her, and almost as reluctant to endure the
emotional strain of having to deal with him face-to-face.

 "Even if you got yourReno divorce," Stuart reminded her when she didn't say anything, "you'd still have
to deal with the property issue when you came back. There's an eleven-year snarl of property rights here
that can be easily unraveled if Farrell is willing—or that he can drag out in court for years if he isn't."

 "God, what a mess," she said weakly. "All right, I'll meet you in the lobby atIntercorp atfour o'clock . I'd
rather not go up there alone."

 "I understand," Stuart said kindly. "See you tomorrow. Don't think about allthis until then."

 Meredith tried, very hard, to follow his advice as she sat down at the head of the conference table.
"Good morning," she said with a bright, artificial smile. "Mark, do you want to begin? Any problems to
report from the security division?"

 "One nice big fat one," he said. "Five minutes ago theNew Orleans store had a bomb threat. They're
clearing the store, and the bomb squad is on its way."

 Everyone at the table jerked to attention.

 "Why wasn't I notified?" Meredith demanded.

 "Both your phone lines were busy, so the store manager followed procedure and called me."

 "I have a private direct line too."

 "I know and so doesMichaelson . Unfortunately, he panicked and couldn't find the phone number."
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 At5:30 that night, after a day of raw tension and helpless waiting, Meredith finally received the phone call
she'd been praying for. The New Orleans Bomb and Arson Squad had found no trace of explosives and
were going to remove the barriers around the store. That was the good news. The bad news was that the
store had lost an entire day's sales in the most important season of the year.

 Limp with relief and exhaustion, Meredith notified Mark Braden of the news, then she packed a
briefcase full of work and went home. Parker hadn't returned her call yet, but she knew he'd call her as
soon as he received her message.

 In her apartment she dumped her coat, gloves, and briefcase onto the chair, and walked over to the
answering machine to check her messages, thinking Parker might have called, but the red light was not
on. Mrs. Ellis had been there, though, and left a note beside the phone saying she'd done the marketing
today instead of Wednesday because she had a doctor's appointment Wednesday morning.

 The continued silence from Parker was making Meredith increasingly uneasy, and as she walked into the
bedroom, she began to imagine him in a Swiss hospital, or, worse, soothing his wounded feelings with
some other woman, dancing in someGeneva nightclub.... Stop it, just stop it! she warned herself. The
mere proximity of Matthew Farrell was causing her to start expecting disaster to befall her at every turn.
It was foolish, she knew, but given her past experiences withMatt, not entirely incomprehensible.

 She'd taken her shower and was tucking a silk shirt into her slacks when the hard knocking on her door
made her turn in surprise. Whoever it was had a pass key to get through the downstairs security door,
which meant it had to be Mrs. Ellis, since Parker was inSwitzerland . "Did you forget something, Mrs.—"
she began as she opened her door, then she froze in surprise at the sight of Parker's grim face.

 "I was wondering ifyou forgot something," he said curtly, "like the fact that you have afiance ?"

 Overwhelmed with remorse that he'd actually flown home, Meredith flung herself into his arms, noting
the way he hesitated before putting them around her. "I didn't forget," she said, kissing his rigid cheek.
"I'm so sorry!" she said, pulling him into the apartment. She expected him to take off his coat, but all he
did was study her with a cool, hesitant look. "What is it you're sorry about, Meredith?" he finally asked.

 "For worrying you so much that you thought you needed to leave the conference and fly home! Didn't
you get my message at your hotel this morning? I left word for you at ten-thirty our time"

 At her answer, the rigidity left his face, but there was a haggard, drawn look about him that she'd never
seen before. "No, I didn't. I'd like a drink," he said, shrugging out of his coat. "Anything you have is fine,
just make it a stiff one."

 Meredith nodded, but she hesitated, worriedly studying the deep lines etched into his handsome face by
strain and fatigue. "I can't believe you flew home because you couldn't reach me."

 "That is one of two reasons I flew home."

 She tipped her headto the side. "What was the other reason?"

 "Morton Simonson is going to file Chapter 11 tomorrow. I got the word inGeneva last night."

 Meredith wasn't certain why he should feel the need to come home because an industrial paint
manufacturer was going to file bankruptcy, and she said so as she turned to fix his drink.
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 Our bank has loaned them in excess of one hundred million," Parker said. "If they go belly-up, we'll lose
most of that. Since I also seemed to be on the verge of losing myfiancee ," he added, "I decided to fly
home and see what I could do to salvage one or both."

 Despite his attempt at flippancy, Meredith now understood the gravity of the Morton Simonson issue,
and she felt even worse for adding to Parker's worry. "You were never on the verge of losing me," she
said with an ache in her voice.

 "Why the hell didn't you return my phone calls? Where were you? What's going on with Farrell? Lisa
told me what you found out from Farrell's father. She said you drove toIndiana to see Farrell on Friday
night so you could tell him the truth and get him to agree to a divorce."

 "I did tell him the truth," Meredith said gently, handing him his drink, "and he's agreeable to a divorce.
Stuart Whitmore and I are going to meet with Matt and his lawyers tomorrow."

 He nodded, watching her in speculative silence. His next question was one she dreaded—and expected.
"Were you withhim all weekend?"

 "Yes. He—he was too ill to listen to anything Friday night." Belatedly recalling that Parker didn't know
Matt had bought theHouston property in retaliation for having his rezoning request denied, Meredith told
him about it. Next she explained why she'd felt she needed to get Matt to agree to a trucebefore she told
him about her miscarriage. Finished, she stared at her hands, consumed with guilt for what she hadn't told
Parker, not certain if confessing it was a selfish way of unburdening herself or whether it was the morally
and ethically correct thing to do. If the latter were the case, and she still felt that it was, this didn't seem
like the right time to tell him—not when he'd already had one major blow with Morton Simonson.

 She was still trying to decide, when Parker said, "Farrell must have been furious on Sunday when he
realized your father had duped him about your miscarriage."

 "No," Meredith said, thinking about the wrenching sorrow and regret on Matt's face. "He's probably
angry with my father now, but he wasn't then. I started to cry when I told him aboutElizabeth 's funeral,
and I think Matt was trying very hardnot to cry. It wasn't a time for anger somehow."

 The guilt she felt for what happened after that was in her eyes, and Parker saw it.

 "No, I suppose it wasn't." He'd been sitting hunched slightly forward, his forearms braced on his legs,
holding his glass between his knees, watching her. Now he jerked his gaze from her face and began idly
rolling the glass in his palms, hisjawline tightening. And in the endless moments of lengthening silence,
Meredith knew—she knew he'd guessed that she had gone to bed with Matt.

 "Parker," she said shakily, ready to confess, "if you're wondering whether Matt and I—"

 "Don't tell me you went to bed with him, Meredith!" he bit out. "Lie to me if you have to, and then make
me believe it, but don't tell me you slept with him. I couldn't stand it."

 He'd already judged her and handed herher penance —and to Meredith, who wanted only to tell the
truth and make him understand and someday forgive her, it seemed like a lifelong sentence to purgatory.
He waited a minute, evidently to give them both time to put the subject to rest, and then he put the glass
down. Putting his arm around her shoulders, he drew her close and tipped her chin up, trying to smile into
her shadowed eyes. "From what you told me about your phone callwith Stuart this morning, it sounds like
Farrell's going to be reasonably decent about all this."
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 "He is," Meredith said, but guilt and misery made her smile wobble.

 Parker kissed her forehead. "It's almost over, then. Tomorrow night we'll toast your successful divorce
negotiations and maybe even the acquisition of thatHouston property you want so badly." He sobered
then, and what he said made Meredith belatedly realize how deeply concerned he was about matters at
the bank. "I may have to look around and find you another lender to finance that store and the land.
Morton Simonson is the third large borrower to file Chapter 11 on us in the last six months. If we aren't
taking the money in, we can't lend it out unless we borrow it from the fed, and we're already heavily
borrowed there."

 "I didn't know you'd had two other big loans go bad."

 "The economy is scaring the hell out of me. Never mind," he added, standing up and pulling her to her
feet, smiling reassuringly. "The bank isn't going to collapse. We're in better shape than most of our
competitors. Could you do me a favor though?" he asked half seriously.

 "Anything," she stated without hesitation.

 He grinned and put his arms around her for a goodnight kiss. "Could you make certain that Bancroft and
Company continues to make all its loan payments to Reynolds Mercantile Trust on time?"

 "Absolutely!" Meredith replied, smiling tenderly at him. He kissed her then, a long, tired, gentle kiss that
Meredith returned with more fervor than ever before. When he left, she refused to compare that kiss to
Matt's demanding, hot, ardent ones. Passion was what Matt's kisses offered. Parker's offered love.

 Chapter 40
  

 Matt stood in the center of the mammoth conference room that adjoined his office, his hands on his hips,
looking at everything through narrowed, critical eyes. In thirty minutes Meredith would be there, and he
was desperately, boyishly, determined to impress her with all the trappings of his success. A secretary
and the receptionist, whose names he'd heretofore never bothered to learn, had been summoned to the
conference room so that he could seek their opinion of the overall effect. He'd calledVanderwild's office,
too, and left him an urgent message to come up immediately.Vanderwild was closer to Meredith's age
than Matt was, and he had good taste—it wouldn't hurt to get his opinion on things. "What do you think,
Joanna?" he asked the secretary now, his hand on the dimmer switch that controlled the tiny spotlights
high above in the ceiling. "Is this too little light or too much?"

 "I—I think it's just right, Mr. Farrell," Joanna replied hastily, trying very hard not to show how shocked
she was to discover that their formidable employer was actually subject to a human frailty like doubt, and
that, moreover, he had finally put himself to the trouble of learning their names. The fact that he also had a
devastating smile was not exactly a surprise. They'd seen him smile in meetings withhis executives, in
magazines, and newspapers, but until today, no woman at Haskell Electronics had ever had that smile
focused upon herself, and both Joanna and Valerie were trying hard not to look as flustered or flattered
as they felt.

 Valerie stood back, studying the effect of the center-piece on the conference table. "I think the fresh
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flowers on the conference table are a lovely touch," she assured him. "Shall I arrange to have the florist
bring a similar spray every Tuesday?"

 "Why would I want to do that?" Matt asked, so absorbed in the matter of lighting that he momentarily
forgot that he'd led both women to think his sudden interest in the appearance of his office and
conference room was purely aesthetic and not related to today's guests in any way. "That looks nice," he
said, watching Joanna arrange a $2,000 crystal water pitcher and matching glasses on one end of the
rosewood conference table. When she straightened and backed away from the table, Matt passed a
slow, critical glance over the vast room with its silver carpeting and burgundy suede sofas and chairs.
Although his office and this conference room took up an entire side of the glass high rise and offered a
breathtaking view of theChicago skyline, he'd decided to close the opaque draperies. With the draperies
closed and the room dim, the spotlights highlighted the satin sheen of the thirty-foot rosewood table and
sent prisms of light flashing off the deeply faceted crystal on the table. Like the conference table, the
interior walls were of rosewood, and a circular bar had been recessed into one of them. The doors to the
bar were open now with light glancing off thousands of crystal facets on the gold-rimmed tumblers and
decanters that stood upon the shelves.

 Despite that, Matt continued to deliberate about the room. With the draperies closed, the room looked
more lush, cozier. Or else like an expensive restaurant, he wasn't certain anymore. "Open or closed?" he
asked the two women, then he pressed a button that sent eighty feet of draperies gliding open across the
glass wall so that the skyline was revealed, and they could help him decide.

 "Open," Joanna said.

 "Open," Valerie echoed.

 Matt looked out at the hazy, overcast day. The meeting with Meredith would go on for at least an hour,
by which time it would be dark, and the view would be spectacular. "Closed," he said, pressing the
button and watching the draperies whoosh across the glass walls. "I'll open them when it's dark out," he
said, thinking aloud.

 Brushing back the sides of his suit coat, he considered the coming meeting, knowing that his obsession
withminor details was foolish. Even if Meredith was duly impressed with $40,000 worth of crystal and all
the other trappings of his little kingdom—even if she was cordial and relaxed and gracious when she
walked in—she sure as hell wasn't going to like her surroundings, or her host, once the meeting began.

 He sighed, half eager and half reluctant for the battle to begin, then he absently remembered the two
women who were waiting to see if he needed anything else. "Thank you both very much. You've been
very helpful," he said, his mind going back to the appearance of the suite. He flashed a smile at both
women, a warm smile that made them feel appreciated and noticed and admired at last, then he spoiled
that utterly by demanding of the secretary, "If you were a woman, would you find this room attractive?"

 "I find it attractive," Joanna said stiffly, "even as a lowly robot, Mr. Farrell."

 It took a moment for her icy retort to register on Matt, but when he glanced over his shoulder, both
women were walking through the double doors past Eleanor Stern. "What's she miffed about?" he
demanded of his own secretary, whose sole interest, like his own, was on getting work done at the office,
not socializing or flirting.

 Miss Stern straightened her severely cut gray suit and removed the pencil she'd tucked behind her ear. "I
assume," she said with unhidden disdain for the other secretary, "that she hoped you'd be aware that she
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is a woman. She's been hoping you'd notice that since the day you arrived here."

 "She's wasting her time," Matt advised. "Among other things, she's an employee. Only an idiot fools
around with his employees."

 "Perhaps you ought to get married," Miss Stern sensibly replied, but she was flipping pages in her
dictation notebook, looking for some figures she wanted to discuss with him. "In my day, that would have
put a stop to female aspirations."

 A slow smile broke across Matt's face and he perched his hip on the conference table, suddenly eager
to tell someone his newly discovered truth. "I am married," he quietly said, watching for her stunned
reaction.

 Miss Stern flipped a page, and without looking up, said, "My heartiest congratulations to you both."

 "I'm serious," Matt said, his brows pulling together.

 "Shall I relay that information to Miss Avery?" she asked with a deadpan look. "She's called twice
today."

 "Miss Stern," Matt said firmly, and for the first time in their sterile working relationship he truly regretted
that he'd never befriended her. "I married Meredith Bancroft eleven years ago. She's coming here this
afternoon."

 She looked at him over the top of her steel-rimmed glasses. "You have dinner reservations at Renaldo's
tonight. Will Miss Bancroft be joining you and Miss Avery? If so, shall I change the reservations to a
party of three?"

 "I canceled my date with—" Matt began, then his mouth dropped open, and a lazy grin spread across
his face. "Do I detect a note ofcensure in your voice?"

 "Certainly not, Mr. Farrell. You made it very clear at the beginning that censuring your actions was not
part of my job. As I recall, you specifically said that you didn't want my personal opinions, and you didn't
want cake on your birthday; you merely wanted my skills and my time. Now, do you want me to be
present at this meeting to take notes?"

 Matt swallowed back a startled laugh at the discovery that his long-ago remark had evidently been
rankling her for all these years. "I think it might be a good idea for you to take notes. Pay particular
attention to anything at all that Miss Bancroft or her attorney agree to; I intend to hold them to every
concession."

 "Very well," she said, and turned to leave.

 Behind her, Matt's voice checked her inmidstep .

 "Miss Stern?" She turned back, her posture primly erect, her pencil poised for his instructions. Teasingly,
Matt asked, "Do you have a first name?"

 "Certainly," she replied, her eyes narrowing.

 "May I use it?"
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 "Of course. Although, I don't think Eleanor suits you quite as well as Matthew."

 Matt gaped at her deadpan expression and swallowed a sharp bark of laughter, uncertain whether she
was serious or making a joke. "Do you suppose," he said gravely, "you and I could be... a little less
formal around here?"

 "I assume you're suggesting a more relaxed relationship, the sort one might find more typical between a
secretary and her employer?"

 "Yes, actually I was."

 She lifted a thoughtful gray brow, but this time Matt saw it—the gleam of an answering smile in her pale
eyes. "Will I have to bring you cake on your birthday?"

 "Probably," he said with a sheepish grin.

 "I'll make a note of it," she replied, and when she actually did, Matt burst out laughing. "Will there be
anything else?" she asked, and for the first time in all these years Eleanor Stern smiled at him. The smile
had an electrifying effect on her face.

 "There is one more thing," Matt added. "It's very important, and I'd like your complete attention."

 She sobered immediately. "You have it."

 "In your opinion, is this conference room extremely impressive, or merely ostentatious?"

 "I feel quite confident," she repliedstraightfaced , after looking the room over, "that Miss Bancroft will be
dumbstruck with admiration."

 Matt gaped as she turned on her heel without asking if he wanted anything and practically fled from the
room, but he could have sworn her shoulders were shaking.

 PeterVanderwild was pacing nervously in Miss Stern's office, waiting for the old bat to emerge from
Farrell's office and give him permission to enter. She came walking out with unusual haste, and Peter
braced himself to be made to feel a truant schoolboy facing the principal. "Mr. Farrell wants to see me,"
he told her, trying to hide his agitation over Matt's urgent summons. "He said it wasvery important, but he
didn't say what it was about and I—I didn't know which files to bring."

 "I do not think," she said in an odd, choked voice, "you will need your files, Mr.Vanderwild . You may
go in."

 Peter gave her a queer, curious glance, then he hurried in to see Mr. Farrell. Two minutes later Peter
backed out of Matt's office, inadvertently banging into the corner of Miss Stern's desk in his state of
preoccupied worry.

 She looked up at him. "Were you able to answer Mr. Farrell's question without your files?"

 Desperately in need of reassurance, Peter braved what he knew would be her scorn. "Yes, but I—I'm
not certain I gave the right answer. Miss Stern," he implored, "in your opinion, is the conference room
impressive or ostentatious?"
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 "Impressive," she said.

 Peter's shoulders sagged with relief. "That's what I said."

 "That was the right answer."

 Peter stared at her in amazement; she was looking at him, her eyes positively glinting with sympathetic
amusement. Shocked at the realization that there was actually some warmth beneath her glacial surface,
he wondered if his own rigidity had somehow caused her to regard him with such disfavor in the past. He
decided to buy her a box of candy at Christmas.

 Stuart was waiting, briefcase in hand, when Meredith walked into the lobby ofIntercorp's building. "You
look wonderful," he said, taking Meredith's hand in his. "Perfect. Calm and collected."

 After an hour's deliberation that morning, Meredith had finally decided to wear a jonquil-yellow wool
dress with a contrasting navy coat trimmed in jonquil, for the sole reason that she'd read somewhere that
men interpreted yellow as being assertive but not hostile. In hopes of carrying that assertive impression
one step further, she'd twisted her hair into a chignon instead of wearing it loose.

 "Farrell will take one look at you and give us anything we ask for," Stuart gallantly predicted as they
walked toward the elevators. "How could he resist?"

 It was the fact that Matt's last look at her had been when she was naked in bed with him that was
making Meredith so excruciatingly uneasy about confronting him now. "I don't have a good feeling about
this," she said shakily, stepping into the elevator in front of Stuart.

 She stared blindly at the shiny brass doors, trying to concentrate on the memory of the laughter and quiet
conversation she'd shared withMatt at the farm. It was wrong to think of him as her adversary now, she
reminded herself. She'd cried in his arms over the loss of their baby, and he'd held her, trying to comfort
her. That's what she needed to remember, so she wouldn't be so foolishly nervous. Matt was not her
adversary.

 The receptionist on the sixtieth floor stood up as soon as Stuart gave her their names. "Right this way,
please. Mr. Farrell is expecting you both. The others are already here."

 The poise Meredith was clinging to took a minor blow when she walked into Matt's office and didn't
completely recognize it. The wall at the left end had been slid back so that his office opened into a
conference room the size of an indoor tennis court. Two men were seated at the conference table, talking
desultorily with Matt. He glanced up, saw her, and instantly arose, starting toward her with long,
purposeful strides, his expression warm and relaxed. He was wearing a beautiful dark blue suit that fit him
to perfection, a gleaming white shirt, and a handsome maroon and blue silk tie. For some reason, his
formal business attire made her feel even more uneasy about this meeting. "Let me help you with your
coat," he said, ignoring Stuart, who shrugged out of his own coat.

 Too nervous and self-conscious to meet his gaze, Meredith obeyed automatically, turning slightly, trying
to stop the compulsive shiver that ran through her as he lifted her coat and his fingers brushed her
shoulders. Afraid he'd noticed her reaction, she bent her head and concentrated on stripping off her navy
kid gloves and transferring them to the hand with her navy handbag. Stuart had walked over to the
conference table to shake hands with the opposing counsel, so Meredith headed toward him, but when
he would have introduced her to the other two attorneys, Matt suddenly arrived at her elbow and began
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to act incongruously, as if this were an intimate social gathering being hosted by him in her honor.
"Meredith," he said with a smile in his eyes as he looked at her, "I'd like you to meet Bill Pearson and
Dave Levinson."

 Aware of the subtly possessive, protective way Matt was standing beside her, Meredith tore her startled
gaze from his and looked at the two men, extending her hand to each of them. They were both over six
feet tall, impeccably dressed in tailor-made three-piece suits with an aura of confident elegance and
decisiveness about them. In comparison to their height and distinguished looks, Stuart, who was standing
opposite them, appeared small in stature and insignificant in appearance, with his thinning brown hair and
studious horn-rimmed eyeglasses. In fact, Meredith thought nervously as Stuart introduced himself to
Matt, Stuart looked outnumbered, outflanked, and outclassed.

 As if he sensed her thoughts, Matt said, "Bill and Dave are here to safeguard your interests as much as
my own." That remark caused Stuart to pause in the act of sitting down, and to give Meredith a look of
unabashed derision that warned her not to believe that for an instant. Meredith saw the look and felt
vastly reassured. Stuart might be younger and shorter than the other two, but he was neither fooled nor
outflanked.

 Matt saw the look too, but he ignored it. Turning to Meredith, who was about to sit down, he put his
hand under her elbow to stop her, beginning to execute his plan. "We'd just decided to have a drink
when you arrived," he lied when she was standing again, looking at him in confusion. He glanced
pointedly at his attorneys. "What will you have, gentlemen?"

 "Scotch and water," Levinson promptly replied, understanding that he'd just been told to have one
whether he wanted it or not, and obediently shoving aside the folder he'd been about to open.

 "The same," Pearson echoed, taking his cue and relaxing back in his chair as if they had all the time in the
world.

 Turning to Stuart, Matt said, "What would you like to drink?"

 'Perrier," he said succinctly. "With a lime, if you have it."

 "We have it."

 Matt looked to Meredith, but she shook her head and said, "I don't care for anything."

 "In that case, will you help me carry the drinks?" he countered, determined to get the chance to speak
privately with her. "These three men have faced one another across conference tables before, I'm told.
I'm certain they'll be able to find something to talk about while we get their drinks." Having thus instructed
Levinson and Pearson to keep Stuart occupied, he put his hand under Meredith's elbow. Behind him,
Levinson was already launching into an animated dialogue about a controversial trial in the newspapers,
with Pearson contributing additional remarks—all of it done in sufficiently loud voices to give Matt the
cover of privacy they understood he wanted with Meredith.

 The bar was a deep half circle made entirely of narrow, vertical strips of beveled mirror, and because it
was recessed into a wall, Matt was out of sight of the men at the conference table the moment he
stepped around the counter. Meredith, however, was stubbornly hovering on the opposite side of the
counter, gazing fixedly at the beveled mirrors as if hypnotized by the reflection of colored light dancing off
crystal glasses. Removing the top of the ice bucket, Matt put ice into five glasses, then he pulled the
stopper out of a crystal decanter and splashed scotch into three glasses, and vodka into another.
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Glancing at the refrigerator that was beneath the counter on his side, he casually said, "Would you mind
getting me the Perrier?"

 She nodded, and he watched her move with visible reluctance around the bar to do as he asked.
Scrupulously avoiding his gaze, she took out a bottle of Perrier and a lime, and put both on the counter,
then she started to turn. "Meredith," Matt said quietly, putting a detaining hand on her arm, "why can't
you look at me?"

 She jumped at his touch and he let go of her arm, but she lifted her eyes to his, and when she did, much
of the tension drained from her elegant face. She even managed a rueful little smile as she admitted, "I
don't know why exactly, but I'm finding this whole ordeal excruciatingly awkward."

 "It serves you right," he teased, trying to divert her with humor. "Didn't anyone ever tell you it's not nice
to leave a man in bed with nothing but a note to say good-bye? It makes him wonder if you still respect
him."

 She swallowed a startled giggle at his pointed quip, and he grinned back at her. "Leaving you that way
was foolish," she admitted, and it didn't occur to either of them to wonder why, no matter how long their
separation, or how tense the circumstances surrounding each meeting, they fell easily into conversation
with each other. "I can't explain why I did it. I don't understand it myself."

 "I think I do," Matt said. "Here, drink this." He handed her the vodka and soda he'd made for her. When
she started to decline and give it back to him, he shook his head. "It will help make this meeting a little
easier to endure." He waited until she'd taken a sip and then he said what he'd gotten her over there to
say. "I'd like to ask a favor of you now."

 Meredith heard the sudden solemnity in his voice, and she looked at him closely. "What sort of favor?"

 "Do you remember at the farm—you asked me for a truce?"

 She nodded, remembering with poignant clarity the way she'd stood beside his bed, watching his hand
close over hers.

 "I'm asking you for the same thing now—a kind of a truce, a cease-fire, from the time my attorneys
begin talking until you leave this room."

 Alarm tingled through her, vague and unfocused, and she slowly put her glass down, warily searching his
unreadable features. "I don't understand."

 "I'm asking you to listen to the terms of my offer and to remember that, no matter how—" Matt paused,
trying to think of a suitably descriptive word for how his terms were likely to strike her.Infuriating?
Outrageous? Obscene? "No matter howunusual my terms may seem, I'm doing what I honestly believe
is best for both of us. My attorneys are going to explain my legal alternatives if you refuse my offer, and
you're bound to feel backed into a corner at first, but I'm asking you not to get up and walk out of here,
or to tell the three of us to go to hell, no matter how angry you become. Last, I'm asking you to give me
five minutes in here alone with you, after the meeting, during which time I will try to convince you to go
along with what I'm suggesting. If I can't do that, you're free to tell me to go to hell and walk out of here.
Will you agree to that?"

 Meredith's alarm escalated to new heights, and yet he was only asking her to stay there, and stay calm,
for an hour or so.
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 "I agreed to your terms at the farm," he reminded her, "Is it so much to ask that you agree to mine now?"

 Unable to withstand the quiet force of his argument, Meredith slowly shook her head. "I suppose not. All
right, I agree. Truce," she said, then watched in surprise as Matt held his hand out to her just as she had
held hers out to him at the farm, except that he turned his hand palm up. Her heart gave an inexplicable
little bump as she laid her hand in his and his fingers closed tightly around it.

 "Thank you," he said.

 It hit her that she had said exactly that to him. Amazed that this moment at the farm had obviously
seemed poignant to him, too, she tried to smile back at him as she echoed his former words: "You're
welcome."

 Fully aware of the ploy that Farrell had used to draw Meredith away, Stuart permitted the two attorneys
to carry on their barrage of diversionary conversation while he mentally ticked off the amount of time
necessary to fix five drinks. When that time had elapsed, he swiveled around his chair, rudely turned his
back on Levinson and Pearson and, without bothering to hide what he was doing, he craned his neck to
see the occupants of the bar. He half expected to see Farrell trying to badger Meredith; what he saw was
a couple in profile, captured in a pose so thoroughly startling that Stuart felt momentarily disoriented. Far
from trying to badger her, Farrell was holding his hand out to her, looking at her with a somber smile that
struck Stuart as decidedly ... tender. And Meredith, who was almostalways completely composed, was
putting her hand in his and looking up at him with an expression that Stuart had never seen on her face
before: a vulnerable expression of naked caring.

 Abruptly, he pulled his gaze from the couple and turned to the attorneys, but he still hadn't come up with
a suitable explanation for Meredith's expression a minute later, when she and Farrell brought the drinks to
the conference table.

 When Farrell had seated Meredith, Pearson said, "Matt, shall we begin?" The seating arrangement had
struck Stuart as odd from the minute he'd walked into the room: Pearson was deliberately positioned at
the head of the conference table, where Farrell would normally have been. Meredith had been seated on
Pearson's left, with Stuart next to her. Levinson was on Pearson's right, directly across from her, and
now Farrell walked around the table, sitting down next to Levinson. Ever aware of subtleties, Stuart
wondered if Farrell had deliberately put Pearson in the hot seat to make Meredith think that Pearson
rather than himself was responsible for whatever she was about to hear. Either that, Stuart decided,
watching Farrell angle his chair back and prop his ankle atop his knee, or else Farrell wanted to be able
to observe Meredith throughout the proceedings without having to make it obvious, which it would have
been if he'd been at the head of the table.

 A moment later Pearson began to speak, and what he said was so unexpected, so incongruous that
Stuart's brows drew together in wary surprise. "There is much to be considered here," he said,
addressing his remarks to Stuart—remarks that Stuart instantly realized were deliberately designed to
have an emotional effect on Meredith. "We have here a couple who took vows eleven years ago,solemn
vows. They both knew at the time that marriage is an estate not to be entered into lightly or—"

 Caught somewhere between annoyance and amusement, Stuart said, "You can dispense with reciting the
entire wedding ceremony, Bill. They already went through it eleven years ago.That's why we're here
now." He turned to Matt, who was idly rolling a gold pen between his fingers and said, "My client isn't
interested in your attorneys' assessment of the situation. What do you want and what are you offering?
Let's get down to business."
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 Instead of reacting to Stuart's deliberate provocation, Matt glanced at Pearson and, with a slight
inclination of his head, he instructed him to do exactly that.

 "Very well," Pearson said, dropping the role of kindly mediator. "Here's where we stand. Our client has
sufficient grounds for a very ugly and damaging lawsuit against your client's father. As a result of Philip
Bancroft'sunconscionable interference in our client's marriage, our client was deprived of his right to
attend the funeral of his child, he was deprived of his right to comfort his wife and be comforted by her
after the death of that child, and he was misled into believing she wanted to divorce him. In short, he was
deprived of eleven years of marriage. Mr. Bancroft has also interfered with Mr. Farrell's business by
illegally trying to influence theSouthville zoning commission. These are matters that can, of course, be
dealt with in a court of law…"

 Stuart glanced at Farrell, who was watching Meredith, who, in turn, was staring fixedly at Pearson, the
color draining from her face. Angry that she was unexpectedly being subjected to this, Stuart looked at
Pearson and said disdainfully, "If every married man with interfering in-laws could sue them for it, there'd
be a fifty-year back-up on the dockets. They'll laugh him out of court." Pearson regarded him with brows
raised in challenge. "I doubt that. Bancroft's interference was malicious and extreme; I think a jury would
relish ruling against Bancroft for what were, in my opinion, indefensible actions of astonishing viciousness.
And that's before we start talking about Bancroft's illegal attempt to influence theSouthville zoning
commission. However," he said, holding up a hand to silence Stuart, "whether we won our cases or not,
the mere filing of those cases would create a storm of unpleasant publicity—publicity that would be
damaging to Mr. Bancroft and very possibly Bancroft and Company as well. It's common knowledge
that Mr. Bancroft is seriously ill, and, of course, the effect of such publicity and a trial might further
jeopardize his health."

 A knot of fear and panic was growing in Meredith's stomach, but at that moment her strongest feeling
was one of betrayal. She had driven to the farm to tell Matt the truth about the baby and her father's
telegram; now he was threatening to use it against her. Her spirits lifted, however, when Pearson said,
"I've mentioned allthat, Miss Bancroft, not to alarm or distress you, but merely to remind you of the facts
and to acquaint you with our point of view. However, Mr. Farrell is willing to overlook all of those things
I've been mentioning, and to waive his rights to all legal proceedings against your father for all time ... for
a few simple concessions from you. Stuart," he said as he handed a two-page document to Stuart and an
identical copy of it to Meredith, "the verbal offer I am about to make is detailed in this document, and to
relieve any doubts you may have about Mr. Farrell's sincerity, he has offered to sign it for you at the
conclusion of this meeting. However, there is one stipulation, and that is that this offer must be accepted
or rejected before your client leaves here today. If it is rejected, it is withdrawn forthwith and we will file
legal proceedings against Philip Bancroft by the end of the week. Would you care to take a few minutes
to look it over before I summarize it?"

 Refusing to even glance at the document, Stuart tossed it on the table, leaned back in his chair, and
regarded his adversary with a smile of acid disdain. "I'd much rather hear it fromyou. Bill. I never fully
appreciated your flair for drama before this. The only reason I haven't told you to go to hell and meet us
in court before now is that I can't bring myself to leave before I see the last act." Despite his apparent
lack of concern over their threats, Stuart was not only worried, he was furious at Pearson's deliberate
attempt to frighten and intimidate Meredith.

 At a curt nod from Matt, Levinson suddenly stepped in, his voice conciliatory. "Perhaps it would be
better ifIsummarize the offer contained in that document."

 "I don't know about that," Stuart drawled insolently. "Are you the understudy or the star?"
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 "The star," the older man replied imperturbably. "I prepared the document." Directing his attention to
Meredith, Levinson smiled and said, "As my associate has just explained, Miss Bancroft, if you agree to
what your husband asks, he is willing to forgo taking legal action against your father, but he is also
offering much more than that in this document: He is also offering to give you a generous settlement—a
lump sum alimony payment if you prefer to think of it that way—in the amount of five million dollars."

 That did it. The alarm Meredith had been feeling combined with shock; she looked at Stuart and said,
"Agree to what? What is happening here?"

 "It's just a game," Stuart reassured her. "First they threaten you with what they'll take away from you if
you refuse to play. Now they're telling you what they'll give you if you do."

 "A game?" she cried softly. "Whatgame?"

 "That's the part they're saving for the very end."

 Her eyes clinging to his, Meredith nodded, gatheredher wits, and looked at Levinson, studiously
avoiding looking at Matt. "Go on, Mr. Levinson," she said, lifting her chin in a show of dignity and
courage.

 "In addition to the five-million-dollar settlement," Levinson said, "your husband will sell to Bancroft and
Company a certain piece of property inHouston for the sum of twenty million dollars."

 Meredith felt the room reel, and she turned her head then, looking at Matt, her face filled with confusion,
gratitude, and misgivings. He held her gaze without flinching while Levinson added, "Last, if you agree to
what your husband is proposing, he will sign a waiver on the usual two-year separation required by this
state in order to obtain a divorce on the grounds of irreconcilable differences. That will reduce the waiting
period to six months."

 Stuart dismissed that concession with a shrug. "We don't need a waiver from Farrell in order for the
court to agree to reduce the waiting period. The law clearly states that if the couple has not cohabited for
a period of two years, and irreconcilable differences exist, then the waiting period can be shortened to six
months. These two people haven't cohabited in eleven years!"

 Levinson leaned back in his chair, and Meredith had a sickening premonition of what he might be angling
toward when he quietly said, "They spent last weekend together."

 "So what?" Stuart said. He was no longer angry, he was stunned by Farrell's $5 million offer and
completely preoccupied with discovering what concession Farrell wanted in return for it. "They didnot
cohabit in the marital sense of the word. They merely slept in the same house. No judge alive would think
their marriage might be preserved, and insist on a two-year waiting period, merely because they managed
to stay under the same roof for two days. What they did was certainly not cohabiting."

 Deafening silence ensued.

 Levinson lifted his brows and looked steadily at Stuart. Stuart, who was growing angry again, glared at
Farrell. "You shared a roof, not a bed." But Farrell said nothing. Instead, he shifted his gaze and looked
quietly and pointedly at Meredith.

 Stuart knew then. He knew, even before he turned his head and saw the look of betrayal shimmering in
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Meredith's eyes and the angry, embarrassed flush on her pale cheeks as she yanked her gaze from her
husband's and stared at her hands. Despite the disjointed thoughts whirling through his mind, he lifted his
shoulders and said with convincing unconcern, "So they slept together. Big damned deal. I still
repeat—why would your client consider refusing to sign a waiver on the two years? Why prolong the
inevitable divorce?"

 "Because," Levinson said calmly, "Mr. Farrell is not convinced a divorceis inevitable."

 Stuart's laugh was genuine. "That's ridiculous."

 "Mr. Farrell doesn't think so. In fact, he's willing to offer all the concessions we've discussed here—a
five-million-dollar alimony settlement, the property in Houston, the dismissal of all legal action against
Philip Bancroft, and a waiver on the two-year waiting period— all of that in return for only one
concession for himself."

 "What concession?"

 "He wants one week for every year of marriage he was denied. Eleven weeks. Eleven weeks with his
wife, so that they can get to know each other better .. ,"

 Meredith half rose out of her chair, her eyes shooting sparks at Matt. "You wantwhaat!"

 "Define how he intends to get to know her," Stuart snapped, convinced that the phrase carried blatant
sexual overtones.

 "I think we can leave it to them to work that out," Levinson began, but Meredith's furious voice
interrupted him.

 "Oh, no, you can't!" She stood up, her eyes alivewithfury as she said to Matt, "You've subjected me to
everything in this meeting from terrorism to humiliation. Don't stop now. Let's be specific, so they can
write it all down with the rest of your offer. Tell them exactly how you intend to get to know me. This is
nothing but blackmail, so stipulate your terms, you—you bastard!"

 Matt looked at the attorneys. "Leave the two of us alone now."

 Meredith, however, was past the point of caring who heard anything anymore. "Sit down!" she warned
the attorneys. Nothing mattered. She was trapped; she'd understood the terms; she just hadn't
anticipated the grotesque payment Matt was going to exact. Either she slept with him for the next eleven
weeks, or he was going to drag her father through the courts, and very likely kill him with the stress. She
saw something else then—the gray-haired secretary who'd slipped in and seated herself on a sofa and
was busily taking down what everyone said. Like an animal who is cornered, Meredith struck out,
mentally circling as she leaned her palms on the table, glaring at Matt, her eyes filled with contempt and
hatred. "Everyone stays while you list your obscene terms. Either you kill my father with your lawsuits or
you get your pound of flesh from me—that's it, isn't it? Now, start telling these lawyers of yours how you
intend to take it! Tell them how often and which way, damn you! But you draw up receipts, you bastard,
because I'll make you sign them."

 Her gaze shot to the secretary. "Are you having a stimulating time over there? Are you getting this all
down? This monster you work for is going to dictate how he wants his kicks, how often—"

 Suddenly everyone was in motion. Matt jumped out of his chair and headed around the table, Levinson
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grabbed for his sleeve and missed, Stuart shoved his chair back and tried to thrust Meredith behind him,
but Meredith flung him off. "Stay away from me!" she warned Stuart before whirling on Matt, her hands
clenched into fists at her sides. "Bastard!" she hissed. "Start dictating your terms. Howoften do you want
it—how—" Matt reached for her at the same moment Meredith swung, her palm crashing against his face
with a force that snapped his head sideways.

 "Stop it!" he ordered, grabbing her upper arms, but his gaze was on Stuart, who was heading forward,
reaching for him.

 "Bastard!" she sobbed, glaring at Matt. "You bastard, I trusted you!"

 Matt yanked her against his chest, shrugging Stuart off. "Listen to me!" he said tautly, turning Meredith
aside. "I am not asking you to sleep with me! Do you understand me? I'm asking for a chance,dammit !
Just a chance for eleven weeks!"

 Everyone was standing; everyone froze, even Meredith stopped struggling, but her whole body was
trembling and she covered her face with her hands. Glancing at their spectators, Matt ordered sharply,
"Get the hell out of here."

 Levinson and Pearson gathered up their papers to leave, but Stuart stayed where he was, watching
Meredith, who was neither returning nor resisting Matt's embrace. "I'm not going anywhere until you take
your hands off her and she tells me she wants me to leave."

 Matt knew he meant it, and since Meredith had stopped resisting, he dropped his arms, reaching into his
pocket for a handkerchief to give her.

 "Meredith?" Stuart said uncertainly to the back of her head. "Do you want me to wait outside or stay
here? Tell me what you want me to do."

 Humiliated past all endurance at the realization she'd jumped to erroneous conclusions and made such a
scene, and furious because she'd been prodded into doing both, Meredith ungraciously snatched Matt's
handkerchief.

 "What she wants to do right now," Matt told Stuart with a grim effort at humor, "is throw another punch
at me—"

 "I can speak for myself!" Meredith gritted out, dabbing at her eyes and nose and stepping back a pace.
"Stay here, Stuart." She raised liquid, angry, mistrustful eyes to Matt, and said, "You wanted this all legal
and formal. Tell my attorney what you mean by wanting a chance, because I obviously don't understand."

 "I'd rather do it in private."

 Well, she said with a haughty glance that was spoiled by the tears still sparkling on her lashes, "that's just
too bad! You're the one who insisted on doing this today, and in front of your lawyers! You couldn't
possibly have spared me this and discussed it with me in private some other time—"

 "I called you yesterday to try to do exactly that," he told her. "You instructed your secretary to tell me to
deal with you only through your attorney."

 "Well, you could have tried again!"
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 "When? After you flew toMexico orReno or wherever you intended to go on your sudden trip this week
to divorce me?"

 "And I wasright to try," she said ferociously, and Matt bit back a smile of pride. She was
splendid—already recovering her composure, her chin up, her shoulders square. She wasn't able to look
the lawyers in the face yet, though, so he glanced over her shoulder at them. His own lawyers were
heading out with their coats and briefcases, but Meredith's lawyer stubbornly remained where he stood,
arms crossed over his chest, watching Matt with a mixture of antagonism, suspicion, and blunt curiosity.
"Meredith," Matt said. "Would you at least ask your attorney to wait in my office. He can see everything
from there, but he doesn't need to hear any more than he has."

 "Ihave nothing else to hide," she said wrathfully. "Now, let's get this over with.What exactly do you want
from me?"

 "Fine," Matt said, deciding he didn't give a damn what Whitmore heard. Sitting down on the edge of the
conference table, he crossed his arms over his chest. "I want a chance for us to get to know each other
for the next eleven weeks."

 "And just how do you intend for us to do that?" she demanded.

 "The usual ways—we'll have dinner together, go to plays—"

 "How often?" she interrupted, looking angrier than ever.

 "I hadn't thought about it."

 "I'm sure you were too busy refining your blackmail and thinking up ways to ruin my life!"

 "Four times a week!" Matt snapped out the answer to her question about how often. "And I am not
trying to ruin your life!"

 "Whatdays of the week?" she fired back.

 His anger died, and he fought back another smile. "Friday, Saturday, Sunday, and—Wednesday," he
said after a moment's thought.

 "Has it occurred to you that I have a career and afiance ?"

 "I don't want to interfere with your career. Yourfiance will have to back off for eleven weeks."

 "This isn't fair to him—" Meredith cried.

 "Tough!"

 The harsh word, his cold tone and implacable features, were so eloquent of his entire ruthless
personality, Meredith finally realized nothing she said or did would dissuade him from accomplishing his
goal. She was his latest target for a hostile takeover. "Every rotten thing they say about you—it's all true,
isn't it?"

 "Most of it," he bit out, looking like she'd slapped him again.
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 "It doesn't matter who you hurt or what you have to do to get what you want, does it?"

 His face tightened, "Not in this case."

 Her shoulders sagged, her bravado fleeing. "Why are you doing this to me? What have I done to you—
deliberately, I mean—to make you try to tear my life to pieces like this?"

 Matt couldn't think of an answer he could give her now that she'd accept without either laughing in his
face or getting furious. "Let's just say that I think there's something between us—an attraction—and I
want to see how deep it goes."

 "God, I cannot believe this!" she cried, wrapping her arms around her stomach. "There isnothing
between us! Nothing but a horrible past."

 "And last weekend," he pointed out bluntly.

 Meredith hid her chagrin in anger. "That was—that wassex!"

 "Was it?"

 "You ought to know!" she shot back, remembering something she'd overlooked of late. "If half of what
I've read about you is true, you hold the world's record for cheap affairs and meaningless flings. God,
how could you sleep with that rock star with the pink hair?"

 "MariannaTighbell ?"

 "Yes! Don't bother denying it! It was all over the front page of theNational Tattler."

 Matt swallowed a shout of laughter, watching her pace slowly back and forth, loving the way she
moved, the way she clipped her words when she was angry, the way she clutched him when she was
close to a climax—as if she weren't certain she could count on one. Maybe she wasn't always able to
count on one with her other lovers.. .. She was gorgeous and innately passionate; he knew better than to
hope she hadn't been to bed with dozens of men. He settled for hoping they'd all been selfish, inept, or
dull. Preferably, all three. And impotent.

 "Well?" she said, rounding on him. "How could you sleep with that—that woman?"

 "I've been to a party in her home. I have never slept with her."

 "Am I supposed to believe that?"

 "Apparently not."

 "It doesn't matter," Meredith said, giving herself a mental shake. "Matt, please," she implored him, trying
for one last time to make him abandon his insane plan. "I'm in love with someone else."

 "You weren't on Sunday when you and I were in bed—"

 "Stop talking about that! I'm in love with Parker Reynolds, I swear to you I am. I've been in love with
him since I was a girl. I was in love with him before I met you!"
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 Matt was about to brush that off as highly unlikely for the same reason he thought it was unlikely now,
when she added, "Only he had just gotten engaged to someone else, and I'd given up."

 That information cut him deeply enough to make him stand and brusquely say, "You heard my offer,
Meredith, take it or leave it."

 Meredith stared at him, aware that he'd suddenly turned aloof and hard. He meant it—the discussion
was over. Stuart realized it too, and he was already putting on his coat and walking toward Matt's office,
pausing in the doorway to wait for her. Deliberately turning her back on Matt, she walked over to get her
purse, taking vengeful pleasure in making him think she was scorning his bargain, but her mind was
whirling in panic. She picked up her purse from the conference table, feeling his eyes boring holes through
her back, then she walked purposefully to the sofa to get her coat.

 Behind her, Matt spoke in an icy, ominous voice. "Is this your answer, Meredith?"

 Meredith refused to reply. She swallowed, trying for one last moment to think of some way to reach
him, to touch his heart. But he had no heart. Passion was all he was capable of; passion and ego and
revenge were what he was made of. She picked up her coat from the sofa and draped it over her arm,
leaving Matt in the conference room without so much as glancing over her shoulder at him. "Let's go," she
told Stuart, wanting Matthew Farrell to think, at least for a minute or two, that she'd thrown his ultimatum
in his face .. . hoping against hope that he would call out to her that he'd only been bluffing, that he
wouldn't do this to her father or her.

 But the silence behind her was unbroken.

 Matt's secretary had evidently gone home for the day, and when Stuart had closed the connecting door
behind the two offices, Meredith stopped and spoke for the first time. In a suffocated voice, she said,
"Can he do what he's threatening to do to my father?"

 Angry about several different things, including Meredith's being put under this unreasonable pressure to
make a decision, Stuart sighed. "We can't prevent him from filing the lawsuits, or bringing your father to
trial; I don't think he stands much chance of gaining anything except revenge, if he does it. Win or lose,
though, the day he files those lawsuits, your father's name will be all over the headlines. How is your
father's health?"

 "Not good enough to risk being put to the strain of that kind of publicity." Her eyes dropped to the
documents he was holding, then lifted beseechingly to his. "Are there any loopholes in there we could
use?"

 "Not one. No traps either, if that's any reassurance. They're fairly simple and forthright, they say exactly
what Levinson and Pearson said aloud." He put them on the secretary's desk for Meredith to read, but
she shook her head, avoiding the sight of the words, and, picking up a pen from the desk, she scribbled
her name on the bottom.

 "Give them to him and make him sign them," she said, tossing the pen aside as if it were dirty. "And
make that—that maniac write down the days of the week that he named and initial the changes. And
make it read so that if he misses a day, he can't make it up with another!"

 Stuart almost smiled at that, but he shook his head when she handed the papers back to him. "Unless
you want the five million dollars or theHouston land more than you seemed to in there, I don't think you
need to go through with this. He's bluffing about your father."
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 Her face lit up with eagerness and hope. "Why do you think so?"

 "It's a hunch. A strong hunch."

 "A hunch, based on what?"

 Stuart thought of the solemn tenderness on Farrell's face when he was holding Meredith's hand. He
thought of the way he'd looked when she slapped him and the lack of roughness in the way he'd
restrained her afterward. And, although Stuart had originally thought that Farrell had some sort of
eleven-week orgy in mind, the man had seemed genuinely taken aback by that accusation. Rather than
tell her such nebulous things, Stuart saidsomething more concrete: "If he's ruthless enough to do this to
your father, then why is he being so generous in his offers to you? Why not simply threaten you with suing
your father to make you give in?"

 "I suppose he thinks he'll have more fun if I'm less resistant. I also think he likes my knowing—and my
father knowing—that he can throw that kind of money around and not even miss it. Stuart, my father
humiliated him terribly when he was twenty-six, and he's still trying! I can imagine the kind of malice Matt
must feel for him, even if you can't."

 "I am still willing to bet you that man won't lift a legal hand against your father whether you agree to this
or not."

 "I want to believe you," she said, calmer now. "Give me a sound reason to, and we'll walk out of here
and throw those papers in the wastebasket."

 "This is going to sound . .. odd . . . given what I've seen of Farrell today and the reputation he has, but I
don't think he'd do anything to hurt you."

 She laughed—a short, bitter laugh. "How do you explain intimidation and humiliation, not to mention
blackmail? What do you call what he put me through in there?"

 Stuart shrugged helplessly. "Not blackmail—he's paying you the money, not the reverse. I would call it
pulling out all the stops, using every single means you have to get what you want because you want it so
badly. I also think it got out of hand in there, thanks to Pearson's strong-arm tactics and flair for drama. I
was watching Farrell most of the time, and every time Pearson got tough with you, Farrell looked angry. I
think he picked the wrong attorneys for a gentle finesse attempt like this was supposed to be. Levinson
and Pearson play the game only one way—they go for the throat and they play to win."

 Meredith's heart sank at Stuart's flimsy rationale. "I can't bet my father's life on anything as flimsy as all
that. And I'll tell you something," she added sadly. "Matt picked lawyers who think exactly like he does.
You could be right when you say Matt doesn't want to hurt me personally, but you’re wrong about what
he's after. I figured it out just as we left." She drew a shaky breath. "Matt isn't after me. He doesn't even
know me. What he wants is revenge against my father, and he's figured out two ways to get it: Either he
takes my father to trial, or he gets his revenge an even sweeter, better way—by using me. I'm the
sweetest revenge of all. Forcing my father to see us together after all these years, making him think there's
a chance we'll stay together—to Matt that's an eye for an eye. So," she said, putting her hand on his
sleeve, "will you do me a favor when you take this in to him?"

 Stuart nodded, covering her hand. "What do you want me to do?"
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 "Try to make Matt agree that this bargain and our marriage will remain a secret. He probably won't
agree —that will deprive him of some of his pleasure, some of his revenge, but try."

 "I will."

 When she left, Stuart flipped to the second page, wrote in the terms he hoped to get Farrell to agree to,
then he straightened. Rather than politely knock on Farrell's office door, Stuart opened it. When he saw
that Farrell wasn't there, he headed quietly toward the conference room, hoping to catch him off guard,
to see something— some expression—that would give a clue about the man's real feelings.

 The draperies had been drawn back in the conference room, and Farrell was standing at the windows,
his drink in one hand, staring out at the night skyline, his jaw rigid. He looked, Stuart thought with some
satisfaction, like a man who had just suffered an enormous defeat and was trying to come to grips with it.
In fact, standing in the vast conference room, surrounded by all the trappings of his wealth and power,
there was an incongruous quality of isolation in the way he bent his head and stared at the glass in his
hand. He lifted his glass then and tossed down the drink as if trying to wash away a bitter taste, and
Stuart spoke. "Should I have knocked?" Farrell's head jerked around, and even in that unguarded instant
of surprise, Stuart wasn't certain whether he saw profound relief—or merely tremendous satisfaction, so
quickly did Farrell's guard go up. He'd been fairly easy to read when Meredith was present—now Stuart
watched him become aloof and completely inscrutable as he flicked a glance at the papers in Stuart's
hand to confirm what they were, then started toward the bar.

 "I was about to have another drink," Farrell said, showing no apparent eagerness to get his hands on the
signed documents. "Would you care for one, or would you rather get down to business?"

 He sounded as if it didn't matter to him which option Stuart chose, but Stuart seized the opportunity to
try to discover some clue to the man's feelings about Meredith. "The business part won't take long," he
said, following him over to the bar. "I'll take you up on the offer of a drink."

 "Another Perrier?" Farrell asked, stepping into the mirrored half circle.

 "Bourbon," Stuart said succinctly. "Straight up."

 That earned a dubious look from Farrell. "Really?"

 "Would I lie to a clever, ruthless mogul like yourself?" Stuart said dryly.

 Farrell flicked a sarcastic glance at him and reached for the decanter of bourbon. "You'd lie to the devil
himself for the sake of a client."

 Surprised and annoyed by the partial truth of that assessment, Stuart put his briefcase down and laid the
documents on the bar. "You're right in this instance," he admitted. "Meredith and I are friends. In fact,"
Stuart continued, striving for a more relaxed atmosphere of confidence, "I used to have a huge crush on
her."

 "I know."

 Surprised again, and half convinced Farrell was lying, Stuart said, "Considering that I don't think
Meredith knew it, I have to say you're remarkably well informed. What else do you know?"

 "About you?" Farrell asked casually.
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 When Stuart nodded, Farrell began fixing his own drink. Dropping ice cubes into his glass, he launched
into a brusque, dispassionate recitation of Stuart's personal history that left him completely astonished and
a little chilled. "You're the oldest son in a family of five," Farrell said. "Your grandfather and his two
brothers founded the law firm where you're now a senior partner, carrying on with the family tradition of
practicing law. At the age of twenty-three you graduated first in your class fromHarvardLawSchool
—also a family tradition—where you distinguished yourself by being president of your class and making
Law Review. When you graduated, you wanted to work in the district attorney's office, specializing in
prosecuting cases of landlord abuse, but you yielded to family pressure and joined the family firm instead,
where you handle cases for wealthy corporate clients, mostly from your own social circle.

 "You hate corporate law, but you have a genius for it; you're a tough negotiator, a brilliant strategist, and
a good diplomat unless your personal feelings are involved, as they were today. You're thorough and
you're meticulous, but you're lousy with juries because you try to sway them with dry facts instead of
emotional logic. For that reason, you usually do the pretrial preparation, then you hand jury cases over to
an associate and supervise them...."

 Farrell paused in that recitation to hand Stuart his drink. "Shall I go on?"

 "By all means, if there's more," Stuart replied a little stiffly.

 Picking up his own glass, Farrell took a swallow and when Stuart had done likewise, he said, "You're
thirty-three, heterosexual, with a penchant for fast cars, which you don't indulge, and a love of sailing,
which you do. When you were twenty-two, you thought you were in love with a girl fromMelrose Park
whom you met at the beach, but she was from a blue-collar Italian family, and the cultural gap was too
wide for both of you to bridge. You both agreed to call it off. Seven years later you fell in love with
Meredith, but she couldn't reciprocate, so you became friends. Two years ago your family put on a push
to marry you off to Georgina Gibbons, whose daddy is also a socialite lawyer, and the two of you got
engaged, but you called that one off. You're worth about eighteen million right now, mostly in blue chip
stocks, and you'll inherit another fifteen when your grandfather dies—less if he continues his junkets
toMonte Carlo , where he nearly always loses."

 Pausing in that recitation that had Stuart trapped somewhere between amazement and anger, Farrell
gestured to the sofas near the windows, and Stuart picked up the documents and his drink and followed
him there. When he was seated across from him, Farrell said blandly, "Did I leave anything important
out?"

 "Yes," Stuart replied with a sardonic smile as he lifted his drink in a mocking toast, "what's my favorite
color?"

 Farrell looked him straight in the eye. "Red."

 Stuart choked. "You're right about everything but my thoroughness. Obviously you were better prepared
for this confrontation than I was. I'm still waiting for the background check I ordered on you, and it won't
be half so complete. I'm amazed and reluctantly impressed."

 Farrell shrugged. "You shouldn't be.Intercorp owns a credit reporting bureau as well as a forge
investigative agency that does a lot of work for multinational corporations."

 It struck Stuart as odd that Farrell had said, "Intercorpowns," not "I own," as if he felt no real desire to
be personally associated with the corporate empire he had created. In Stuart's experience, most
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entrepreneurs with newly amassed wealth were braggarts who were transparently proud of their
accomplishments and embarrassingly eager to remind everyone of what they owned. Stuart had expected
something like that of Farrell, particularly because the news media normally portrayed him as a
flamboyant, international playboy-tycoon who led the completely sybaritic, richly satisfying life of a
modern-day sultan.

 Stuart had the feeling that the truth was far from that; that at best, Farrell was a guarded, solitary man
who was difficult to get to know. At worst, he was a cold, calculating, unemotional man with a wide
streak of ruthlessness and an iron control that was almost chilling. This was undoubtedly how his business
adversaries thought of him. "How did you know what my favorite color is?" he asked finally, ready to try
again to get a better reading on Farrell. "You didn't get that off a credit report."

 "That was a guess," Farrell said dryly. "Your briefcase is maroon and so is your tie. Also, most men like
red. Women like blue." For the first time, Farrell actually let his attention stray to the document Stuart had
put on the table. "Speaking of women," he said casually, "I gather Meredith signed that."

 "She added some conditions," Stuart replied, watching him closely, noting the imperceptible tensing of
his adversary's jaw. "She wants the days you mentioned stipulated in the document and she wants it
clarified that if you miss one, you can't make it up."

 Farrell's expression softened, and even in the subdued lighting Stuart saw amusement glinting in those
gray eyes. Amusement and ... pride? He had no time to confirm that, however, because Farrell abruptly
got up, walked over to the conference table, and returned with a gold fountain pen he'd left there. When
he flipped to the signature page where Stuart had written in the added terms and uncapped the pen,
Stuart added, "You'll see that she also wants it agreed that you will not publicly reveal either this marriage
of yours or the eleven-week trialdating period to anyone."

 Farrell's eyes narrowed, but just as Stuart opened his mouth to argue for Meredith's terms, Farrell
looked down and quickly initialed all three stipulations, then he signed the document and tossed it across
the table to Stuart. "Was secrecy your advice," he asked, "or Meredith's idea?"

 "Hers," Stuart replied, and then because he was itching to see Farrell's reaction, he added smoothly, "If
she'd have takenmy advice, she would have thrown that agreement in the trash."

 Farrell leaned back, studying Stuart with unnerving intensity and something that might have been a
glimmer of respect. "If she'd done that," he countered, "she'd have risked her father's health and his good
name."

 "She wouldn't have risked anything," Stuart contradicted flatly. "You were bluffing." The other man lifted
his brows and said nothing, so Stuart pressed harder. "What you're doing is unethical and extreme. Either
you're a world-class bastard, or you're insane, or you're in love with her. Which is it?"

 "Definitely the first," Farrell replied. "Possibly the second. Possibly all three. You decide."

 "I already have."

 "Which is it?"

 "The first and the third," Stuart replied, suddenly enjoying himself, noting Farrell's slight, reluctant smile at
Stuart's unflattering conclusion. "What do you know about Meredith?" Stuart asked after another
swallow of his drink, determined to reaffirm his conclusion that Farrell was in love with her.
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 "Only what I've read in the magazines and newspapers in the last eleven years. I'd rather find out the rest
by myself."

 For a man who checked out an attorney right down to the size of his shoe, Stuart thought it was
meaningful that Farrell, who was supposedly interested only in revenge, hadn't done an equally
impersonal background check on Meredith. "Then you don't know the little things about her," Stuart said
as he continued watching him over the rim of his glass, "like the fact that in the summer after her freshman
year of college there was a rumor going around that she'd had some sort of tragic love affair, and that's
why she wouldn't go out with anyone. You, of course, were probably inadvertently the cause of that." He
paused, watching the flare of intense interest and emotion that Farrell belatedly tried to conceal by lifting
his glass and taking a swallow of his drink. "And of course," he continued, "you wouldn't know that in her
junior year a rejected fraternity boy started the rumor that she was either a lesbian or frigid. The only
thing that stopped the lesbian thing from sticking to her was her friendship with LisaPontini , who was
dating the president of the kid's fraternity. Lisa was so far from being a lesbian, and so loyal to Meredith,
that she made the kid a laughingstock with the help of her current boyfriend. The part about being frigid
stuck though. They nicknamed her the 'ice queen' at school. When she finished grad school, and came
back here, the nickname got whispered, but she was so damned beautiful that it added to her allure
because it made her a challenge. Besides, showing up with Meredith Bancroft on your arm, looking at
that face of hers across a restaurant table, was such an ego boost that you didn't much care that she
wouldn't sleep with you."

 Stuart waited, hoping Farrell would finally take the bait and start asking questions, which would have
been a tip-off about his true feelings, but Farrell either had no feelings for her—or else he was too smart
to risk giving any hints that might cause her attorney to tell her that her husband was definitely in love with
her and that she could tear up that document without risk of having him carry out his threats. Irrationally
convinced the latter was still the case, Stuart said idly, "Can I ask you something?"

 "You canask," Farrell emphasized.

 "What made you decide to double-team her today with two attorneys, particularly two attorneys whose
methods are notoriously heavy-handed?"

 For a second Stuart thought he wasn't going to answer, but then Farrell admitted with an ironic smile,
"That was a tactical error on my part. In my haste to get the agreement drawn up in time for this meeting,
I failed to make Levinson and Pearson understand that I wanted her convinced to sign, not bludgeoned
to death." Putting his half-empty glass down on the table, he stood up, making it obvious that their little
tete-a-tete was over.

 Left with no choice, Stuart did likewise, but as he bent to pick up the papers, he added, "That was more
than a mistake, it was the kiss of death. Besides bullying and coercing her, you betrayed and humiliated
her by letting Levinson tell us all that she'd slept with you last weekend. She's going to hate you for that
for a lot longer than eleven weeks. If you knew her better than you do, you'd realize that."

 "Meredith is incapable of lasting hatred," Farrell informed him in an implacable voice that was tinged with
pride, and Stuart had to hide his shock because every word Farrell was saying now was inadvertently
confirming his own suspicion. "If she weren't incapable of it, she'd hate her father for spoiling her
childhood and for belittling her success at work. She'd be hating him now for what she's just discovered
he did to us eleven years ago. Instead, she's trying to protect him from me. Rather than hating, Meredith
looks for ways to excuse the inexcusable in people she loves—including me, by telling herself I was
justified in leaving her because I'd beenforced to marryher in the first place." Oblivious to Stuart's
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stunned fascination, Farrell eyed him across the cocktail table and added, "Meredith can't stand to see
people hurt. She sends flowers to dead babies with notes to tell them they were loved; she cries in an old
man's arms because he's believed for eleven years that she aborted his grandchild, and then she drives
four hours in a storm because she has to tell me the truth right away. She's softhearted, and she's overly
cautious. She's also smart, astute, and intuitive, and those things have enabled her to excel at the
department store without being devoured by back-biting executives or turning into one herself." Leaning
down, he picked up his fountain pen and shot a cool, challenging look at Stuart. "What else could I
possibly need to know about her?"

 Stuart returned the look with one of his own— satisfied triumph. "I'll be damned," he said softly,
laughing. "I was right—youare in love with her. And because you are, you wouldn't do a damned thing to
hurt her by prosecuting her father."

 Brushing the sides of his jacket back, Farrell shoved his hands into his pockets, spoiling some of Stuart's
triumph by showing no concern over his conclusion. He spoiled the rest of it by saying blandly, "You
think that, but you aren't sure enough to risk having Meredith put me to the test. You aren't even sure
enough to broach the subject with her again, and if you were sure, you'd still hesitate to do it."

 "Really?" Stuart retorted, smiling to himself. As he walked over to the bar to get his briefcase, he was
already debating whatto tellMeredith and how to do it. "What makes you think so?"

 "Because," Farrell replied calmly behind him, "from the moment you realized Meredith slept with me last
weekend, you haven't been completely certain about anything—particularly how she feels about me." He
walked forward, angling toward his office and politely escorting Stuart out.

 Stuart suddenly remembered the indescribable look on Meredith's face earlier, when she'd stood with
her hand in Farrell's. Hiding his growing uncertainty behind a convincing shrug, he said, "I'm her
lawyer—it's my job to tell her what I think, even when it's a hunch."

 "You're also her friend and you were in love with her once. You're personally involved, and because you
are,you're going to hesitate and contemplate, and in the end you'll decide to let this run its course. After
all, if nothing comes of this, she's lost nothing by doing what I've required of her, and she gains five million
dollars."

 They'd reached his desk and Farrell walked behind it, but he remained politely standing. Thoroughly
annoyed by the probable accuracy of Farrell's psychological summation, Stuart looked around for
something to say to shakehim up, and his gaze fell on the framed picture of a woman on Farrell's desk.
"Are you planning to keep that picture there while you're trying to court your wife?"

 "Absolutely."

 Something in the way he said that made Stuart revise his original impression that the woman was a
girlfriend or mistress. "Who is she?" he asked bluntly.

 "My sister."

 Farrell was watching him with that same infuriating calm, so Stuart shrugged, and with a deliberate effort
to be offensive, he said, "Nice smile. Nice body too."

 "I'll ignore the last part of that," Farrell said, "and politely suggest that the four of us have dinner when
she's in town next time. Tell Meredith I'll pick her up tomorrow night at seven-thirty. You can phone my
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secretary in the morning and give her the address."

 Summarily dismissed and duly cut down to size, Stuart nodded and opened the door, then he walked
out and closed it. Outside Farrell's office he began to wonder if he was doing Meredith a favor by not
warning her to ran, not walk, from the agreement she'd signed, whether she was in love with her husband
or not. The man was like a machine; unyielding, detached, uncompromising, and completely unemotional.
Not even a slur against his sister could rile the bastard.

 On the opposite side of the connecting door, Matthew Farrell sank heavily into his chair, leaned his head
back, and closed his eyes. "Christ!" he whispered, heaving a long, shaking breath of relief. "Thank you."

 It was the closest he'd come to a prayer in more than eleven years. It was the first easy breath he'd
drawn in over two hours.

 Chapter 41

  

 "How did it go with Farrell?" Parker asked the minute he walked into Meredith's apartment to take her
out for what he'd predicted would be a dinner to celebrate her almost-divorced status. His smile faded as
she raked her hair off her forehead and mutely shook her head. "Meredith, what happened?" he said,
putting his hands on her arms.

 "I think you'd better sit down," she warned him.

 "I'll stand," he said, already looking upset.

 Ten minutes later, when she'd finished telling him the whole thing, he no longer looked upset, he looked
furious—with her. "And you agreed to that?"

 "What choice did I have?" Meredith cried. "I didn't have anything to bargain with. He was holding all the
cards, and he handed out the ultimatum. It's not so very bad," she said, trying to smile and make him feel
better. "I've had a couple hours to think it over, and it's more of a gross inconvenience—an
annoyance—than anything else. I mean, when you're objective."

 "I'm damned objective, and I disagree," Parker said harshly.

 Unfortunately, Meredith was so overwrought, so guilt-stricken, she failed to consider that Parker might
feel better if she felt worse about having to go out with Matt. "Look," she said with another encouraging
smile, "even if I could have flown somewhere and gotten a divorce, I'd still be all snarled up in the
property issues after the divorce because they have to be settled separately. As it stands now, everything
will be completely settled and finished in six months—the divorce, the property, the works."

 "Right," Parker snapped furiously. "And three of those six months are supposed to be spent with
Farrell!"

 "I told you, he specificallysaid that we wouldn't have to be intimate. And—and that still leaves almost
half of every week for us to be together."

 "That's certainly fair-minded of the son of a bitch!"
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 "You're losing your perspective!" Meredith warned, stunned at the belated realization that everything she
was saying was angering him more. "He's doing this to retaliate against my father, not because he wants
me!"

 "Don't bullshit me, Meredith! Farrell's not gay or blind, and he intends to have a piece of you whenever
and however he can get it. As you pointed out to me three times in your recitation of the meeting, that
bastard's lawyers repeatedly said that Farrell regards himself as your husband! And do you know what I
find the most infuriating about all this?"

 "No," she said, feeling frustrated tears in her throat, "suppose you tell me, if you can do it without being
vulgar and overbearing—"

 I'mvulgar and overbearing, am I? Farrell flips you a proposition like this, andI'm the one who's being
vulgar and overbearing? I'll tell you what I find the most painful, the most disgusting, about all this—it's
that you aren't particularly upset about it! He offers you five million dollars for rolling in the hay with him
four times a week, and I'm vulgar? That's what—a hundred thousand dollars or so per time?"

 "If you want to get all technical and precise," Meredith flung back as her exhaustion and frustration built
to a mindless fury, "he is technically my husband!"

 "What the hell am I technically—a wart?"

 "No, you're myfiance ."

 "How much do you intend to charge me?"

 "Get out, Parker." She said it quietly. She meant it utterly.

 "Fine." He snatched up his coat from the back of the chair, and Meredith tugged her engagement ring off
her finger, fighting back tears.

 "Here," she said hoarsely, thrusting it at him, "take this with you."

 Parker looked at the ring in her hand and much of his anger faded. "Keep it for now," he said. "We're
both too angry to think clearly. No, that's wrong, and that's what bothers me. I'm furious and you're
trying to pass this whole thing off like a goddamned lark!"

 "Dammit, I was trying to soothe things over so you wouldn't be so angry."

 He hesitated uncertainly, then reached out and closed her fingers over the ring. "Is that what you were
doing, Meredith, or is that what you think you were doing? I feel like the world has caved in, and
you—who have to face the next three months—are taking it better than I am. I think maybe I should stay
away until you've had time to decide just how important I really am to you."

 "And I think," Meredith countered tautly, "you ought to spend some of that time wondering why you
couldn't have offered me some sympathy and understanding instead of seeing this whole thing like some
sexual challenge to your private property!"

 He left then, closing the door behind him, and Meredith sank down on the sofa. The world, which had
seemed so bright and promising just a few days before, had collapsed around her feet—exactly as it
always did when she went near Matthew Farrell.
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 Chapter 42

  

 "I'm sorry, sir, you aren't allowed to park here," the doorman said as Matt got out of his car in front of
Meredith's apartment building.

 His mind on his impending first date with his wife, Matt put a $100 bill into the man's gloved hand and
continued toward the entrance without breaking stride.

 "I'll keep an eye on it for you, sir," the doorman called behind him.

 The oversize tip was also payment for future favors as needed, but Matt didn't pause to tell him that, nor
would it have been necessary; doormen all over the world were masters of diplomacy and economics
who understood that enormous tips such as that were advance payment for small future services, not
merely present ones. At the moment Matt wasn't certain what future services he might require, but
ingratiating himself with Meredith's doorman seemed like a wise precaution in any case.

 The guard at the desk checked his guest list, saw Matt's name, and nodded politely. "Miss
Bancroft—Apartment 505," he said. "I'll buzz her to let her know you're on the way up. Elevators are
right there."

 Meredith was so tense that her hands shook as she combed her fingers through the sides of her hair,
shoving it into a casual, windblown style that fell about her shoulders. Stepping back from the mirror, she
glanced at the bright green silk shirt and matching wool crepe skirt she was wearing, adjusted the slender
hammered-gold belt at her waist, then she clipped a pair of large gold squares at her ears and slid a gold
bracelet onto her wrist. Her face was abnormally pale, so she applied more blusher to her cheekbones;
she was just about to add more lipstick when the buzzer shrilled twice, and the tube slid from her
trembling fingers, leaving a coral streak across the polished wood of her dressing table. Ignoring the fact
that Matt was obviously on his way up, she picked up the tube, intending to use it, then she changed her
mind, capped it, and tossed it into her purse. Looking nice for Matthew Farrell, who hadn't even had the
courtesy to let her know where they were going so that she could have a clue as to what to wear, was
completely unnecessary. In fact, if he had seduction in mind, the worse she looked the better!

 She walked to the door, stoically ignoring her trembling knees, jerked it open, and, raising her eyes no
higher than his chest, she said very truthfully, "I was hoping you'd be late."

 The ungracious greeting was no less than Matt expected, but she looked so damned beautiful in emerald
green with her shining hair swinging loose and artless about her shoulders, he had to suppress the urge to
laugh and drag her into his arms. "How late were you hoping I'd be?"

 "About three months, actually."

 He did laugh then, a rich, throaty chuckle that made Meredith's head snap up a few inches, but she
couldn't quite look him in the face yet. "Are you enjoying yourself already?" she asked, staring fixedly at a
pair of very broad shoulders encased in a soft fawn cashmere sport coat and an open-necked cream shirt
that seemed to glow against his tanned throat.

 "You look lovely," he said quietly, ignoring her jibe.
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 Still without looking at him, she turned on her heel and walked over to the closet to get a coat. "Since
you didn't have the courtesy to let me know where we're going," she said to the inside of the closet, "I
had no idea what I should wear."

 Matt said nothing, he knew she was going to put up a fight when she found out, and so he'd simply not
told her. "You're dressed perfectly," he said instead.

 "Thank you, that's extremely informative," Meredith answered. She pulled out her coat from the closet,
turned around, and collided with his chest. "Would you mind moving?"

 "I'll help you with your coat."

 "Don't help me!" she said, stepping sideways and tugging her coat. "Don't help me with anything! Don't
ever help me again!"

 His hand locked on her upper arm, pulling her gently but forcibly around. "Is this the way it's going to be
all night?" he asked quietly.

 "No," she said bitterly, "this is thegood part."

 "I know how angry you are—"

 Meredith lost her fear of looking at him. "No, you don't know!" she said, her voice shaking with ire.
"You think you know, but you can't even begin to imagine!" Abandoning her vow to stay aloof and silent
and tobore him to death, she said, "You asked me to trust you in your office, then you took everything I
told you about what happened eleven years ago, and used it against me! Did you honestly think you
could tear my life to pieces on Tuesday, and walk in here on Wednesday, and everything would be all
sweet and rosy, you—you heartless hypocrite!"

 Matt gazed into her stormy eyes and honestly considered saying, "I'm in love with you." But she wouldn't
believe that after what happened yesterday—and if by some chance he could make her believe it, she'd
use it against him and walk out on their agreement. And that he could not let her do. Yesterday she'd told
him that all there was between them was a horrible past. He desperately needed the time he'd bargained
for—time to breach her defenses and prove to her that a future relationship with him would not cause a
repeat of the pain of the past. So instead of trying to explain or argue, he embarked on phase one of the
psychological campaign he'd mentally mapped out—which was to get her to break the habit of blaming
him completely for that past. Taking her coat, he held it out for her. "I know I seem like a ruthless
hypocrite to you now, and I don't blame you for thinking it. But at least do me the justice of remembering
that I wasnot the villain eleven years ago." She slid her arms into the sleeves and wordlessly started to
step away, but he put his hands on her shoulders and turned her around, waiting until she lifted her
resentful eyes to his. "Hate me for what I'm doing now," he told her with quiet force, "I can accept that,
but don't hate me for the past. I was as much a victim of your father's scheming as you were!"

 "You were heartless even then!" Meredith said as she shrugged off his hands and picked up her purse.
"You hardly bothered to write when you were in South America."

 "I wrote you dozens of letters," he said, and opened the door for her. Wryly he added, "I even mailed
half of them. And you're in no position to criticize on that score," he added as they started down the
carpeted hallway. "You only wrote six to me in all those months!"

 Meredith watched his hand rise and press the down button for the elevator, telling herself that to
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exonerate himself, he was lying about the letters, but something was niggling at the back of her mind,
something he'd told her during his phone call from Venezuela that she'd interpreted at the time as a
criticism of her letter writing style.Youaren 't much of a correspondent, are you . . . ?

 Until the doctor had restricted her activity, she'd been in the habit of taking her letters to Matt out to the
mailbox at the end of the driveway herself but anyone could have removed those letters afterward—her
father, a servant. The only five letters she'd gotten from Matt were ones that had come when she was
hovering at the mailbox and got the mail herself from the postman's hand. Perhaps the only letters Matt
received were the ones she'd given to the postman personally.

 The awful suspicion grew inside her, and she glanced unwillingly at Matt, fighting down an impulse to
question him further about the letters. The elevator doors slid open and he ushered her through the lobby
and outside to the street, where a maroon Rolls-Royce was waiting at the curb, gleaming like a polished
jewel in the light of a streetlamp.

 Meredith slid into the luxurious barley leather interior, and gazed fixedly out the windshield as Matt put
the car into gear and they glided into traffic. The Rolls was beautiful, but she'd have died rather than say
anything that sounded admiring about his car, and besides, her mind was still on the letters.

 Evidently, so was Matt's, because as they stopped at a light, he said, "How many letters did you actually
get from me?"

 She tried not to answer, honestly tried to ignore him, but while she could hold her own in an open
confrontation, she was incapable of silent sulking. "Five," she saidflatly, staring at her gloved hands.

 "How many did you write?" he persisted.

 She hesitated, then she shrugged. "I wrote you at least twice a week at first. Later, when you didn't
answer, I cut back to once a week."

 "I wrote dozens of letters to you," he said again, more emphatically. "I presume your father was
intercepting our mail, and evidently failed to catch the five that got through?"

 "It doesn't matter now."

 "Doesn't it?" he said with biting irony. "God, when I think of the way I used to wait for mail from you,
and the way I felt when it never came!"

 The intensity of his voice stunned her almost as much as the words he'd uttered. She glanced at him in
shock because he'd never given the slightest indication back then that she meant anything to him as a
person. In bed, yes, but not out of it. The muted light of the dashboard played over the harsh, rugged
contours of his face and jaw, highlighting the sculpted mouth and arrogant chin. Suddenly she was hurtled
back in time, and she was sitting beside him in the Porsche, watching the wind ruffle his thick, dark hair,
attracted and repelled by those sternly handsome features and his blatant sensuality. He was more
handsome than ever, and the relentless ambition she'd sensed in him in the past had been channeled and
realized; it was power now—irrefutable, harsh, and terribly potent. And it was being used on her. After
several minutes she finally said, "Is it too much to expect to be told where you're taking me?"

 She saw him smile because she'd at last broken the silence. "Right here," he said, and he flipped on the
turn indicator and swung the Rolls into the underground parking garage beneath his apartment building.
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 "I should have known you'd try this," she burst out, fully prepared to get out of the car the instant he
stopped and walk home if necessary.

 "My father wants to see you," Matt said calmly, pulling into a parking space directly in front of the
elevator, between a limousine with California license plates and a midnight-blue Jaguar convertible that
was so new it had only temporary license plates. Reluctantly willing to go upstairs if his father was there,
Meredith got out of the car.

 Matt's burly chauffeur opened the door, and behind him, Patrick Farrell was already walking up the
foyer steps, his face wreathed in a smile.

 "Here she is," Matt told his father with grim humor, "delivered to you just as I promised she'd be—safe,
sound, and mad as hell at me."

 Patrick held his arms out to Meredith, beaming at her, and she walked into his embrace, turning her face
away from Matt.

 Looping his arm over her shoulders, he turned her to the chauffeur. "Meredith," he said, "this is Joe
O'Hara. I don't think you two have ever been formally introduced."

 Meredith managed a weak, embarrassed smile as she recollected the two highly emotional scenes that
the chauffeur had witnessed. "How do you do, Mr. O'Hara."

 "It's a pleasuret'meet you, Mrs. Farrell."

 "My name is Bancroft," Meredith said firmly.

 "Right," he said, shooting a challenging grin at Matt. "Pat," he said, starting for the door, "I'll pick you up
out front later on."

 The last time she'd been there, Meredith had been too distracted to notice the extravagant luxury of the
apartment. Now she was too tense to look at anyone, so she glanced around her and was reluctantly
impressed. Since Matt's penthouse occupied the entire top floor, all the exterior walls were made entirely
of glass, offering a spectacular view of the city lights. Three shallow steps led down from the marble foyer
to the various living areas, but instead of being divided by walls, they were left wide open, indicated only
by pairs of marble columns. Directly ahead of her was a living room large enough to accommodate
several sofas and numerous chairs and tables. To the right of the living room was a dining room, which
was elevated like the foyer, and just above and behind that was a cozy sitting room with its own
intricately carved English bar to serve it. It was an apartment that had been designed and furnished to
entertain in; it was showy and impressive and opulent with its various levels and marble floors; it was also
the exact opposite of Meredith's own apartment. And even so, she liked it immensely.

 "So," Patrick Farrell said,beaming, "how do you like Matt's place?"

 "It's very nice," she admitted. It hit her then that Patrick's being there could be the answer to her prayer.
Not for a moment did she believe he knew the full extent of Matt's heavy-handed tactics, and she vowed
to speak to him, privately if possible, and beg him to intervene.

 "Matt likes marble, but I'm not so comfortable around it," he teased, grinning. "It makes me feel like I've
died and been interred."
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 "I can imagine how you must feel in his black marble bathtubs, then," Meredith said with a slight smile.

 "Entombed,"Patrick promptly agreed, walking beside her past the dining room and up the three steps to
the sitting room.

 When she sat down, Patrick remained standing and Matt walked over to the bar. "What would you both
like to drink?"

 "Ginger ale for me," Patrick said.

 "I'll have ginger ale too," Meredith said.

 "You'll have sherry," Matt countered arbitrarily.

 "He's right," Patrick said. "It doesn't bother me a bit to watch everyone else drink. So," he said, "you
know all about Matt's marble bathtubs?"

 Meredith devoutly wished she'd never blurted that out. "I—I saw some pictures of the apartment in the
Sunday newspaper."

 "I knew it!" Patrick declared, winking at her. "All these years, whenever Matt's picture was in a
magazine or somewhere, I'd say to myself, I hope Meredith Bancroft sees this. You were keeping track
of him, weren't you?"

 "No!" Meredith exclaimed defensively. "I most certainly was not!"

 Oddly, it was Matt who rescued her from the embarrassing discussion. Glancing up from the bar, he said
to her, "While we're on the subject of notoriety, I'd like you to tell me how you expect to keep our seeing
each other a secret, which is what your attorney said you want."

 "A secret?" Patrick said to her. "Why do you want to do that?"

 Meredith thought of at least a dozen angry and highly descriptive reasons, but she couldn't very well tell
them to his father, and Matt interceded anyway. "Because Meredith is still engaged to someone else," he
told his father, then he shifted his gaze to her. "You've been all over the news here for years. People will
recognize you wherever we go."

 Patrick spoke up. "I think I'll go see when dinner can be ready," he said, and walked off toward the
dining room, leaving Meredith with the impression that he was either starving or eager to make himself
scarce.

 Meredith waited until he was out of earshot, then she said with angry satisfaction, "I won't be
recognized, but you will.You'reAmerica 's corporate sex symbol; you're the one whose motto is 'If it
moves, take it to bed.' You're the one who sleeps with rock stars and then seduces their
housemaids—are youlaughing at me?" she gasped, her gaze riveting on his shaking shoulders.

 Uncapping the ginger ale, he slid her a sideways grin. "Where are you getting all this junk about
housemaids?"

 "Several of the secretaries at Bancroft's are among yourmany admirers," Meredith retorted with scathing
disdain. "They read about you in theTattler."
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 "TheTattler?" Matt said, trying to hide his laughter behind a thoughtful frown. "Is that the tabloid that
said I was taken aboard a UFO and told by clairvoyant aliens what business decisions to make?"

 "No, that wasThe World Star!"Meredith retorted, growing more frustrated by his amused dismissal of
the whole topic. "I saw it in the grocery store."

 His amusement vanished and his voice took on an edge. "I seem to recall reading somewhere that you
were having an affair with a playwright."

 "That was in theChicago Tribune, and they didn't say I was having an affair with Joshua Hamilton, they
said we were seeing a lot of each other!"

 He picked up the glasses and carried them over to her. "Were you having an affair with him?" he
persisted.

 Hating the feeling of being dwarfed by him, Meredith stood up and took the glass from his hand.
"Hardly. Joshua Hamilton happens to be in love with my stepbrother, Joel."

 She had the satisfaction of finally seeing Matthew Farrell at a complete loss. "He's in love with your
what?"

 "Joel is my step-grandmother's son, but he's close to my age, so we agreed years ago to call each other
stepbrother and sister. Her other son's name is Jason."

 Matt's lips twitched. "I gather," he said dryly, "that Joel is gay?"

 Meredith's satisfied smile vanished and her eyes narrowed at his tone. "Yes, but don't you dare say
anything ugly about Joel! He's the kindest, dearest man I've ever known! Jason is straight and he's an
utter pig!"

 His expression softened at her militant defense of the one brother, and he lifted his hand, unable to
restrain the urge to touch her. "Who would have guessed," he said, smiling into her stormy eyes as he
brushed his knuckles over her arm, "that the prim and proper debutante I met long ago would actually
have so many skeletons in her closet?"

 Oblivious to Patrick Farrell, who was arrested on the bottom step, listening to their altercation with
fascinated interest, Meredith jerked her arm away. "At least I haven'tslept with all of mine," she retorted
hotly, "and not one of them," she added, "has pink hair!"

 "Who," Patrick asked in a choked, laughing voice as he finally made his presence known, "has pink
hair?"

 Matt glanced up distractedly and saw the cook carrying in a tray and placing it on the dining room table.
"It's too early for dinner," he said, frowning.

 "That's my fault," Patrick said. "I thought my plane left atmidnight tonight, but just after you went to get
Meredith, I realized it leaves ateleven o'clock . I asked Mrs. Wilson to set dinner forward an hour."

 Meredith, who was eager to get the evening over with, was delighted with an early dinner, and
immediately decided to ask Patrick to drop her off at home when he left. Buoyed up by that, she
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managed to make it through the entire meal with relative equanimity, and Patrick made that easierby
keeping up a stream of impersonal conversation in which she participated only when and if Matt didn't. In
fact, though Matt was seated at the head of the table and she was on his immediate right, Meredith
managed to avoid not only speaking to him, but looking at him—until dessert was cleared away. The end
of the meal seemed to chart an entirely new course for the evening.

 Before that, she'd believed that Patrick had no idea of the unethical extremes his son had gone to, but as
he arose from the table, she discovered his apparent lack of knowledge, and even his neutrality, was an
illusion. "Meredith," he said in a censorious tone, "you haven't spoken a word to Matt since we sat down
at this table. Silence isn't going to get you anywhere. What you two need is a nice big fight to get
everything out in the open and clear the air." He glanced at Matt with a meaningful smile. "You can start
just as soon as I kiss Meredith good-bye. Joe will be waiting out in front."

 Meredith stood up quickly. "We're not going to have a fight. In fact, I have to leave. Could you drop me
off at home on your way to the airport?"

 Patrick's tone was as implacable as it was paternal and kind. "Don't be foolish, Meredith. You'll stay
here with Matt and he'll take you home later."

 "I'm not being foolish! Mr. Farrell—"

 "Dad."

 "I'm sorry—Dad," she corrected herself, and then because she realized this was going to be her only
chance to enlist his support, she said, "I don't think you realize why I'm here right now. I'm here because
your son has blackmailed and coerced me into seeing him for an eleven-week period."

 She expected him to be surprised, to demand an explanation from Matt. She did not expect him to look
at her unflinchingly, and then side with his son against her. "He did what was necessary to stop you from
doing something you might both regret for the rest of your lives."

 Meredith stepped back as if he had slapped her, and she struck back verbally with quiet force. "I never
should have told either one of you the truth about what happened years ago. Tonight, all night, I've
thought you didn't realize why I'm here now—" Her voice dropped and she shook her head at her own
naivete . "I was planning to explain it to you, and to ask you to intercede."

 Patrick lifted his hand in a gesture of helpless appeal to be understood, then he looked worriedly to
Matt, who stood there, unmoved by the little tableau. "I have to go," he said, and lamely added, "Do you
want me to give a message to Julie for you?"

 "You can give her my sympathy," she quietly replied, turning around and looking for her purse and coat,
"for being raised in a family of heartless men." She missed the tensing of Matt's jaw, but she felt Patrick's
hand on her shoulder, and though she stopped, she refused to turn back. His hand dropped away and
then he left.

 The moment the door closed behind him, silence fell over the apartment ... heavy, waiting, stifling.
Meredith took one step, intending to get her things, but Matt caught her arm and drew her back. "I'm
getting my coat and purse and I'm leaving," she said.

 "We're going to talk, Meredith," he said in the cool, authoritative tone she particularly hated.
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 "You'll have to physically restrain me to make me stay here," she warned him, "and if you try, I'll swear
out a warrant for your arrest in the morning, so help me God!"

 Torn between frustration and amusement, Matt reminded her, "You said you wanted our meetings to be
private."

 "I saidsecret!"

 Matt realized he was getting nowhere, that her animosity was building by the moment, and so he did the
last thing he wanted to do; he issued a threat. "We had a bargain! Or do you no longer care what
happens to your father?" The look she gave him was so filled with contempt that for the first time, he
wondered if he'd been wrong about her ability to hate. "We're going to talk tonight," he said, gentling his
tone, "either here or at your place. You decide where."

 "My place," she said bitterly.

 They made the fifteen-minute trip in complete silence. By the time she opened her apartment door, the
atmosphere was vibrating with tension.

 Meredith went directly to a lamp, turned it on, then she walked over to the fireplace because it was as
far as she could possibly get from him. "You said you wanted to talk," she reminded him ungraciously.
Crossing her arms over her chest, she leaned her shoulders against the mantel, waiting for him to start
trying to bully and coerce her, which she was positive he meant to do. For that reason, she was slightly
disconcerted when he made no effort to do either, and instead shoved his hands into his pockets and
stood in the center of the living room, slowly looking around at the cozy room as if he were fascinated by
every piece of furniture and each knick-knack.

 Baffled, she watched as he took one hand out of his pocket and picked up a photograph of Parker in an
ornate antique frame from the end table near his hip. He put the picture back, and then let his gaze drift
from the antique secretary she used as a desk to the dining room table with its silver candlesticks, to the
chintz-covered Queen Anne chairs before the fire. "What are you doing?" Meredith demanded warily.

 He looked around at her then, and the quiet amusement in his eyes was almost as startling as what he
said. "I'm satisfying years of curiosity."

 "About what?"

 "About you," he said, and if Meredith hadn't known better, she'd have believed there was tenderness in
his expression. "About how you live."

 Wishing she'd stayed out in the open instead of backing herself into a wall, she watched him walk
forward, finally stopping in front of her, both hands in his pockets again. "You like chintz," he said with a
boyish half smile. "Somehow I never imagined you with chintz. It suits you though—the antiques and
bright flowers; it's warm and inviting. I like it very much."

 "Good, then I can die happy," Meredith said, increasingly wary of the warmth in his eyes and his smile.
"Now, what did you want to talk about?"

 "For one thing, I'd like to know why you're even angrier tonight than you were yesterday."

 "I'll tell you why," she said, her voice shaking with suppressed resentment. "Yesterday I yielded to your
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blackmail and agreed to see you for eleven weeks, but I will not—will not—participate in this farce you
apparently want to enact!"

 "What farce?"

 "The farce of pretending you want a reconciliation, which is what you did in front of the lawyers on
Tuesday and your father tonight! What you want is revenge, and you found a subtler, cheaper way of
getting it than suing my father!"

 "In the first place," he pointed out, "I could have staged a public massacre in a courtroom for the five
million dollars I'm giving you if this doesn't work out. Meredith," he said forcefully, "this is not about
revenge! I told you at that meeting exactly why I was asking for this time with you. There's something
between us— there hasalways been something between us—and not even eleven years could kill it! I
want it to have a chance."

 Meredith's mouth fell open, and she gaped at him, torn between ire at his outrageous lie and mirth that he
actually expected her to believe it. "Am I supposed to think"—she had to stop to swallow back an angry,
hysterical laugh—"that you've been carrying some sort of torch for me for all these years?"

 "Would you believe it if I said it's true?"

 "I'd have to be an idiot to believe it! I told you tonight that I and everybody who subscribes to a
magazine or reads a newspaper knows about hundreds of your affairs!"

 "That statement is an outrageous exaggeration, and you damned well know it!" In skeptical silence she
raised her brows. "Dammit!" Matt swore, angrily shoving a hand through the side of his hair. "I didn't
expect this. Not this." He walked away from her, then he turned on his heel, his voice ringing with harsh
irony. "Will it help convince you if I admit that you haunted me for years after our divorce? Well, you did!
Would you like to know why I worked myself into the ground and took insane gambles, trying to double
and triple every cent I made? Would you like to know what I did the day my net worth actually reached
one million dollars?"

 Dazed, incredulous, and unwillingly enthralled, Meredith stared at him, and without meaning to she
nodded slightly.

 "I did it," he snapped, "out of some obsessive, demented determination to prove to you I could do it!
The night an investment paid off and put me over the one-million-dollar mark, I opened a bottle of
champagne, and I toasted you with it. It wasn't a friendly toast, but it was eloquent in its way. I said, To
you, my mercenary wife—may you long regret the day you turned your back on me."

 "Shall I tell you," he continued bitterly, "how I felt when I finally realized that every woman I took to bed
was blond, like you, withblue eyes, like yours, andthat I was unconsciously making love to you?"

 "That's disgusting," Meredith whispered, her eyes wide with shock.

 "That's exactly howIfelt!" He walked back to stand in front of her, and he softened his voice, but not
much. "And since we're having confession time here, it's your turn."

 "What do you mean?" Meredith said, unable to believe everything he'd said, and yethalf convinced that
somehow he was telling her what he believed was true.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Let's start with your incredulous reaction when I said I think there's been something between us all this
time."

 "There is nothing between us!"

 "You don't find it odd that neither of us remarried during all these years?"

 "No."

 "And, at the farm, when you asked for a truce, you weren't feeling anything for me then?"

 "No!" Meredith said, but she was lying and she knew it.

 "Or in my office," he demanded, firing questions at her like an inquisitor, "when I asked you for a truce?"

 "I didn't feel anything, either of those times, except ... except a casual sort of friendship," she said a little
desperately.

 "And you're in love with Reynolds?"

 "Yes!"

 "Then what the hell were you doing in bed with me last weekend?"

 Meredith drew a shaky breath. "Well, it was something that just happened. It didn't mean anything. We
were trying to comfort each other, that's all. It was... pleasant enough, but no more than that."

 "Don't lie to me! We couldn't get enough of each other in that bed, and you damned well know it!"
When she remained stubbornly,resistantly silent, he pushed her harder. "And you have absolutely no
desire to make love with me again, is that it?"

 "That's it!"

 "How would you like to give me five minutes to prove you're wrong?"

 "I wouldn't," Meredith flung back.

 "Do you honestly think," he said more quietly, "I'm naive enough not to know you wanted me as badly as
I wanted you, that day in bed?"

 "I'm sure you're experienced enough to gauge how a woman feels to within a fraction of a sigh!" she shot
back, too angry to realize what she was admitting as she added, "But at the risk of wounding your
damnable confidence, I'll tell youexactly how I felt that day! I felt like I've always felt in bed with
you—naive, clumsy, and gauche!"

 He looked ready to explode. "Youwhat?"

 "You heard me," she said, but her satisfaction at his stunned reaction was short-lived, because instead of
being enraged at his overestimation of her feelings, he put his hand against the mantel for support and
started to laugh. He laughed until Meredith got so angry that she tried to move away, and then he
sobered abruptly.
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 "I'm sorry," he said contritely, a strange, tender light in his eyes. Lifting his hand, Matt laid it against her
smooth cheek, amazed and shamelessly delighted that for all her innate sensuality, she obviously hadn't
slept around very much. If she had, instead of feeling gauche in bed with him, she'd surely know she
turned his body into an inferno with a simple touch. "God, you are lovely," he whispered. "Inside and
out." He bent his head, intending to kiss her, but she turned her face away, so he kissed her ear.

 "If you'll kiss me back," he whispered huskily, brushing his lips along the curve of her jaw, "I'll make it six
million. If you'll go to bed with me tonight," he continued, losing himself in the scent of her perfume and
the softness of her skin, "I'll give you the world. But if you'll move in with me," he continued, dragging his
mouth across her cheek to the corner of her lips, "I'll do much better than that."

 Unable to turn her face farther because his arm was in the way, and unable to turn her body because his
body was in the way, Meredith tried to infuse disdain in her voice and simultaneously ignore the arousing
touch of his tongue against her ear. "Six million dollars and the whole world!" she said in a slightly shaky
voice. "What else could you possibly give me if I move in with you?"

 "Paradise." Lifting his head, Matt took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and forced her to meet
his gaze. In an aching, solemn voice he said, "I'll give you paradise on a gold platter. Anything you
want— everything you want. I come with it, of course. It's a package deal." Meredith swallowed audibly,
mesmerized by the melting look in his silver eyes and the rich timbre of his deep voice. "We'll be a
family," he continued, describing the paradise he was offering while he bent his head to her again. "We'll
have children ... I'd like six," he teased, his lips against her temple. "But I'll settle for one. You don't have
to decide now." She drew in a ragged breath and Matt decided he'd pushed matters as far as he dared
for one night. Straightening abruptly, he chucked her under her chin. "Think about it," he suggested witha
grin.

 Meredith watched in a stupor of shock and disbelief as he turned and headed to the door without
another word. It closed behind him, and she stared at it, riveted to the spot, her mind trying to absorb
everything he'd said. Reaching blindly for the back of a chair, she walked around it and sank into it, not
sure whether to laugh or cry. He had to be lying. He had to becrazy. That alone would explain his
resolute pursuit of a foolish goal he'd evidently set for himself eleven years earlier—of proving he was
good enough to be married to her, to a Bancroft. She'd read articles about his occasional business
clashes with competitive companies or takeover targets, and they'd implied that he was almost inhumanly
single-minded.

 Evidently, Meredith realized with a hysterical, panicky giggle, she reallywas Matthew Farrell's newest
"takeover target." She could not—would not—let herself believe he'd actually been hung up on her for
years after their parting. My God, he'd never even said I love you to her when they were married—not
even at the height of passion or the afterglow.

 She did, however, believe some things he'd told her tonight: He probablyhad spent those early years
working himself into the ground to prove to her, and undoubtedly her father, that he could make a
fortune. That sounded just like Matt, she thought with a wry smile—and so did the champagne toast he
said he drank to her the night he was worth a million dollars. Vengeful to the very end, she decided with
amusement. No wonder he'd become such a force to be reckoned with in the business world! It
occurred to her that her thoughts were a little mild, given the circumstances, and she reluctantly faced the
reason for that: One other thing that Matt had said was true— therehad always been something between
them. From the very first night she'd met him, there'd been an immediate and inexplicable rapport that
had sprung up between them, a bond that swiftly drew them closer together during those long-ago days
at the farm. She'd felt it then, but it came as a shock to discover that Matt had been aware of it too. That
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same inexplicable rapport had already been struggling to resurface the day of their ill-fated lunch when he
had teased her about not knowing what she wanted to drink. It had burst into bloom again at the farm,
when she put her hand in his and asked for a truce, then grown stronger, more vibrant, when they sat
together in the living room that night, talking about business. In a way, it was almost as if they'd been born
friends. It was impossible for her to truly hate Matt for anything.

 With a baffled sigh Meredith got up, turned out the lamp, and started toward her bedroom. She was
standing beside her bed, unbuttoning her blouse, when the rest of his words, the ones she was adamantly
trying not to remember, whispered forcefully through her mind, and her hands stilled on the buttons.Go to
bed with me tonight and I'll give you the world. Move in with me, and I'll give you paradise on a
gold platter. Anything you want —everything you want. I come with it, of course. It's a package
deal.

 Mesmerized by the memory, Meredith stood still, then she gave her head a hard shake and finished
unbuttoning her blouse. The man was absolutely lethal. No wonder women fell at his feet. Just the
memory of his voice whispering those things in her ear was making her hands tremble! Really, she
decided as she tried to suppress a halfhearted smile, if he could bottle all that awesome sex appeal, he
wouldn't need to work to make money. Her smile faded as she wondered how many other women he'd
offered his paradise to, and then she realized the answer had to be none. In all the rabid press coverage
of his personal life, she'd never seen a single piece of information that implied he lived other than alone.
She felt unaccountably better now that she'd remembered that. And she was too exhausted from the
emotional turmoil of the past two days to wonder if that wasn't a little odd.

 When she got into bed, her thoughts turned to Parker and her spirits plummeted. She'd hoped all day
that he would call. Despite the way they'd parted, she knew in her heart that neither of them wanted to
end their engagement. It dawned on her that perhaps he was waiting for her to call. Tomorrow, she
decided, she'd call him tomorrow and try again to make him understand.

 Chapter 43

  

 "Mornin', Matt," Joe said as Matt slid into the back seat of the limo at 8:15 the next morning, then he
glanced uneasily at the folded newspaper in Matt's hand and added, "Is—is everything okay? With you
and your wife, I mean?"

 "Not exactly," Matt replied dryly. Ignoring theChicago Tribune, which he normally read in the car every
morning, Matt stretched his legs out in front of him and gazed out the side window. A faint smile played
about his mouth as the limo pulled into traffic, and his thoughts drifted to Meredith. Several minutes had
passed before Matt noticed that his car was not making its usual daring assault on traffic this morning.
Puzzled, he looked up and saw Joe watching him in the rearview mirror. "Something on your mind?" Matt
asked.

 "No, why?"

 "You passed up a chance to cut off that delivery track." Wordlessly, Joe withdrew his gaze from the
mirror, stepped on the accelerator, and Matt let his thoughts return pleasurably to Meredith. He let them
linger on her until he arrived at Haskell's building, then he forced himself to start thinking of the business
day that lay ahead as he got out of the car in the underground garage.

 "Good morning, Eleanor," he said with a grin as he walked through his secretary's office and opened his
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door. "You're looking very well this morning."

 "Good morning," she managed to say in an odd, shocked voice. In accordance with their usual morning
ritual, she followed him into his office and stood beside his desk with a notepad in one hand, his mail and
phone messages in the other, ready to write down his instructions for dealing with each item. Matt saw
her gaze ricochet to the newspaper when he tossed it onto his desk, but his attention was diverted by the
thick stack of phone messages she was holding. "Who are those calls from?"

 "The news media," she replied with disgust as she began flipping through them. "TheTribune has called
four times and theSun-Times has called three. UPI is on hold on my desk right now, and the Associated
Press is downstairs in the main lobby, along with the reporters from the local television and radio stations.
All four of the major networks have called, so has CNN.People magazine wants to talk to you, but the
National Tattler wanted to talk to me—they said they 'want to know the dirt from a secretary's point of
view.' I hung up on them. You've also had two crank calls from anonymous individuals who inferred you
must be homosexual, and one from Miss Avery, who said to tell you that you are a deceitful bastard.
Tom Anderson called to ask if he can do anything to help, and the guard in the lobby phoned for
reinforcements to stop the press from barging up here." She paused and glanced at him. "I've already
handled that."

 Frowning, Matt mentally sorted through the business activities ofIntercorp's various companies, trying to
think which would have caused a public furor. "What's happened that I don't know about?"

 She nodded grimly to the folded newspaper lying on Matt's desk. "Have you opened that paper yet?"

 "No," Matt said, reaching for theTribune and irritably snapping it open, "but if something happened last
night to cause an uproar in the press, Anderson should have called me at ho—" He glanced at the front
page of the paper and froze, momentarily unable to absorb the shock: Pictures of Meredith, himself, and
Parker Reynolds were staring back at him beneath a headline that screamed:

 FAKE LAWYER CONFESSES TO DUPING FAMOUS CLIENTS

 He snatched up the paper, scanning the accompanying story, his jaw clenching.

 Last night, police in Belleville, Illinois, arrested StanislausSpyzhalski , 45, on charges of fraud and
practicing law without a license. According to the Belleville police department,Spyzhalski has confessed
to duping hundreds of clients over the past fifteen years by falsifying judges' signatures on documents that
he never filed, including a divorce decree which he claims to have been hired to obtain a decade ago for
department store heiress Meredith Bancroft from her alleged husband, industrialist Matthew Farrell.
Meredith Bancroft, whose impending marriage to financier Parker Reynolds was announced this month
...

 With a savage curse Matt looked up from the story, rapidly calculating the possible consequences of all
this, then he looked at his secretary, and began issuing rapid-fire instructions: "Get Pearson and Levinson
on the phone, then find my pilot. Call Joe O'Hara in the car and tell him to stand by for instructions, and
get my wife on the phone."

 She nodded and left, and Matt finished scanning the article.

 Officials say they were originally alerted toSpyzhalski by a Belleville man who tried to obtain a copy of
his marriage annulment from the St. Clair County courthouse. Belleville police have already recovered
some ofSpyzhalski's files, but the suspect has refused to turn over the rest prior to his hearing tomorrow,
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where he plans to represent himself. Neither Farrell, Bancroft, nor Reynolds were available for comment
tonight. ... Details of thealleged Bancroft-Farrell divorce remainundivulged , but a spokesman for the
Belleville police department said that they are confident thatSpyzhalski , who they describe as flamboyant
and unrepentant, will provide them ...

 Matt's heart froze at the thought of the details of the divorce being divulged. Meredith had divorced him
on grounds of desertion and mental cruelty, which, respectively, would make his proud young wife look
pitiful and helpless when the press got through with her. Neither image was anything but devastating for
the temporary president of a national corporation who hoped to be permanently appointed to that post
when her father retired.

 The story was continued on page three, and Matt yanked the page over and ground his teeth at what he
saw. Beneath a bold caption that readMenageàTrois?there was a picture of Meredith smiling at Parker
as they danced at some Chicago charity affair, and a similar picture of Matt—dancing with a redhead at a
charity ball in New York. Beneath those was a story that began with a report about Meredith having
snubbed Matt at the opera a few weeks before, and then went into the details of their individual dating
habits. Matt punched the intercom button just as Eleanor hurried into his office. "What the hell's
happening with those calls?" he demanded.

 "Pearson and Levinson aren't expected in until nine," she recited. "Your pilot is doing a check flight right
now with the new engine, and I left word for him to call the instant he lands, which should be in about
twenty minutes. Joe O'Hara is on his way back here with the car.I told him to wait in the parking garage,
to avoid the reporters in the lobby—"

 "What about my wife?" Matt interrupted, unaware that he'd automatically called her that for the second
time in five minutes.

 Even Eleanorlooked tense. "Her secretary says she's not in yet, and that even if she was, Miss Bancroft's
instructions were to tell you that all future communications between the two of you are to be handled
through your lawyers."

 "That's changed," Matt said shortly. Reaching up, he ran a hand around his nape, absently rubbing the
tense muscles, wanting to get to Meredith before she tried to deal with the press on her own. "How did
her secretary sound when you talked to her—did she sound like everything was normal over there?"

 "She sounded like she was under siege."

 "That means she's getting the same calls you've gotten this morning." Moving out from behind his desk,
Matt grabbed his coat, and headed for the door. "Have the attorneys and the pilot callme at her number,"
he ordered. "And call our public relations department. Tell whoever's in charge to keep the press on ice
here and not to antagonize them. In fact, treat them very nicely and promise them a statement this
afternoon at—one o'clock. I'll call from Meredith's office and notify P.R. where to tell them to assemble
this afternoon. In the meantime, give them a damned brunch or something while they're waiting."

 "You're serious about the food?" she said, knowing his normal method of dealing with the press when
they intruded on his private life was either to avoid them or to tell them, in slightly different words, to go
to hell.

 "I'm serious," Matt gritted out. He paused at the door for one last instruction. "Get through to Parker
Reynolds. He'll be surrounded by press too. Tell him to call me at Meredith's office, and in the meantime
tell him he is to tell the pressexactly what we're telling them here."
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 At 8:35 Meredith stepped off the elevator and headed toward her office, glad of the chance to work and
escape the thoughts of Matt that had kept her awake most of the night and then made her oversleep.
Here, at least, she'd be forced to put her personal problems aside and concentrate on business.

 "Good morning, Kathy," she said to the receptionist, then she glanced around at the nearly deserted
area. The executives, who worked late hours, rarely came in before nine o'clock, but the clerical staff
was normally in evidence long before now, ready to go to work promptly at 8:30. "Where is everyone?
What's going on?" she asked.

 Kathy gaped at her and swallowed nervously. "Phyllis went downstairs to talk to security. She's having
your phone calls held at the switchboard. Nearly everyone else is in the coffee room, I think."

 Frowning, Meredith listened to the persistent ringing of unanswered telephones up and down the
corridor. "Is it someone's birthday?" she asked. It was a ritual for everyone on the two administrative
floors to wander up to the coffee room sometime during the day to have coffee and cake on the occasion
of an employee's birthday, but never before had that created such an unusual and unacceptable dearth of
needed personnel. Her own birthday was two days away on Saturday, Meredith realized, and for a split
second she wondered if there was some sort of early surprise party being given for her.

 "I don't think it's a party," Kathy said uneasily.

 "Oh," Meredith said, dumbfounded by this unprecedented negligence on the part of a normally
conscientious clerical staff. Stopping in her office to drop off her coat and briefcase, she headed directly
for the coffee room. The minute she walked over to the coffeepots, two dozen pairs of eyes riveted on
her. "It sounds like a fire drill out there, ladies and gentlemen," Meredith said with a matter-of-fact smile,
dimly surprised by the taut silence and gaping stares of the assembly, who all seemed to be clutching
newspapers. "How about answering some of those phones?" she added—needlessly, because they were
already stampeding out of there, mumbling "good morning" and "excuse me."

 She'd just sat down at her desk and was taking the first sip of her coffee, when Lisa raced into her
office, clutching a huge armload of newspapers. "Mer, I'm so sorry!" she burst out. "I bought every
damned copy from the newspaper stand out front so they wouldn't have any more to sell. It's the only
way I could think of to help you!"

 "Help me?" Meredith asked with a startled smile.

 Lisa's mouth fell open, and she clutched the newspapers tighter, as if to hide them. "You haven't seen the
morning paper, have you?"

 Alarm traced a finger up Meredith's spine. "No, I overslept and didn't have time. Why? What's wrong?"

 With visible reluctance, Lisa slowly laid the stack on Meredith's desk. Meredith tore her eyes from
Lisa's pale face, looked at the paper, then half rose from her chair. "Oh, my God!" she breathed, her
stricken gaze flying over the print. She put down her coffee cup and stood up, forcing herself to read
more slowly. Then she turned to page three and read the more sensational and personal article on that
page. Finished, she looked at Lisa with glazed panic in her eyes. "Oh, my God," she whispered again.

 They both jumped as Phyllis slammed Meredith's door and rushed toward them. "I've been in security,"
she said, her short hair disheveled, as if she'd been raking her fingers through it. "We were swarming with
reporters at the main doors, waiting for us to open. They started getting in at the employee entrance, so
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Mark Braden let them all in and told them to go to the auditorium. The phone has been ringing off the
hook. Most of the calls are from reporters, but you also had calls from two of the board members who
want to talk to you immediately. Mr. Reynolds has called three times and Mr. Farrell called once. Mark
Braden wants instructions. So do I!"

 Meredith tried to concentrate, but her insides were trembling with sick dread. Sooner or later a reporter
would dig up the reasons for her marriage to Matt. Someone would talk—a servant, an orderly at the
hospital—and the world was going to know that she had been a silly, pregnant teenage bride of an
unwilling husband. Her pride and her privacy were about to be torn to shreds. Other people made
mistakes and broke rules, she thought bitterly, and got by with it. But not her—she had to pay again and
again and again.

 It suddenly hit her then, what else everyone was going to think when that sham lawyer revealed the
details of her divorce, and she felt the room tilt sickeningly. Because her father hadn't settled for
something nice and decent like irreconcilable differences, she was not merely going to be portrayed as
some promiscuous teenager without enough sense to use birth control, she was also going to be the
pathetic object of desertion and mental cruelty!

 And Parker—dear God, Parker was a respectable banker and the papers were going to drag him into
this mess.

 She suddenly thought of Matt and what this was going to do to him, and she felt violently ill. When
people learned he'd subjected his sad little pregnant wife to mental cruelty and then deserted her, his
reputation and character would be destroyed beyond recall....

 "Meredith, please—tell me what to do." Phyllis's imploring voice seemed to come from very far away.
"The phone on my desk is ringing right now."

 Lisa held up her hand. "Give her time to think—she just saw the newspaper when you walked in."

 Meredith sank down in her chair, shaking her head to clear it, knowing she had to do
something—anything. For lack of any other ideas, she said slowly, "We'll follow the same procedure we
follow whenever something newsworthy happens at the store—notify the switchboard to screen all calls
and have those from reporters transferred to public relations." She swallowed painfully. "Tell Mark
Braden to keep herding the reporters who come here to the auditorium."

 "Yes, but what do you want public relations totell the reporters?"

 Raising her gaze to Phyllis's, Meredith drew a ragged breath and admitted, "I don't know yet. Just tell
them to wait—" She broke off at the knocking on her door, and all three of them turned as the
receptionist poked her head inside and said anxiously, "I'm sorry to disturb you, Miss Bancroft, but Mr.
Farrell is here, and he's— he's very, very insistent about seeing you. I don't think he's going to take no for
an answer. Shall I use your phone and call security?"

 "No!" Meredith said, bracing herself to face Matt's justifiable fury. "Phyllis, go bring him in here, will
you?"

 Having carefully observed what office the receptionist had headed for, Matt waited impatiently at the
reception desk, ignoring the fascinated interest his presence was generating among the secretaries and
clerks and the executives getting off the elevators. He saw the receptionist emerge from Meredith's office
with another woman, and he took a step forward, fully prepared to go over or around both women if
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Meredith was foolish enough to refuse to see him. "Mr. Farrell," an attractive brunette in her late twenties
said, managing to sound professional despite her wavering smile, "I'm PhyllisTilsher , Miss Bancroft's
secretary. I'm sorry you were made to wait. Will you come with me please?"

 Forcing himself not to outpace her, Matt let her usher him to Meredith's office, where she swung open
the door and stepped aside. At any other time, the incredible sight that Matt beheld would have made his
chest swell with pride: Seated behind a baronial desk at the far end of a richly paneled office that shouted
of hushed wealth and quiet dignity, with her golden hair caught up in a shining chignon, Meredith Bancroft
looked like a regal young monarch who should have been sitting on a throne instead of a high-backed
leather chair—a very pale and worried monarch at the moment. Tearing his eyes from her, he glanced at
the secretary and unconsciously began taking charge. "I'm expecting two callshere," he told her quickly,
"let me know the instant they come through. Tell anyone else who calls that we're in a budget meeting and
can't be disturbed, and don't let anyone else past that door!"

 Phyllis nodded and hastily left, closing the door behind her, and Matt headed for Meredith, who was
slowly standing up and walking around to his side of the desk. Jerking his head toward the redhead
standing near the windows who was studying him with unconcealed fascination, Matt said, "Who is she?"

 "LisaPontini ," Meredith said absently, "an old friend. Let her stay. Why," she added in a state of numb
confusion, "are we having abudget meeting in here?"

 Matt remembered LisaPontini's name from years before. Suppressing the urge to pull Meredith into his
arms and try to comfort her—both of which he knew she'd reject—he smiled reassuringly and tried to
inject a teasing note into his voice. "It'll throw the employees off the track temporarily if they think it's
business at its most boring usual up here. Can you think of anything more boring than budgets?" She tried
to smile at his humorous logic and couldn't, so Matt said with quiet force, "With a little luck we're going
to pull through this with only a few scrapes and no scars. Now, will you trust me and do what I ask?"

 Meredith stared at him while it sank in that instead of blaming her and her father for this calamity, he was
actually going to step in and help. She straightened slowly, feeling a sudden return of her strength and
wits. With a nod she said, "Yes. What do you want me to do?"

 Instead of replying, Matt smiled at how quickly and valiantly she was rallying. "Very nice," he said softly.
"Chief executive officers never cower."

 "They bluff," she concluded, trying to smile.

 "Right." He grinned. He started to say more, but the intercom buzzed. Meredith picked up the receiver,
listened, and held the phone out to him. "My secretary says David Levinson is on the first line and
someone named Steve Salinger is calling you on the other line."

 Instead of reaching for it, he said, "Is this a speaker phone?" Realizing he wanted her to be able to listen,
Meredith leaned over and pressed the button that enabled everyone in the room to hear what the caller
was saying. As soon as she had, Matt jabbed his finger at the lashing light on the second line. "Steve," he
said, "is the Lear ready to fly?"

 "Sure thing, Matt. I just had her up for a check flight and she's running strong and sweet."

 "Good. Hold on." Matt put that call on hold, picked up the other line, and said to Levinson without
preamble, "Have you seen the newspapers?"
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 "I've seen them, and so has Bill Pearson. It's a mess, Matt, and it's going to get worse. Is there anything
you want us to do?"

 "Yes. Get down to Belleville and introduce yourselves to your new 'client,' then bail the bastard out of
jail."

 "Dowhat?"

 "You heard me. Bail him out of jail and convince him to turn over his files to you as his attorney. When
he has, you can do whatever is necessary to keep our divorce decree from getting into the hands of the
press— assuming the son of a bitch still has a copy of it. If he doesn't, then do what you have to in order
to convince him to forget all the details."

 "What were the details? What grounds did he put on the petition?"

 "I wasn't in a rational frame of mind when I received a copy of the damned thing, but as I recall, it was
desertion and mental cruelty. Meredith is here, I'll ask her." Looking at Meredith, he gentled his voice.
"Do you remember any other details—anything else that could be embarrassing to either of us?"

 "There was the check for ten thousand dollars my father gave you to pay you off."

 "What check? I don't know anything about that, and there's no mention of it in any of my papers."

 "My copy of the decree refers to it and says you acknowledge receiving it."

 Levinson heard all that, and his voice reeked with irony. "That's just damned great! The press will have a
field day conjecturing about what was so wrong with your wife that you, who didn't have a cent at the
time, couldn't stomach her, even with her money."

 "Don't be an ass!" Matt interrupted furiously before Levinson said anything else to upset Meredith.
"They'll paint me as a gold digger who deserted his wife. All of this conjecture is irrelevant if you get
down to Belleville and getSpyzhalski under control before he starts spilling the works tomorrow."

 "That may not be so easy. According to the news, he's determined to represent himself. He's obviously a
crank who's looking forward to putting on a big show for the benefit of the court and the press."

 "Change his mind!" Matt snapped. "Get a postponement on his hearing, and get him out of town where
the press can't find him. I'll take care of the bastard after that."

 "If he has files, they'll have to be turned over eventually as evidence. And his other victims are going to
have to be notified."

 "You can deal with that later with the prosecuting attorney," Matt said curtly. "My plane is waiting for
you at Midway. Call me when you've taken care of everything."

 "Right," Levinson said.

 Without bothering to say good-bye, Matt ended that call, and returned to his pilot. "Get ready to take
off for Belleville, Illinois, within the hour. You'll have two passengers. There'll be three passengers on the
way back, and you'll be making a stop somewhere to unload one of them. They'll tell you where."
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 "Okay."

 When he hung up, Meredith gazed at him, a little dazed by his methods and speed. "How," she asked on
a choked laugh, "do you intend to take care ofSpyzhalski ?"

 "Leave that to me. Now, get Parker Reynolds on the phone. We're not out of this yet."

 Meredith obediently called Parker. The moment he answered, it was obvious he regarded the situation
as grave. "Meredith, I've been trying to reach you all morning, but they're holding your calls."

 "I'm so sorry about all this," she said, too worried to consider the inadvisability of having this
conversation on the speaker phone. "Sorrier than I can say."

 "It's not your fault," he said with a harsh sigh. "Right now we have to decide what to do. I'm getting
bombarded with warnings and advice. That arrogant son of a bitch you married actually had his secretary
call me this morning to give me instructions about how I should handle things. Hissecretary! Then my
board of directors decided I should make a public statement disclaiming all knowledge of any of this—"

 "Don't!" Matt interrupted furiously.

 "Who the hell said don't?" Parker demanded.

 "I said it, and I'm the son of a bitch she married," Matt snapped, his eyes narrowing on LisaPontini , who
was suddenly sliding down the wall, convulsed with laughter, her hand clamped over her mouth. "If you
make a statement like that, it will look to everyone like you're throwing Meredith to the wolves."

 "I have no intention of doing anything of the sort!" Parker countered angrily. "Meredith and I are
engaged."

 Tenderness and gratitude poured through Meredith at his words. She'd thought that he wanted out of
their engagement and now, when things were worse than ever, he was standing by her. Unaware of what
she was doing, she smiled softly at the phone.

 Matt saw the smile and his jaw tightened, but he kept his mind on the problem at hand. "At one o'clock
today," he informed Parker, and Meredith as well, "you, Meredith, and I are going to give a joint press
conference. If and when the details of our divorce decree are made public, Meredith will look like she
was the victim of desertion and mental cruelty."

 "I realize that," Parker bit out.

 "Good," Matt replied sarcastically. "Then you ought to be able to follow the rest of this: During our press
conference we're going to make a show of solidarity. We're going to proceed on the assumption that the
details of the divorce will come out, and we're going to neutralize them in advance."

 "How?"

 "By standing up in front of everyone and behaving like a nice close-knit little family who are
wholeheartedly in empathy with one another and particularly with Meredith. I want every journalist who's
present to be able to get enough of an earful and an eyeful this afternoon to last them for weeks so they'll
get out of our lives and stay out. I want them to leave that press conference room drowning in sympathy
and convinced there's no ill will among us." Pausing, Matt looked at Meredith and said, "Where can we
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assemble all the reporters?Intercorp's shareholders room isn't very large—"

 "Our auditorium is," Meredith said quickly. "It's already decorated for our annual Christmas pageant, so
it's clean and ready."

 "Did you hearthat?" Matt demanded of Parker.

 "Yes!"

 "Then get over here as soon as you can so we can prepare a statement," Matt ordered, and immediately
hung up. He glanced over at Meredith, and the way she was looking at him went a long way to banish the
jealousy that had been eating him since she'd smiled at Parker's voice; her eyes were filled with
admiration, gratitude, and a little awe. And a lot of apprehension.

 He was about to say something reassuring, when LisaPontini suddenly shoved away from the wall, her
lips trembling with amusement. "I used to wonder how you managed to make Meredith throw caution
aside and go to bed with you, get pregnant, get married, and nearly go to South America with you—all
within a few days. Now I understand what happened. You're not a tycoon, you're atyphoon. By any
chance," she asked, "have you ever voted democrat?"

 "Yes," Matt admitted dryly. "Why?"

 "I just wondered," she lied, noting Meredith's quelling frown. Sobering, Lisa held out her hand to him,
and quietly said, "I'm very happy to meet Meredith's husband at last."

 Matt grinned at her and returned her handclasp. He decided he liked LisaPontini immensely.

 Chapter 44

  

 At Matt's suggestion, Meredith had invited all the store's senior executives and upper level managers to
attend the news conference, in an effort to eliminate speculation among store employees by providing
them with fact, albeit secondhand fact, from their managers. In order to soften up the press, Bancroft's
deli department had been ruthlessly raided on Meredith's orders, and all 150 reporters who were now
taking their seats in the auditorium had been partaking of liberal amounts of imported food and expensive
wine.

 As she waited in the wings offstage with the two men who'd rushed to her aid, Meredith felt not only
gratitude, but an odd sense of well-being. Forgotten was the bargain Matt had inflicted on her and the
argument she'd had with Parker the other night; all that mattered right then was that both men had wanted
to help when she needed them. Trying to hold off an inevitable attack of nervousness, she looked at
Matt. He was standing just a few feet away from Parker, glancing over the public statement they'd all
collaborated on, but which he had mostly written. Parker was doing exactly the same thing, and Meredith
knew whythey were: Both men were deliberately avoiding the need to speak to, or even look at, each
other. In her office they'd treated each other with cool civility while they debated the exact wording of the
statement that was about to be read by Bancroft's head of public relations, but their mutual dislike had
been glaringly obvious. Both of them had agreed that when they walked out on that stage, there would be
a show of friendly unity, but Meredith wasn't certain they'd be able to put up a convincing pretense when
they so obviously couldn't stand each other.
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 Now, as she studied the pair of them, their instinctive animosity seemed almost funny, because she was
suddenly struck with how very similar they were in some ways. Both of them were unusually tall and
undeniably handsome—Parker in an impeccably tailored blue three-piece suit with his Phi Beta Kappa
key pinned discreetly to his vest pocket, and Matt in a beautiful charcoal suit with a faint gray pinstripe
that made his shoulders look even broader. Parker, with his sun-streaked blond hair and blue eyes, had
always reminded her of Robert Redford, and never more than today. Glancing at Matt to make a
comparison, she studied the tough angles of his jaw and cheek, the sternly molded lips and the thick dark
brown hair that had been beautifully cut and shaped. On second thought, Meredith decided abruptly, the
two men were not alike at all. Parker was the image of cultured, civilized urbanity, while Matt was ... not.
Even now there was a reckless, brash forcefulness about Matt that not even eleven years of acquired
social polish could hide. In all actuality, his face was too rugged, too harsh, to be conventionally
handsome—except for his eyelashes, Meredith thought with an inner smile. He had absurdly thick, lush
eyelashes.

 Suddenly the noise level in the auditorium dropped, lights brightened, a microphone squealed, and
Meredith's pulse began to hammer, banishing all thoughts of anything but the next few minutes. "Ladies
and gentlemen," Bancroft's P.R. director said, "before Miss Bancroft, Mr. Reynolds, and Mr. Farrell
come out here to answer any additional questions you may have, they have asked me to read the
following statement, which contains the facts, as they know them, of the incident that has caused you to
assemble here today. The statement is as follows: 'Three weeks ago, the irregularities in the divorce
decree supposedly obtained by one StanislausSpyzhalski were first noted by Mr. Reynolds. Immediately
thereafter, Miss Bancroft and Mr. Farrell met to discuss the matter ...'"

 As the statement neared its end, Parker and Matt put down their copies of it and started toward
Meredith, positioning themselves on either side of her. "Ready?" Parker asked her. She nodded,
nervously smoothing the collar of her pink wool suit. "You look lovely," he reassured her, but Matt
frowned worriedly at her tense features.

 "Relax," he warned her. "We are all victims, not perpetrators, so don't go out there looking stiff and
secretive or they'll keep digging, looking for something we're hiding. Be natural and smile at them.
Meredith," he said urgently, watching her struggling to draw an even breath. "I can't pull this off alone! I
need your help!"

 That remark seemed so incredible coming from a man who'd barged past every obstacle she tried to put
in his way lately that it wrung a laugh from her when only a moment before she'd been consumed with
angry dread at having to discuss her private life in public. "That's my girl," he said with an approving grin.

 "Like hell she is!" Parker snapped as the P.R. director finished reading and spoke their names, which
was their cue to walk onstage.

 Blinding flashes exploded the instant they walked onstage,minicam lights tracked them like bright white
eyeballs as the trio stepped up to the bank of microphones at the podium. As had been decided, Matt
opened up the interview to questions, but Meredith was startled by the humorous tack he used to do it:
"So nice of you to attend our little impromptu gala, ladies and gentlemen," he said. "If we'd have known
yesterday that you were going to be here today, we'd have brought in some circus elephants to do justice
to the occasion." He paused for the laughter to subside, and then he said, "We'll be up here for only five
minutes, so let's keep the questions short and to the point. I have all the time in the world to spend with
you," he joked, pausing again for the laughter to subside, "but Meredith has department stores to run and
Parker has meetings this afternoon."

 His deliberate, congenial use of Parker's and Meredith's first names caused a momentary startled silence,
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but the anticipated pandemonium erupted almost instantly with questions being shouted from
everywhere—the loudest from a CBS reporter in the front row: "Mr. Farrell, why was your marriage to
Miss Bancroft kept secret?"

 "If you're asking why you didn't know about it at the time," Matt replied smoothly, "the answer is that
neither Meredith nor I were of any particular public interest eleven years ago."

 "Mr. Reynolds," aChicago Sun-Times reporter called out, "will your marriage to Miss Bancroft be
postponed?"

 Parker's smile was brief and cool. "As you heard in the statement that was read, Meredith and F—and
Matt," he corrected himself trying to smile pleasantly at Matt, "will have to go through the process of a
legal divorce. Naturally, our marriage will have to be postponed until that's final. To do otherwise would
make Meredith guilty of bigamy."

 The wordbigamy was a mistake, and the instant he said it, Meredith could sense Parker's anger with
himself. She could also feel the reporters' collective mood switch from the relaxed one Matt had tried to
create to one of businesslike intensity. Even the questions changed in tone: "Mr. Farrell, have you and
Miss Bancroft filed for a divorce yet?" a reporter demanded. "If so, on what grounds and where?"

 "No," Matt said, smoothly stepping in. "We haven't yet."

 "Why not?" a woman from WBBM demanded.

 Matt gave her a look of comic chagrin. "My confidence in attorneys is a little low right now. Would you
care to recommend one?"

 Meredith knew how hard he was trying to keep the mood light, and when the next question was fired at
her, she swore to help him by doing her share. "Miss Bancroft," a man fromUSA Today was shouting,
"how do you feel about all this?" She saw Matt lean slightly forward and open his mouth to try to fend the
question off, but she stepped in herself. "The truth is," she said with an unconsciously endearing smile, "Ih
aven'tfelt this painfullyconspicuous since I had to walk onstage in the sixth-grade nutrition play, dressed
up like a prune."

 Her unexpected reply startled shouts of laughter from the crowd, but Matt's unguarded reaction caused
flashes to explode all over the room as he turned his head and gazed down at her with a startled, beaming
grin.

 The question Meredith had dreaded came next: "Mr. Farrell, on what grounds did you two file for
divorce eleven years ago?"

 "We aren't certain," Matt joked with the woman reporter, giving her a disarming smile. "We've
discovered that the documents we each received fromSpyzhalski don't match."

 "For Miss Bancroft," aTribune reporter said, and when Meredith looked at her she said, "Could you tell
us why your marriage broke up?"

 Meredith knew this was one question Matt couldn't answer for her and desperation provided inspiration.
In what she hoped was an amused voice, she said ruefully, "At the time, I seemed to think that life with
Mr. Farrell might be ... boring." While they were still laughing, she added more seriously, "I was a city
girl, and very young, and Matt left for the wilds of South America just a few weeks after we were
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married. Our lives were on very different courses."

 "Is there any chance of a reconciliation?" an NBC newsman asked.

 "Of course not," Meredith replied automatically.

 "That's ridiculous after all these years," Parker added.

 "Mr. Farrell?" the same newsman prodded. "Would you care to answer that question?"

 "No," he said implacably.

 "Is that your answer, or areyou declining to answer?"

 "Take it whichever way you'd like," Matt replied with a slight smile that didn't reach his eyes, then he
nodded to another reporter to ask his question. They came fast and furious, but the worst ones had
already been asked, and Meredith let the noise swirl around her, feeling at the audience and said, "Our
time is about up. We all hope that you've had your questions answered. Parker," he said with an
admirable imitation of conviviality, "do you have anything to add?"

 Parker matched his smile. "I think everything has already been said that needed to be, Matt. Now let's
clear out of here and let Meredith get back to running this place."

 "Before you go," one woman called out imperatively, ignoring the attempt to close the conference, "I'd
like to say that you—all three of you are handling this with extraordinary grace. Particularly you, Mr.
Reynolds, since you're rather caught in the middle of something you had no control over—then or now.
One might expect you to be feeling a certain amount of antagonism for Mr. Farrell for partially causing
the delay of your marriage to Miss Bancroft."

 "There's no reason for antagonism," Parker said with a killer smile. "Matt Farrell and I are civilized men
and we're handling this in the friendliest of ways. We—all three of us—are caught in unusual
circumstances that can and will be easily remedied. In fact, this whole problem is little different from a
business contract that wasn't properly executed originally and now has to have the T's crossed."

 Lisa was waiting in the wings to catch Meredith's hand and give her a hug. "Come upstairs with us,"
Meredith whispered, hoping Lisa's presence might force Matt and Parker to behave more civilly to each
other. As they rode upstairs in the same elevator that was crowded with shoppers, a woman in the back
nudged the woman beside her. "That's Meredith Bancroft with her husband and herfiancé," she said in a
carrying whisper. "One of each—isn't that something? Andthat's Matthew Farrell, the husband. He dates
movie stars!"

 Meredith's color rose at the first sentence, but no one said anything until they were safely within the
privacy ofMeredith's office. Lisa broke the silence by giving Meredith another hug and a laughing look.
"You were wonderful,Mer ! Brilliant!"

 "I wouldn't go that far," Meredith said weakly.

 "No, you were! I couldn't believe it when you said you'd had to dress up like a prune in the sixth grade.
That's not at all like your usual proper self." Turning to Matt, she added, "You have an excellent effect on
her."
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 "Don't you have something you're being paid to do?" Parker snapped.

 Lisa, who worked incredibly long hours, often after the store was closed, shrugged. "I put in more hours
here than I'm paid for as it is."

 "I do have things I have to do," Meredith said wryly. Parker stepped forward and kissed her cheek.
Smiling into her eyes, he said, "I'll see you Saturday night."

 Matt gave Meredith two seconds to decline, and when she hesitated, he looked at Parker and stated
flatly, "I'm afraid you won't."

 "Now, look, Farrell! Saturdays may be yours for the next eleven weeks, but this one is mine. It happens
to be Meredith's thirtieth birthday, and our plans were made weeks ago. We're going to Antonio's."

 Turning to Lisa, Matt said shortly, "Do you have plans for Saturday?"

 "Nothing I can't change, actually," Lisa said, startled.

 "Fine, we'll make it a foursome," he decreed. "But not at Antonio's. It's too public and too bright in
there. We'll be recognized in seconds. I'll pick the place." Irrationally annoyed because Meredith hadn't
told Parker no, he nodded curtly and left.

 Parker followed on his heels, but Lisa lingered, a dazed expression on her face as she sank down on the
arm of a chair. "My God,Mer ," she said, laughing, "no wonder you agreed to his bargain. That is the
most amazing man I've ever met—"

 "There's nothing funny about any of this," Meredith replied, refusing to comment on Matt's personal
qualities. "My father isn't supposed to read or watch anything on his cruise that isn't completely frivolous.
If he decides to break the doctor's rules and watch the news, I'll be lucky if we don't have to send a
medical evacuation plane for him."

 "If I were you," Lisa said in disgust, "I'd be sending fighter jets out to get him, after what he did eleven
years ago!"

 "Don't make me think about that now, it only drives me insane with frustration. When he comes home,
he and I will have it out. I've thought about all this for days, though, and in fairness to my father, I think he
probably believed he was protecting me from a fortune hunter who would break my heart in the end."

 "So he broke it instead!"

 Meredith hesitated then quietly admitted, "Something like that." Then she forced her personal life out of
her mind for now, because that was the only way she could cope. "I'll see you Saturday," she told Lisa.

 Chapter 45

  

 At 4:30 the following afternoon Matt glanced up from the conference table where he was meeting with
three of his executives and reached for the telephone. "If it's not an emergency," he told Eleanor before
she could give a reason for interrupting him, "I don't want to hear about it until I'm done here."
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 "Miss Bancroft is on the line," she said with a smug smile in her voice. "Does that constitute an
emergency?"

 "Yes, it does," he said wryly, but as he answered Meredith's call, he wasn't feeling especially pleasant.
He'd phoned her late the previous afternoon to tell herSpyzhalski was under control and in a place
reporters couldn't get to him. Her secretary had said Meredith was going to be in meetings for several
hours, so rather than let her stay in suspense, Matt dictated a carefully worded message to the secretary
and asked her to take it to Meredith. When she didn't bother to call him back last night, he'd wondered if
she was too busy celebrating the news in bed with Reynolds to bother. All week the possibility that she
was still sleeping with herfiance had been haunting him. Last night it had kept him awake until dawn.
Flicking a curt glance of apology at the men seated around the conference table, Matt picked up the
phone.

 "Matt," she said, sounding harassed, "I know this is your night, but I have a meeting at five o'clock, and
I'm swamped with work."

 "At the risk of sounding inflexible," he said in a cool, implacable voice, "a deal's a deal."

 "I know," she replied with an exasperated sigh, "but besides having to be here late, I also have to bring
some work home with me, and come in again tomorrow morning. I'm really not up to a big night out or a
big confrontation with you either," she added with a trace of wry humor.

 In a tone that conveyed his unwillingness to cooperate, he said, "What are you suggesting?"

 "I was hoping you'd be willing to meet me here, and we could have an early dinner, somewhere casual
and close by."

 Matt's annoyance evaporated, but on the off chance she was trying to taper him off by setting a
precedent for quick public dates, he added in a polite but firm voice, "That's fine. I have a briefcase full of
my own work. I'll bring it along and after dinner we can spend a quiet, productive evening at—your place
or mine?"

 She hesitated. "Will you promise we'll work? I mean, I don't want to have to ... to have to ..."

 His lips twitched with a smile as her voice trailed off. Obviously she did have pressing work, and equally
obviously she was worried that he would try to maneuver her into bed. "We'll work," he promised.

 Her relief came out in a laughing sigh. "Okay. Why don't you meet me here about six o'clock? There's a
good restaurant just across the street. We can go to my apartment afterward."

 "Good enough," he said, completely willing to adapt his schedule to hers as long as she didn't try to
avoid him. "Are the reporters leaving you alone?"

 "I've had a few calls, but we gave them such a show yesterday, I think it's all going to die a natural death
now. I talked to Parker last night and again this morning, and he's being left alone too."

 Matt didn't give a damn if reporters devoured Parker alive, and he wasn't thrilled by the discovery that
she'd talked to him twice since the press conference when she'd not bothered to call Matt until then.
Conversely, he was vastly relieved that she apparently hadn't been with him last night, so he said that was
good news, and that he'd come up to her office around six o'clock.
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 After shouldering his way through the crowds of Christmas shoppers on the main floor at six o'clock, the
relative silence on Meredith's floor when Matt stepped off the elevator was a welcome relief. Off to his
right, two secretaries were working late, but the receptionist and all the others had already left. At the
opposite end of the carpeted corridor, Meredith's office door was open and he could see a group of men
and one woman seated in there. Her secretary's desk was cleared, her computer covered for the night,
so rather than sitting down in the reception area, Matt took off his coat and perched his hip on the
secretary's desk, pleased with this unexpected opportunity to see how Meredith worked and what sorts
of things occupied her days. Everything about her intrigued him. It always had.

 Unaware of Matt's presence outside her office, Meredith looked at the invoice Gordon Mitchell, the
general merchandise manager in charge of women's dresses and accessories, had just handed her. "You
bought three hundred dollars worth of gold metal buttons?" she said with a puzzled smile. "Why are you
showing me this? It's certainly within your budget."

 "Because," he replied blandly, "those gold buttons are the reason for that sales increase in women's
dresses and ready to wear that you've been watching happen all week. I thought you'd like to know."

 "You bought them and had them sewn on locally, is that it?"

 "That's it," he said, stretching out his legs and looking pleased. "If a dress or a suit has gold metal buttons
on it, they walk out of here. It's a craze."

 Meredith gazed at him levelly, avoiding looking at Theresa Bishop, the vice president of creative
merchandising, whose job it was to predict fashion trends far in advance. "I can't completely share your
satisfaction," she told him quietly. "Theresa advised us long ago, after she returned from a trip to New
York, that one of the continuing fashion trends was going to be clothing decorated with gold metal
buttons. You ignored her. The fact that you belatedly bought the buttons and had them sewn on now
can't possibly compensate for the sales we lost before andwhile you were doing it. What else do you
have to report?"

 "Very little," he snapped.

 Ignoring his attitude, Meredith reached out and pressed a button on the computer screen that showed
sales in the past four hours in all the departments under his supervision there and in the branch stores
across the country. "Your accessory sales are fifty-four percent higher than over this same day last year.
You're doing something right there."

 "Thank you, Madam President," he said snidely.

 "I seem to recall that you hired a new manager for accessories, and he brought in a new buyer. Is that
right?"

 "Perfectly correct, as always!"

 "What's happening withDonnaKaran's DKNY line you bought so much of?" she continued, impervious
to his tone.

 "It's doing fantastic, exactly as I thought it would."

 "Good. What do you intend to do with all those moderate skirts and blouses you bought?"
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 "I'm going to keystone them and get them out of here."

 "All right," she said reluctantly, "but mark them all Special Purchase and keep our labels out of them. I
mean that. I was on the third floor today and I saw some blouses with Bancroft labels in them and a price
tag of eighty-five dollars. They weren't worth forty-five dollars."

 "They are when they have a Bancroft label in them!" he shot back. "That label is worth something to
customers. I shouldn't have to remind you of that."

 "Itwon't be if we start sticking it on junk. Get those blouses off that floor and onto clearance racks
tomorrow. I mean that, and cut the labels out of them. You know which ones I mean. What about the
bucket goods you were so high on?"

 "I bought them. I've seen the merchandise—mostly costume jewelry, some of it very nice."

 Ignoring his sulky, clipped reply, Meredith said levelly, "Just keep the bucket goods on the right
counters. I don't want to see that stuff mixed in with expensive costume jewelry."

 "I said," he bit out, "it's nice stuff."

 Meredith leaned back in her chair, studying him in lengthening silence, while the other vice presidents
looked on. "Gordon, why are you and I suddenly at odds over the kind of merchandise that Bancroft's
will and will not sell? You used to be adamant about maintaining only high-quality merchandise. All of a
sudden you're making buying decisions that are better suited to a low-end department store chain than to
us."

 When he didn't deign to reply, Meredith abruptly leaned forward in her chair, dropped the subject,
dismissed him as if he weren't still there, and turned her attention to Paul Norman, the general
merchandising manager in charge of home products, and the only one she hadn't yet addressed. "As
usual, your departments are all looking good, Paul," she said, smiling at him. "Appliances and furniture
sales are up twenty-six percent over this week last year."

 "Twenty-seven," he corrected her with a grin. "The computers adjusted from twenty-six to twenty-seven
just before I walked in."

 "Nice work," she said sincerely, then she chuckled, recalling the sales flyers they'd been able to put in the
newspapers, offering stereo components for extraordinarily low prices. "Electronic items arerunning out
of our stores like they had legs. Are you trying to put Highland Superstores out of business?"

 "I wouldlove to."

 "So would I," she admitted, then she sobered and looked at the entire group assembled around the
desk. "We're looking good nationwide—everywhere but the New Orleans store. We lost sales the day
of the bomb scare, and they stayed down for the next four days for the same reason." She glanced at the
vice president of advertising. "Is there any possibility that we'll get some additional advertising time on any
of the New Orleans radio stations, Pete?"

 "Not in a time slot worth having. We've gone ahead withthe increased print advertising. That will help
recover some of our losses from the bomb scare."

 Satisfied they'd covered everything, Meredith glanced around at the group and smiled warmly. "That
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about does it. We're acquiring the property for the Houston store, and we're hoping to break ground on
the project in June. Have a nice weekend, everyone."

 As the group started to stand, Matt went over to a sofa in the reception area and picked up a magazine
as if he'd been reading it, but he was so damned proud of the way she'd handled herself that he couldn't
stop grinning. The only thing that hadn't pleased and impressed him was her interaction with the one
executive who'd hassled her; it seemed to Matt that stronger measures had been called for, then and
there, to cut him down to size. The executives filed out of her office and passed him by without a glance,
their conversations a jumbled garble of retailing terms and wishes for a good weekend. Putting the
magazine down, Matt started back to Meredith'sdoorwav , then drew up short because two men had
remained in her office. And Meredith wasn't smiling at whatever they were telling her.

 With equal parts of guilt and curiosity, Matt resumed his former position at the secretarial desk, only
now he stood in open view with his coat folded over his arm.

 Unaware of how late it was, Meredith studied the memo Sam Green had just handed her, which showed
a continuing and dramatic increase in the number of shares of Bancroft's stock being bought up on the
stock exchange. "What do you make of it?" she asked the attorney, frowning.

 "I hate to tell you this," he said, "but I did some checking today, and there are whispers on Wall Street
that someone wants to take us over."

 Meredith made a physical effort to look calm and collected, but inwardly she was reeling from the
thought of a takeover attempt. "Not now. It wouldn't make any sense. Why would another department
store chain, or any other entity, decide to take us over at a time like this, when we're in debt up to our
ears for all our expansion costs?"

 "For one thing, because we couldn't afford to fight off an attempt right now—we don't have the money
to put up a long, serious battle."

 Meredith already knew that, but she still shook her head and said, "It wouldn't make sense to go after us
now. All they'd get by acquiring us is a lot of debts they'd have to pay off." But she and Sam both knew
that as a long-range investment, Bancroft & Company could be a very attractive acquisition. "How long
before you'll know the names of whoever is buying our stock?"

 "Another few weeks before we get notification from all the stockbrokers who handle the individual
transactions, but we're only notified if the new shareholder actually takes custody of the stock certificates.
If the certificates stay in the brokers' custody, we're never notified of the shareholder's identity."

 "Can you put together an updated list of new shareholders whose names we do know?"

 "Sure thing," he said, and turned, leaving Meredith alone in the office with Mark Braden. Since what she
needed to discuss with the director of security was very confidential, Meredith got up to close her office
door and glanced at her watch to see how much time she had until Matt arrived. Her gaze ricocheted
from her watch, which showed 6:20, to the tall figure in her doorway, and her heart gave an inexplicable
lurch at the sight of him. "How long have you been waiting?" she asked Matt, starting forward.

 "Not long." Unwilling to rush her when she obviously had something more to do, he added, "I'll wait out
here until you finish."

 Meredith paused to consider if there was any reason to close Matt out of the discussion she needed to
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have with Mark about Gordon Mitchell. Deciding there wasn't, she smiled at him and said, "You can
come in, but will you close the door?" Matt did asshe asked, and Meredith quickly introduced Mark
Braden to him, then she turned to Mark. "You heard Gordon's explanations and you witnessed his
attitude for yourself. It's a complete departure from everything he used to say and do. What do you
think?"

 Mark shot a speculative glance at Matt, but when Meredith nodded for him to go on, he said bluntly, "I
think he's on the take."

 "You keep saying that, but can you show me one piece of evidence to prove he's getting kickbacks from
anyone?"

 "No," he said, looking frustrated. "He hasn't acquired any expensive new toys like boats and planes, and
he hasn't bought any new real estate that I can trace. He has a mistress, but she's been around for years.
He and his wife and kids still live pretty much like they always have. In short, there's no evidence he's
living any higher than before, and there's no motive either—he doesn't have expensive habits like drugs or
gambling."

 "Maybe he's innocent," Meredith said, but she didn't believe it.

 "He's not innocent, he's cautious and he's smart,"

 Mark argued. "He's been in retailing long enough to know how closely we watch merchandisers and
buyers for any sign they're taking kickbacks. He's covering his tracks. I'll keep digging around," Mark
promised, and with a curt nod he walked past Matt.

 "I'm sorry," Meredith told Matt as she loaded her briefcase with work she needed to do tonight. "I didn't
realize how long that other meeting went"

 "I enjoyed listening to it," he said, and she shot a stunned look at him as she snapped the locks closed on
her briefcase.

 "How much of it did you hear?"

 "About twenty minutes of it."

 "Any questions?" she teased, but the warmth of his smile, the lazy boldness in his heavy-lidded gray
gaze, made her feel overheated, so she hastily looked away and kept her gaze averted.

 "Three questions," Matt said, watching the way she was avoiding looking at him. "Four actually," he
amended.

 "What questions are those?" she asked, coming toward him and feigning absorption in flicking an
imaginary speck off her coat.

 "What are bucket goods, what is keystone, and why are you avoiding my eyes?"

 She made a valiant attempt to give him a long, direct, calm look, but his wicked grin was almost her
undoing. "I didn't realize I was avoiding your eyes," she lied, then she explained. "Keystone means to sell
something for only twice what we paid for it. Bucket goods are things like jewelry and accessories that
we occasionally buy in large quantities, sight unseen, for a dollar each—usually they're overstock from
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our regular suppliers. What was your fourth question?" she asked while they waited for the elevators.

 How long is it going to be before you trust me?he thought.How long before you'll go to bed with me?
How long before you stop dancing out of my reach? He asked the last question because it was the
least inflammatory one, and because he was curious to see her reaction:

 "How long are you going to keep dancing this avoidance waltz with me?"

 She started at his bluntness, then she shot him an amused, cocky look that made him long to kiss her.
"Just as long as you keep trying to call the tune."

 "I think you're starting to enjoy it," Matt remarked with a disgruntled, sidelong glance.

 Meredith stared at the lighted down arrow on the elevator buttons, but she smiled and said with more
candor than she'd intended, "I always enjoyed your company, Matt. I don't like your motives this time
around."

 "I told you the other night what my motives are," Matt said firmly, the footsteps behind them silenced by
the thick blue carpet.

 "I don't like the motives behind your motives," she clarified.

 "I don'thave motives behind my motives!" Matt said in a low, forceful voice.

 Behind them a laughing male voice said, "Maybe not, but what you do have are people behind your
people, and your conversation is getting awfully deep for us to follow without a map."

 Their heads jerked around in unison, and Mark Braden raised his brows, his smile veiling the warning
that he'd deliberately given them that other employees were listening. "Have a nice weekend, everyone,"
Meredith said with a bright artificial smile at the three secretaries.

 On the first floor they wended their way, leading with their briefcases, through the throngs of shoppers as
they headed for the restaurant across the street. At one of the counters, however, Meredith stopped. "I
want to introduce you to Mrs. Millicent," she told Matt. "She retired a year ago and comes back to help
us out at Christmas. She'll be thrilled to meet you—she's kept a record of allthe famous people she's seen
here for over twenty-five years, and she especially dotes on movie stars."

 "I don't qualify in either category," Matt pointed out.

 "You are famous, and besides, you've dated all sorts of glamorous movie stars, so she'll think she's died
and gone to heaven."

 Vaguely displeased at Meredith's deliberate and ostensibly unconcerned reminder of what she perceived
to be the women he'd slept with, Matt automatically followed her as she sidled through a six-deep throng
of women shoppers blocking the counter and part of the aisle.

 His briefcase banged into a wide derriere and hooked on a purse strap, but Meredith was obviously an
old hand at this, because she sidled right through. He was looking down, untangling his briefcase handle
from the purse strap when the owner of the purse, mistaking him for an inept purse-snatcher, let out an
outraged cry of alarm and yanked on her purse. "Your strap caught on my briefcase—" Matt explained,
glancing up at her.
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 Her mouth dropped open in shock as she recognized his face. "Aren't you—aren't you Matt Farrell?"

 "No," Matt lied, and rudely shouldered past her, trying to get to Meredith through the sea of coats and
purses. Meredith looked over her shoulder, obviously impatient at his delay, and held out her gloved
hand to pull him forward through the throng, then she turned back to the elderly salesclerk she was
talking to. The loudspeakers were playing "Jingle Bells," and the page system was chiming, and over it all
was the loud hum of women calling for salesclerks to help them. In growing discomfort Matt waited
beside her at a crowded counter which he now realized was surrounded by women who were pawing
through the nylon stockings and pantyhose that dripped from revolving chrome racks. They hung from
overhead wires, too, waving in front of his nose, blowing enticingly in the air currents from the heating
vents and revolving doors just beyond.

 With relief he heard Meredith say his name, and he leaned forward to meet the fascinated
sixty-two-year-old who was scrutinizing his every feature. "How do you do," Matt said, leaning forward
to shake her outstretched hand. As he did so, a stocking draped itself across his head from the overhead
wire, and he had to pause to untangle himself from it. He held out his hand again, and it draped itself
languorously over his cashmere-clad shoulder.

 "Why, Meredith!" Mrs. Millicent burst out excitedly, watching him bat the nylon off his shoulder. "He
reminds me of Cary Grant!" Meredith cast a skeptical glance at him just in time to see another stocking
drape itself over his ear. He yanked this one down and put it on the counter, and she tore her laughing
gaze from him, then she quickly concluded her conversation with Mrs. Millicent.

 With Matt in the lead, they retraced their way through the crowd. Unfortunately, when they were almost
to the aisle, the shopper who'd mistaken him for a purse-snatcher pointed him out to everyone within
hearing. "That's him!" she called, oblivious to Meredith, who was right on his heels, blocked from view by
his shoulders. "That's Matthew Farrell—Meredith Bancroft's husband, the one who used to date Meg
Ryan and Michelle Pfeiffer!"

 A lady on Matt's right thrust her shopping bag at him. "Could I have your autograph?" she pleaded,
searching in her purse for a pen in the apparent hope he would sign the bag. Matt reached for Meredith's
arm, shouldering past the woman. Behind him, she announced in offended anger to everyone else, "Who
wants his autograph anyway? I just remembered that he also dated a porn queen!"

 Matt could feel the tension radiating from Meredith even after they dashed through the revolving doors
and were outside in the frigid night air. "Despite what you're thinking," he saiddefensively, knowing how
much she hated notoriety, "people don't ask me for autographs. It's only happening now because our
faces are plastered all over the local news."

 She flashed him a dubious look and said nothing.

 The situation in the restaurant across the street was worse than her store. The place was packed with
Christmas shoppers having early dinners, and they were waiting in double lines in the vestibule. "Do you
think we should wait?" Meredith asked him. And before the words were out or her mouth, the buzzing
started around them. Opposite them, a woman leaned across the three-foot space that separated her line
from the one Matt and Meredith were in. "Excuse me," she said, speaking to Meredith with her eyes on
Matt. "Aren't you Meredith Bancroft?" Without waiting for Meredith to answer, she said to Matt, "And
that makesyou Matthew Farrell!"

 "Not really," Matt said shortly, and it didn't take the pressure he was exerting on Meredith's arm to

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


make her agree to get out of there.

 "Let's go to my apartment and order a pizza," she said when they reached her car in its reserved spot in
the parking garage.

 Furious with fate for doing this to him, Matt waited while she unlocked the car and got into it, but he
stopped her from closing the door. "Meredith," he said firmly, "I havenever dated a porn queen."

 "That's a load off my mind," she said with a sidelong smile, and Matt was surprised and relieved that
she'd evidently regained much of her humor and equilibrium. "And I will admit," she added, turning on the
ignition and waiting for the old BMW to catch, "Meg Ryan and Michelle Pfeifferare both blondes."

 "I know Michelle Pfeiffer very casually," he said, helpless not to defend himself, "and I've never met Meg
Ryan."

 "Really?" Meredith dryly replied, her hand on the door handle to close it. "Mrs. Millicent was all excited
because she was supposedly on your yacht for a cruise."

 "She was. I wasn't!"

 Chapter 46

  

 They had pizza and wine at her place—picnic-style, on the floor in front of the fire. They'd finished eating
and were having the last of the wine before they tackled the work they'd brought in. Matt leaned forward
and reached for his wineglass, surreptitiously watching her gazing into the fire, her arms wrapped around
herupdrawn knees. She was, he thought, an utterly captivating bundle of contradictions. A few weeks
ago he'd watched her walk down the grand staircase at the opera, looking like a regal socialite. At her
office today, in a business suit, surrounded by her staff, she was every inch an executive. Tonight, sitting
before the fire in jeans that hugged her shapely bottom and a bulky cable-knit sweater that came almost
to her knees, she was ... the girl he had known long ago. Maybe that change from executive to artless girl
was why he couldn't gauge her mood or guess her thoughts. Earlier, he'd thought she was upset over the
mention of the women allegedly in his life, but all during their meal she'd been delightful company.

 Now, as he watched her staring into the fire, he wondered about the faint smile at her lips that had
appeared at odd times throughout their meal.

 "What's so funny?" he asked idly, and his question unexpectedly made her eyes widen and shoulders
start to shake with laughter. "Well?" he prodded, frowning, when she shook her head, folded her arms on
her knees, and hid her laughing face in them. "Meredith?" he said a little curtly, and she laughed harder.

 "It's you," she managed, giggling. "You, with those stockings clinging to you—" Matt started to grin even
before she added merrily, "If you could have seen the look on your face!" She got herself under control,
and with her head still in her arms, she turned her laughing face toward him and stole a peek. What she
saw made her roll her eyes and dissolve with laughter again. "Cary Grant!" she chortled, her shoulders
shaking. "Mrs. Millicent must be getting senile! You no more resemble Cary Grant than a p-panther
resembles a p-pussy cat!"

 "Which one am I?" he chuckled, but he already knew she likened him to the panther. Lying back, he
folded his arms beneath his head and smiled up at the ceiling, utterly contented with his lot in life—for the
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first time in his life.

 "I suppose we'd better get to work," she said finally. "It'seight forty-five already."

 Matt rolled reluctantly to his feet, helped her clear away the few remnants of their meal, then walked
over to the sofa, unlatched his briefcase, and took out a thirty-page contract he needed to read.

 Across from him, Meredith sat down in a chintz-covered chair and took out her own work. Despite her
earlier merriment, she'd been vibrantly and uneasily aware of his nearness throughout their meal. Having
Matt there, behaving as tamely as the kitten she'd laughed about, was anything but amusing or soothing to
her nerves. For unlike Mrs. Millicent, she didn't underestimate the threat he posed—he was that panther,
patiently stalking his prey. Unhurried, graceful, predatory, and dangerous. She understood the threat he
posed— and even so, she was more hopelessly attracted to him with eachhour he was near.

 She glanced covertly at him. He was sitting across from her on the sofa, his shirt-sleeves folded back on
his forearms, his ankle propped on the opposite knee. As she watched, he put on a pair of gold
wire-rimmed glasses that looked incredibly sexy on him, opened a file folder on his lap, and started to
read the documents inside it.

 He felt her watching him, and he glanced up and saw her staring at the glasses in surprise. "Eyestrain," he
explained mildly, then he bent his head and returned his attention to the documents.

 Meredith admired his ability to reach a state of instant, intense concentration, but she couldn't come near
matching it. She stared into the fire, thinking about what Sam Green had told her. From there her
thoughts drifted to the bomb scare in the New Orleans store, the problem with Gordon Mitchell, and the
phone call from Parker yesterday, telling her that he'd have to find her another lender to make her the
loan for the Houston land. All of it revolved around and around in her mind as fifteen minutes became
twenty and then thirty.

 Across from her, Matt said quietly, "Want to talk about it?"

 Her head jerked around and she saw him watching her, the contract he'd been reading lying discarded in
his lap. "No," she said automatically. "It's probably nothing. Nothing you'd be interested in at least."

 "Why don't you try me?" he offered in that same calmly reassuring voice.

 He looked so competent, so decisive and invincible, sitting there, that Meredith decided to take
advantage of what he was offering. She leaned her head against the back of her chair and briefly closed
her eyes, but her voice was a ragged sigh. "I have the strangest—theuneasiest —feeling," she admitted,
lifting her head and looking at him with unguarded candor, "that something is happening, or going to
happen, and it's terrible. Whatever it is, it's terrible."

 "Can you isolate the source of your uneasiness?"

 "I thought you'd laugh at what I just said," she admitted.

 "It's not a laughing matter if you're actually sensing something you're unconsciously aware of. That's
instinct, and you should pay close attention to it. On the other hand, your feeling could be coming from
stress, or even from my reentry into your life. The last time I was in your life, all hell broke loose for you.
You could be superstitiously fearing the same thing will happen again."
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 She flinched at his accurate summary of her feelings, but she shook her head at the idea that this was the
source of her uneasiness. "I don't think it's coming from stress or you. I can't seem to put my finger on
what's bothering me."

 "Start with remembering as closely as you can—to the hour, if possible—when you first felt it. I don't
mean when you stopped to notice it and think it out, but before that. Think back to a sudden feeling of
restlessness, or mild confusion, or—"

 She gave him a weary, laughing look. "I feel that way most of the time lately."

 Matt returned her grin. "That's my fault, I hope." She caught his meaning, drew a shaky breath, obviously
to warn him that he'd promised not to get personal tonight, so he returned to the subject at hand. "I meant
more a feeling that something is odd—even if it seemed very good, very fortunate at the time."

 His last words led her effortlessly to the way she felt when her father told her the presidency was hers,
but only because Gordon Mitchell had turned it down. She told Matt about that and he considered it, and
said, "Okay, good. That was your instinct warning you that Mitchell wasn't acting predictably or sensibly.
Your instincts were right. Look what's happened since then: He's become an executive you can't
trust—one who you suspect is taking bribes. Furthermore, he's violating established standards for your
store's merchandise and openly opposing you in meetings."

 "You put a lot of faith in your instincts, don't you?" she asked with surprise.

 He thought of how much he was already gambling on his instinctive belief that the feelings she'd had for
him before were still there—faint embers that he was trying to fan into a blaze again. He was letting
himself dream of their heat, letting the need for it grow within him with every additional moment he spent
with her. If he failed, his defeat would be even more devastating because he was counting so desperately
on success. And knowing all that, he was still taking the full risk. "You have no idea," he said with feeling,
"howmuch faith I place in them."

 Meredith considered all that, and finally said, "The source of my feeling of impending disaster is probably
easier to locate than I made it seem. For one thing, we had a bomb scare at ourNew Orleans store on
Monday that cost us a great deal in lost revenue. That's our newest store, and it's barely breaking even.
I'm personally guaranteed on its loans. If it starts running at a loss, the income from our other stores will
make up the difference, of course."

 "Then why are you worried about it?"

 "Because," she said with a sigh, "we've expanded so quickly that our debt level is very high. We didn't
have much choice—Bancroft's either had to go forward and get into the mainstream of competition or
face becoming obsolete. The problem is, we don't have much money on hand to cover us now if
something should happen to cause several of our stores to suddenly start losing money."

 "Couldn't you borrow it if that happens?"

 "Not too easily. We're borrowed up to the teeth right now for all our expansion costs. I'm worried about
more than just that though." When he continued to regard her in waiting silence, she admitted, "There's a
record number of shares of our stock being traded on the stock market every day. I'd noticed it in the
newspapers for the past couple of months, but I assumed investors were reading about us and realizing
we're a good long-term investment for their money, and we are. But," she said, drawing a steadying
breath before she could make herself say the words, "Sam Green, our attorney, thinks all those shares
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may be going because someone is getting ready to try to take us over. Sam has contacts on Wall Street,
and evidently there are whispers about a takeover attempt on us. Parker caught wind of a similar rumor
in October, but we ignored it. It may be true after all. It'll be weeks before we know the names of those
who've bought our stock lately. Even when we do, it may not tell us anything significant. If a company
wants to keep their intention of taking us over a secret, they won't be buying our stock in their own
names. They'll have other people buy it for them as well. They may even be illegally parking the stock in
accounts with fake names." She caught herself and gave him a wry look. "You already know all about
how it's done, don't you?"

 He quirked an amused brow at her. "No comment."

 "One company you started to take over a few months ago paid you fifty million just to go away and
leave them alone. We couldn't do that, and we don't have the kind of money right now that it would take
to try to fight a takeover. God," she finished miserably, "if Bancroft's were to become nothing but a
division of some big corporate conglomerate, I couldn't bear it."

 "There are steps you can take to protect yourself in advance."

 "I know, and the board of directors has been discussing them for two years, but they haven'tdone
anything really effective yet." Restlessly, she got up and poked at the fire.

 Behind her, Matt said, "Is that the extent of your worries or is there more?"

 "More?" she said on a choked laugh, straightening. "There's more, but what it all boils down to, I guess,
is that things that never happened before are happening now, and it's giving me a generalized feeling of"
doom. There's the fear of being a takeover target, and bomb scares, and now Parker can't lend us the
money forHouston , so we'll have to deal with a new lender."

 "Why can't he?"

 "Because Reynolds Mercantile is looking for money right now, not lending big sums of it to
overborrowed customers like us. I wouldn't be surprised if poor Parker isn't worried about Bancroft's
being able to keep making payments on the loans we already have with him."

 "He's a big boy," Matt said flatly, shoving papers back into his briefcase, "he can take the heat. If he lent
you more money than he should have, it's his own fault, and he'll figure out a way to cut his losses." Every
time she mentioned Reynolds, jealousy ate at him like acid, and this was no exception; his mood took a
sudden turn for the worse. "You need to get a good night's sleep," he told her, and Meredith
simultaneously realized that there was an edge to his voice and that he was getting ready to leave.
Surprised by his rather abrupt departure, she walked him to the door, berating herself for dumping all her
concerns on him.

 He turned in the doorway. "What time are we assembling here for your birthday tomorrow?"

 "Seven-thirty?" she suggested.

 "Fine."

 He stepped into the hall and Meredith moved to the open doorway. "About tomorrow night," she said,
"since it's my birthday, I'd like to ask a favor of you."
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 "What's that?" he asked, putting down his briefcase and shrugging into his coat.

 "That you and Parker talk to each other—no stony silences," she warned, "like the way you two acted
before the press conference. Agreed?"

 That was one mention too many of her precious Parker. Matt nodded, started to say something,
hesitated, and then took a step forward and said it. "Speaking of Reynolds," he asked with deceptive
calm, "are you still sleeping with him?"

 Her mouth dropped open, and she demanded, "What is that supposed to mean?"

 "It means that I assume you were sleeping with him, since you were engaged to him, and I'm asking you
if you still are."

 "Who the hell do you think you are!"

 "Your husband."

 For some reason the solemn finality of the statement made her heart slam into her ribs. Her hand
tightened on the doorknob in a reflexive grab for support. He saw her reaction and added with a slight
smile, "It has a nice sound, once you get used to it."

 "No, it doesn't," she replied mutinously. But it did—a little.

 His smile vanished. "Then let me introduce you to a word that has an even worse sound. If you are still
sleeping with Reynolds, that word isadultery."

 Meredith gave the door a shove that would have sent it crashing into its frame if he hadn't stopped it with
his foot and simultaneously hauled her into the hall with his hands on her shoulders. His mouth claimed
hers in a kiss that was both rough and tender, his arms drawing her tightly against him. And then he
gentled the kiss, brushing his parted lips on hers in a light, exquisite touch that was even harder to resist
than the other one. He trailed his lips to her ear and nipped the lobe, his whisper sending shivers down
her spine. "I know you want to kiss me back, I can feel it. Why not indulge the impulse," he invited Her
huskily. "I'm more than willing and completely available ..."

 To her horror, his teasing statements doused her anger and gave her simultaneous impulses to giggle and
to do exactly what he suggested.

 "If I die in an accident on the way home tonight," he cajoled softly, his mouth sliding over her cheek
toward her lips again, "think how guilty you'll feel if you don't."

 Pushed another step toward laughter, Meredith opened her mouth to say something duly flippant or,
better yet, sarcastic, and the instant she did, his mouth captured hers. His hand clamped the back of her
head, holding her mouth to his while his other arm angled down across her back, holding her hips tightly
to his. And Meredith was lost. Locked to him from toe to head, possessed by his hands and mouth and
tongue, she went down to ignominious defeat. Against his chest, her fists flattened, her hands sliding up
his shirt inside his coat, her fingers splaying wide of their own accord, spreading against the muscled
warmth of his chest. His tongue stroked intimately against hers, his mouth inexorably forcing hers to open
wider, and suddenly Meredith was welcoming the invasion of his tongue, helplessly kissing him back with
all the desperation and confusion rioting inside her. As soon as she did, his arm tightened, his mouth
starting to move with fierce, devouring hunger over hers, and Meredith felt his own desire beginning to
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pour through her veins.

 In sheer panic she tore free of his mouth and then his grasp. She stepped back into the doorway, her
chest heaving, fists clenched at her sides.

 "How could you evenconsider sleeping with Reynolds when you kiss me like that?" he demanded in a
low, accusing voice.

 Meredith managed a look of angry scorn. "How could you break your promise to behave impersonally
tonight?"

 "We aren't in your apartment," he pointed out, and his ability to twist everything and everyone to suit
himself was the last straw. She stepped back, checked the impulse to slam the door in his face and, at the
last second, she shut it with a hard snap. Once inside the protection of her own apartment, however, she
slumped against the door and her head bent in anguished defeat. The mere fact that he had blackmailed
and coerced her into this arrangement would have been enough to make any woman with a spine be able
to withstand him for three short months. But not her, she thought furiously, shoving away from the door.
Not her. She hadn't even lasted three weeks! She was spineless where he was concerned, putty in his
hands. Filled with self-disgust, Meredith wandered toward the sofa, stopping at the end table to pick up
Parker's picture. He looked back at her, smiling, handsome, dependable, filled with integrity.
Furthermore, he loved her! He'd told her so dozens of times. Matt hadn't—not once! But was that going
to stop her from surrendering her pride, her self-respect, to Matthew Farrell? Probably not, she thought
bitterly. Not at this rate.

 Stuart had said Matt didn't want to hurt her. Based on the way he'd swooped to her rescue yesterday,
Meredith was inclined to accept that even now, when she was battered by emotions she didn't want and
couldn't control. No, Matt didn't want to hurt her. For a variety of obscure and convoluted reasons, what
Mattdid want was to have her back with him, andthat was where she'd get hurt. Matt's reputation for
womanizing was legendary; he was also completely unpredictable and unreliable. The combination was
absolutely guaranteed to break her heart.

 She sank down on the sofa and put her face in her hands. He didn't want to hurt her ... For a few
minutes Meredith contemplated trying to appeal to his protective instinct—the same one that had made
him move heaven and earth to help her yesterday. She could tell him honestly, "Matt, I know you don't
really want to hurt me, so please go away. I have a nice life planned for myself. Don't spoil it for me. I
don't mean anything to you—not really. I'm just another conquest to you, a passing fixation you have ..."

 She considered it, but she knew it would be a waste of time. She'd already said as much to him, but to
no avail. Matt meant to fight this battle to the very end and emerge victorious—and he was doing it for
reasons that were probably clearer to her than to him.

 Lifting her head, she stared into the fire, remembering his words:I'll give you paradise on a gold
platter. We'll be a family, we'll have children . . . I'd like six, but I'll settle for one.

 If she told him she couldn't have children, that might make him give up his whole scheme. And the
moment she realized it might, Meredith felt as if her heart would shatter, and that reaction made her
furious with herself and him. "Damn you!" she told him aloud. "Damn you for making me feel vulnerable
like this again."

 He didn't want to be a family; he just wanted the novelty, the accomplishment of having her live with him
for a while. Sexually she would bore him within days, Meredith knew. Matt was an entirely sensual being;
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he'd slept with movie stars and exotic models. Meredith was sexually repressed and embarrassingly
inept, and she knew it. She'd felt that way eleven years ago with Matt. After their divorce it had taken
two years to regain just a little of her self-esteem and the ability to feel some desire. Lisa had insisted that
the only complete cure was to sleep with someone else, and Meredith had tried. She'd gone to bed with
a university track star who'd been chasing her for months, and it had been disastrous. His panting and
pawing had revolted her, while her reticence and ineptitude had frustrated and angered him. Even now
she could remember his taunts and they made her shudder:C'mon, baby, don't just lie there, do
something for me . . . What the hell's the matter with you anyway ... How can anybody who looks
as hot as you be so cold? When he tried to consummate the act, something inside her had snapped and
she'd fought him off, grabbed her clothes, and fled. Sex, she'd decided, was not for her.

 Parker had been her only other lover, and he was different—tender, sweet, undemanding. And even he
was disappointed with her in bed; he'd never criticized her openly, but she sensed how he felt.

 Meredith flopped back and let her head rest against the arm of the sofa, staring dry-eyed at the ceiling,
refusing to cry the tears that ached in her throat. Parker could never have made her feel as miserable as
she did now. Never. Only Matt could do this to her. And even so, she wanted him.

 The realization hit her unbidden, terrifying, unacceptable. Undeniable.

 In just a few days Matt had led her this far along the path of utter and humiliating capitulation. Tears of
shame and futility sparkled in her eyes. He didn't even have to say I love you to make her want to throw
all her plans for her life away.

 Across the room, the antique grandfather clock began to chime the hour of ten. To Meredith it was
tolling the end of her peace and serenity.

 Matt maneuvered the Rolls out from behind two trucks that were blocking his lane, then he reached for
the car phone. The clock on the dash showed ten o'clock, but he didn't hesitate to make his call. Peter
Vanderwild answered Matt's call on the second ring, sounding startled and honored by this
unprecedented late-night call. "My trip to Philadelphia was a complete success, sir," he told Matt on the
erroneous assumption that was why his boss was calling.

 "Never mind that now," Matt said impatiently. "What I want to know is if there's any way at all that there
could be a leak about us buying up Bancroft's stock—a leak that would start takeover rumors on Wall
Street?"

 "No way. I've taken all the usual precautions to cover our identity until it's time to file the SEC papers.
Their stock is climbing steadily, so it's naturally costing us more to get it lately."

 "I think there's another player in the game," Matt said tersely. "Find out who the hell it is!"

 "Someone else actually wants to take them over?"Vanderwild repeated. "I thought that too before, but
why? They're a lousy investment right now unless you have a personal reason like yours."

 "Peter," Matt warned, "keep your face out of my personal business or you'll be looking through the want
ads."

 "I didn't mean—that is, I read the newspapers—I apologize—"

 "Fine," Matt interrupted. "Get busy checking out the rumors, find out if there really is another player, and
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if there is one, find out who the hell it is."

 The luxury liner lifted gracefully over the heavy Atlantic swells, then glided down in what seemed to
Philip Bancroft to be the most annoying, boringly repetitious movement he'd ever been forced to endure.
Seated at the captain's table between a senator's wife and a Texas oilman, he listened with feigned
interest to the woman who was speaking to him. "We should make port late in the afternoon, the day
after tomorrow," she was saying. "Have you enjoyed the cruise so far?"

 "Immensely," he lied, stealing a glance at his watch beneath the edge of his tuxedo jacket. It was ten
o'clock in Chicago. He could be watching the news right now, or playing cards at the country club,
instead of being held prisoner on this floating hotel.

 "Will you be staying with friends while we're in Italy?" she asked.

 "I don't have friends there," Philip replied. Despite the exasperating tedium, he felt better, stronger, every
day. His doctor had been right—he had needed to absent himself completely from the concerns of the
world and his business for a while.

 "No friends in Italy?" she repeated, trying valiantly to carry the one-sided conversation.

 "No. Just an ex-wife," Philip retorted absently.

 "Oh. Will you be visiting her?"

 "Hardly," Philip replied, and then his hand stilled in shock that he had even referred to the woman he'd
thrown out of his home and his life all those years ago. Obviously, all this enforced relaxation was
numbing his brain.

 Chapter 47

  

 From the moment Matt had suggested her birthday celebration become a foursome, Meredith had felt
grave doubts about the evening, but when Parker and Lisa arrived within moments of each other, they
both looked so determinedly cheerful and festive, she was lulled into thinking it might not be a disaster
after all. "Happy birthday,Mer ," Lisa said, wrapping her in a tight hug and handing her a gaily wrapped
box. "Happy birthday," Parker said, and gave her a small, rather heavy oblong box. "Farrell's not here
yet?" he added, glancing around.

 "Not yet, but there's wine and hors d'oeuvres in the kitchen. I was just fixing a tray."

 "I'll finish and bring it out," Lisa volunteered. "I'm famished." She vanished into the kitchen in a cloud of
fringed plum silk.

 Scowling at her back, Parker demanded of Meredith, "Why does she dress like that? Why can't she
dress like normal people?"

 "Because she's special," Meredith said with a firm smile. "You know," she added, giving him a puzzled
look, "most men think Lisa is stunning."

 "I like the wayyou dress," he said, casting an appreciative glance over her bright red velvet bolero jacket
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trimmed in gold braid and an attached ascot tie that gave the outfit an air of deceptive innocence. The
jacket was open now, revealing a strapless red dress that was nipped in at her narrow waist and gently
shirred at the hem. Pointedly ignoring her comment about Lisa, he smiled and said, "Why don't you open
my present before Farrell gets here?"

 Inside the silver wrapping paper was a blue velvet box, and nestled in satin within it was a stunning
sapphire and diamond bracelet. Meredith carefully removed it. "It's beautiful," she whispered while her
chest contracted painfully and her stomach clenched into knots. Tears burned her eyes, causing the
glittering jewels to blur and waver, and at that moment she knew—she knew that neither the bracelet nor
Parker could be hers to keep. Not when she'd already betrayed Parker in her mind and her heart
because of her helpless obsession with Matt. Lifting her head, she forced herself to meet Parker's
expectant gaze and held the bracelet out to him. "I'm sorry," she said in a suffocated voice. "It's
magnificent, but I—I can't accept this, Parker."

 "Why not?" he began, but he already knew the answer to that, had sensed this moment was coming. "So
that's the way it is," he said harshly. "Farrell's won."

 "Not completely," she said quietly, "but whatever happens between Matt and me, I still couldn't marry
you. Not now. You deserve more than a wife who can't seem to control her feelings for another man."

 After a moment of tense silence, he said, "Does Farrell know you're breaking our engagement?"

 "No!" she explained a little wildly. "And I'd just as soon hedoesn't know. It will only make him more
persistent."

 Again he hesitated, and then he reached out, took the bracelet from her hand, and firmly fastened it on
her wrist. "I'm not giving up," he said with a grim smile. "I regard this as a minor setback. I really hate that
bastard."

 The buzzer sounded, Parker looked up, and his gaze riveted on Lisa, who was standing in the kitchen
doorway, holding a tray. "How the hell long have you been there, eavesdropping?" he demanded while
Meredith went to let Matt into the apartment.

 "Not long," she said in what struck him as an unusually gentle voice. "Would you like a glass of wine?"

 "No," he said bitterly, "I'd like the whole bottle."

 Instead of gloating over his predicament, she filled a glass and brought it to him, her eyes soft and
strangely luminous.

 Matt stepped through the doorway, and to Meredith it seemed as if the entire living room was
overwhelmed by the sheer force of his presence. "Happy birthday," he said, smiling down at her. "You
look fantastic," he added, running his eyes over her from the top of her shining golden hair to the tips of
her red shoes.

 Meredith said thank you and tried not to notice how breathtakingly handsome he looked in a gray suit
and vest, gleaming white shirt, and conservative striped tie. Lisa made the first move to lighten the
atmosphere. "Hi, Matt," she said, beaming at him. "You look more like a banker tonight than Parker."

 "I don't have a Phi Beta Kappa key," Matt joked, reluctantly reaching out to shake Parker's hand which
was extended to him with equal reluctance.
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 "Lisa hates bankers," Parker said, letting go of Matt's hand and walking over to the wine bottle. He filled
his glass and tossed it down.

 "Well, Farrell," Parker said withunprecedented bad manners, "it's Meredith's birthday. Lisa and I
remembered it. Where'syour gift?"

 "I didn't bring it here."

 "You mean you forgot, don't you?"

 "I mean I didn't bring it here."

 "Why don't we get going, everyone," Lisa burst out, sharing Meredith's desire to get both men to a
public place—preferably a noisy one, where they couldn't spar. "Meredith can open my gift later."

 Matt's limousine was waiting at the curb. Lisa got in first, and Meredith followed, deliberately sitting
down next to her and effectively eliminating the possibility that the two men would engage in a skirmish
over who sat next to whom. The only person who didn't look tense was Joe O'Hara, who added to the
tension by saying with a grin, "Evenin', Mrs. Farrell."

 Two bottles of DomPerignon were reclining in sterling ice buckets beside the car's liquor cabinet. "How
about some champagne? I'd love—" Lisa began, but just then the limo rocketed forward into traffic,
plastering her to the back of the seat and making her gasp.

 "Jesus Christ!" Parker burst out, fighting for balance as he was pressed forward in his rear-facing seat by
the same force. "Your idiot driver just cut across four lanes of traffic and ran a red light!"

 "He's perfectly competent," Matt replied, raising his voice to be heard over the blaring horns of irate
motorists, and no one noticed that an old Chevrolet was racing along in their wake, changing lanes
whenever they did, with a kind of defiant desperation. While the limo hurtled toward the expressway,
scattering cars in its wake, Matt lifted a bottle of champagne from its icy nest and opened it. "Happy
thirtieth birthday," he said, handing Meredith the first glass of champagne. "I'm sorry I missed the last
eleven of them—"

 "Meredith gets sick on champagne," Parker interrupted. Turning to Meredith with an intimate smile, he
added, "Remember the time you got sick on champagne at theRemingtons ' anniversary party?"

 "Not sick, exactly. Dizzy," Meredith corrected him, puzzled by his tone and his choice of topic.

 "You were definitely dizzy," he teased. "And a little giddy. You made me stand out on the balcony with
you in the freezing cold. Remember—I gave you my coat to wear. And then Stan andMilly Mayfield
joined us and we made a tent out of our coats and stayed outside." He glanced at Matt and said in a
coldly superior voice, "Do you know theMayfields ?"

 "No," Matt replied, handing Lisa a glass of champagne.

 "No, of course you wouldn't," he said dismissively. "Millyand Stan Mayfield are old friends of Meredith's
and mine." He said it with the intention of making Matt feel like an outsider, and Meredith hastily brought
up a new subject. Lisa quickly joined in, drawing Matt into the discussion. Parker had four more glasses
of champagne and contributed two more amusing stories about people he and Meredith knew and whom
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Matt did not.

 The restaurant Matt had chosen was one Meredith had never seen or heard of before, but she loved it
the moment they walked into the foyer. Patterned after an English pub, with stained glass windows and
dark wood paneling, the Manchester House had a large lounge that stretched across the entire back of it.
The dining rooms, which were on both sides of the foyer, were small and cozy, separated from the
lounge section with ivy-covered trellises. The lounge, where they were escorted to wait until their table
was ready, was filled with Christmas revelers, including a party of about twenty. Judging from the
raucous bursts of laughter from that table and some of the occupants seated on the stools at the bar,
nearly everyone had been indulging liberally in Christmas cheer.

 "This sure as hell isn't the sort of place I'd have picked to celebrate Meredith's birthday," Parker said
with a scornful look at Matt as they all sat down.

 Keeping his impatience under control for Meredith's sake, Matt said flatly, "It's not what I'd have picked
either, but if we wanted to eat in peace, it had to be somewhere relatively dark and out of the way."

 "Parker, it's going to be fun," Meredith promised, and she really did like it—the English atmosphere and
the upbeat music being played by a live band.

 "The band is good," Lisa agreed, leaning forward in her chair and watching the musicians. A moment
later her eyes widened as Matt's chauffeur sauntered into the lounge and sat down on a stool at the far
end of the bar. "Matt," she said with laughing incredulity, "I think your chauffeur just decided to come in
out of the cold and have a beer."

 Without looking in that direction, Matt replied, "Joe drinks Coke not beer, when he's on duty."

 A waiter appeared to take their drinks order, and Meredith decided there was no need to inform Lisa
that Joe was also a bodyguard, especially not when she preferred to forget that herself.

 "Will that be all, folks?" the waiter asked, and when they told him it was, he walked over to the end of
the bar. He was starting to hand the order over to the bartender, when a short man wearing an unusually
bulky overcoat walked up beside him and said, "How'd you like to make a quick hundred bucks,
buddy?"

 The waiter swung around. "How?"

 "Just let me stand over there behind that trellis for a while."

 "Why?"

 "You've got yourself some important guests at one of those tables, and I've got myself a camera under
this coat." He held out his hand, and in it was a press pass showing that he was employed by a
well-known tabloid, and a neatly folded $100 bill.

 "Stay out of sight," the waiter said, palming the money.

 At the maitred's desk in the front foyer, the owner of the restaurant picked up the phone and dialed the
home phone number of Noel Jaffe, who rated restaurants in his newspaper column. "Noel," he said,
turning his shoulder a little to avoid being overheard by the new crowd of customers coming in the doors,
"this is Alex over at the Manchester House. You remember I told you someday I'd repay you for the nice
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write-up you gave my place in your column? Well, guess who's sitting in my restaurant right now."

 "No kidding." Jaffe laughed when Alex told him who they were. "Maybe they are the happy little family
they seemed like at that press conference."

 "Not tonight, they aren't," Alex said, his whisper rising a little. "Thefiance has a face on him like a storm
cloud, and he's had plenty to drink."

 There was a brief, thoughtful pause, and then Jaffe chuckled and said, "I'll be right there with a
photographer. Find us a table where we can see without being seen."

 "No problem. Just remember—when you write about this, spell the name of my place right and put in the
address."

 Alex hung up the phone, so delighted with the prospect of free publicity about Chicago's rich and famous
eating in his restaurant, he called several radio and television stations too.

 By the time the waiter brought the second round of drinks—andthe third for Parker—Meredith was well
aware that Parker was drinking too much, too fast. That in itself wouldn't have been quite so alarming if
he wasn't also determined to infuse the conversation with a steady stream of little vignettes about things
he and Meredith had done, most of them beginning with "Remember when..."

 Meredith didn't always remember, and she was, moreover, becoming increasingly aware that Matt was
getting angry.

 Matt wasn't getting angry, he was already coldly furious. For three quarters of an hour he'd been forced
to listen to Reynolds relating cute tales about himself and Meredith, designed to point out to Matt that he
was, hopelessly and irrevocably, Meredith's and Reynolds's social inferior, no matter how much money
he had. Included among them was a story about the time Meredith broke her tennis racquet in a doubles
tournament she played withhim at the country club when she was a teenager... another about some
damned dance given by some ritzy private school where she'd dropped her necklace ... and yet another
about a polo game he'd recently taken her to.

 When he started talking about a charity auction they'd worked on together, Meredith stood up quickly.
"I'm going to the ladies' room," she said, deliberately interrupting Parker. Lisa stood up too. "I'll go with
you."

 As soon as they reached the ladies' room, Meredith walked over to the sink, bracing her hands on the
tiled counter in a posture of complete misery. "I can't stand much more of this," she told Lisa. "I never
imagined tonight would be as bad as this."

 "Should I pretend I'm sick and make them take us home?" Lisa said, grinning as she leaned forward to
reapply her lipstick. "Remember when you did that for me that time we double-dated when we were at
Bensonhurst ?"

 "Parker wouldn't care if we both passed out at his feet tonight," Meredith said irritably. "He's too busy
doing everything he can to provoke Matt into an argument."

 The tube of lipstick in Lisa's hand stilled, and she shot Meredith an irate sideways glance. "Matt is
goading him!"
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 "He isn't saying a word!"

 "Thatis how he's goading him. Matt is leaning back in his chair, watching Parker like he's a performing
clown! Parker isn't used to losing, and he's lost you. And Matt is sitting there, silently gloating because he
knows he's going to win."

 "I cannot believe you!" Meredith burst out in a low, angry voice. "For years you've criticized Parker
when he was right. Now he's wrong and he's drunk, and you're taking his side! Furthermore, Matt hasn't
won anything. And he isnot gloating. He may be trying to look bored and amused by Parker's antics, but
he isn't! Believe me, he's angry—really angry because Parker is making him look like a—a social
outcast."

 "That's the way you see it," Lisa said withsuch fierce indignation that Meredith stepped back in
astonishment. It turned to guilt as Lisa added, "I don't know how you could have considered marrying a
man for whom you haven't the least bit of sympathy!"

 The waiter had just told Matt that his table was ready, and over his shoulder Matt saw Lisa and
Meredith emerge from the ladies' room and wend their way through the crowded lounge.

 Parker had stopped talking about the things he and Meredith had done and was now thoroughly
antagonizing Matt by questioning him about his background and sneering at Matt's answers. "Tell me,
Farrell," he said in a loud, slurred voice that made several people at neighboring tables turn around,
"where did you go to college? I've forgotten."

 "IndianaState," Matt bit out, watching Lisa and Meredith.

 "I went toPrinceton ."

 "So what!"

 "I was just curious. What about sports? Did you play any?"

 "No," he clipped, sliding back his chair and standing up so that the four of them could go to their table in
the dining room as soon as the women arrived.

 "What did you do with your free time?" Parker persisted, sliding back his chair and standing up, too, a
little unsteadily.

 "I worked."

 "Where?"

 "In the steel mills and as a mechanic."

 "I played some polo, boxed a little bit And," he added with a disdainful look down Matt's entire length,
"I gave Meredith her first kiss."

 "I took her virginity," Matt snapped back, baited past endurance, but his eyes were on Meredith and
Lisa, who were less than ten feet away.

 "You son of a bitch!" Parker hissed, and, drawing back his arm, he aimed a punch at Matt.
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 Matt barely saw it coming in time to avoid it. Reacting instinctively, he threw up his left arm and swung
hard with his right. Pandemonium erupted; women screamed, men jumped out of their chairs, Parker
crashed to the floor, and white lights exploded in the background. Lisa called him a bastard, Matt looked
toward her, and a small fist connected with his eye at the same instant Meredith bent down to help
Parker off the floor. Matt instinctively drew back his fist to return the blow, realized it was Lisa who'd hit
him, and checked the motion, but his elbow connected with something hard behind him and Meredith
cried out. Joe was hurtling forward, plowing through the fleeing diners, and Matt caught Lisa's wrists to
stop the hellcat from punching him again while photographers appeared out of nowhere, crowding in for
more shots. With his free hand Matt yanked Meredith away from Parker's prone body and thrust her at
Joe. "Get her out of here!" he yelled, trying to block her from view of the cameras with his own body.
"Take her home!"

 Suddenly Meredith felt herself being half lifted off her feet and shoved through the shouting crowd
toward the kitchen's swinging doors. "There's a back way out," Joe panted, dragging her in his wake past
startled cooks hovering over steaming pots and gaping waiters with loaded dinner trays. He threw his
shoulder at the back door, sending it flying open and crashing against the back of the brick building, and
they plunged into the frigid night air and into the rear parking lot, ignoring the parking lot attendant.
Jerking the door of the limo open, Joe shoved her into the back of it and down onto the floor. "Stay
down," he shouted, already slamming her door and running for the driver's door.

 In a blur of unreality, Meredith stared at the fuzzy threads of the dark blue carpet a half inch from her
wide eyes, unable tobelieve this was happening! Refusing t cower on the floor, she shoved herself
upward, trying to crawl into the seat just as the car engine roared to life. The Cadillac blasted out of the
parking lot, tires screaming, careening around the corner on two wheels, dumping Meredith back onto
the floor in an ignominious heap. Streetlights flew by the windows in a white blur as the car raced crazily
down one street and up another, and itbelatedy occurred to her that they weren't circling and going back
to the restaurant for Lisa.

 Gingerly, she crawled up into the seat that faced the rear of the car, so that she could order Matt's
maniac chauffeur to slow down and go back. "Excuse me—Joe," she called, but he was either too busy
breaking the speed limit and traffic laws to hear her, or the blaring horns from irate motorists they were
cutting off had drowned out her voice. With an angry sigh Meredith got up onto her knees, leaned her
chest against the seat back, and poked her head through the connecting window. "Joe," she said, her
voice breaking with fear as they swerved onto the right shoulder and passed a semi truck with only inches
between them. "Please! You're scaring me!"

 "Don't you worry none,Miz Farrell," he said, glancing at her in the rearview mirror, "ain'tnobodygoin ' to
stop us. Even if they could catch us, they won't bother us, because I'mpackin '."

 "Packing?" Meredith repeated numbly, glancing at the empty seat beside him, half expecting to see an
open suitcase. "Packing what?"

 "A rod."

 "Pardon me?"

 "I'mpackin ' a rod," he reiterated.

 "You're going fishing?Now?"
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 He let out a sharp bark of laughter, shook his big head, and by way of explanation he pulled open his
black suit coat. "I'mpackin ' a rod," he repeated, and Meredith stared in wide-eyed horror at the butt of
the handgun that protruded from a lethal-looking shoulder holster.

 "Oh, my God," she breathed and, turning limply, she slid back down on the seat and devoted herself to
agonizing over Lisa's fate. In her current frame of mind she didn't particularly care if Matt and Parker
both spent the night in jail for disturbing the peace, but she was worried about Lisa. Meredith had seen
Parker swing at Matt first; she had no doubt who'd started the fistfight, but she also saw Parker miss his
target, and she wasn't the least bit inclined to forgive Matt, who was sober, for turning a missed, drunken
punch into a barroom brawl! Lisa, Meredith recalled, had been fiddling with the catch on her purse at
about the time Parker had swung at Matt, and she'd looked up only when someone screamed—just in
time to see Matt floor Parker. Which was why she'd launched herself into the fray out of some
misbegotten— and incomprehensible—desire to defend Parker, whom she'd always seemed to dislike.
The entire scenario passed before Meredith's eyes, and if she weren't so disgusted with the lot of them,
she'd have laughed at the memory of Lisa drawing back her fist to poke Matt right in the eye. Having a
lot of brothers certainly paid off at such times, Meredith decided grimly. She had no idea if Lisa had
actually connected with her target, because, at the time, she herself had been bending down to help
Parker up, and when she looked up, Matt's elbow had smacked her in the eye. It dawned on her then
that the area around her right eye felt funny and she touched her fingertips to it. It felt tender.

 A few minutes later she jumped when the phone rang, its ordinary sound glaringly out of place in a
fleeing Cadillac limousine being driven by a man who was probably an ex-mobster.

 "It's for you," Joe called cheerfully. "It's Matt. They got out of the restaurant okay. Everyone's fine. He
wants to talk to you."

 The news that Matt was calling her now, after everything he'd put her through, had an effect on Meredith
like spontaneous combustion. She jerked the phone out of its built-in cradle in the side panel and put it to
her ear. "Joe says you're fine," Matt began, his deep voice subdued. "I have your coat and—" Meredith
didn't hear the rest of what he said. Very slowly, very deliberately, and withinfinite satisfaction, she hung
up on him.

 Ten minutes later, when the curb in front of her apartment building was already racing by the side
windows, Matt's chauffeur finally slammed on the brakes and, with all the delicacy of a pilot landing a
727 on the far end of a short runway, he brought the car to a teeth-jarring stop. Having failed to kill her
on the highway or cause her to die of fright, he then got out of the car while it was still rocking, opened
the back door with a flourish, and, with a satisfied grin, announced, "Here we are,Miz Farrell, safe and
sound."

 Meredith doubled up her fist.

 Thirty years of civilized behavior and good breeding could not be overcome, however, so she forced her
fingers to relax, climbed out of the car on legs that shook like jelly, and courteously, if dishonestly, wished
him a good night. She walked into the building, escorted by Joe, who insisted he had to do it, and
everyone in the lobby turned to stare at her askance—the doorman, the desk guard, and several tenants
who were returning from an early evening. "G-good evening, Miss Bancroft," the desk guard babbled,
gaping at her open-mouthed.

 Meredith assumed her appearance must be a sight. She put up her chin and brazened it out. "Good
evening, Terry," she replied with a gracious smile while yanking her arm from Joe's protective grasp.
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 A few moments later, however, when she unlocked her apartment door and saw herself reflected in the
foyer mirror, she stopped dead, her eyes widening, her breath catching on a burst of horrified laughter.
Her hair was standing straight out on one side, and the other side looked like it had been arranged with
an electric mixer, her bolero jacket, which had looked pert earlier, was hanging drunkenly off the back of
one shoulder, and the ascot tie was slung over the other shoulder. "Very nice," she sarcastically informed
her reflection, and closed the apartment door.

 "I should really go home," Parker said, gingerly rubbing his sore jaw. "It'seleven o'clock ."

 "Your place will be crawling withnews people," Lisa told him firmly. "You may as well stay here tonight."

 "What about Meredith?" he said a few minutes later when she returned from the kitchen and handed him
another cup of tea.

 Lisa felt a funny ache in her heart at his frustrating concentration on a woman who was not in love with
him and who was, moreover, the last woman in the world he should be in love with. "Parker," she said
softly, "it's over."

 He lifted his head and looked at her in the muted light from the lamp, realizing she was referring to his
future with Meredith. "I know," he said somberly.

 "It's not the end of the world," Lisa continued, sitting beside him. Parker noticed, not for the first time,
the way lamplight struck ruby lights off her hair. "The relationship was comfortable for you and Meredith,
but do you know what happens to comfortable after a few years?"

 "No, what?"

 "It degenerates to dull."

 Without answering, he drank the tea and put the mug down, then he looked around her living room
because he felt an odd reluctance to look at her. The room was an eclectic combination of starkly
modern and charmingly traditional, with unusual art pieces thrown in. It was like her—daring, dazzling,
unsettling. An Aztec mask stood upon a modernistic mirrored pedestal beside a chair upholstered in pale
peach leather with a basket of ivy next to it. The mirror above the fireplace was modern American;
theChelsea porcelain figurines on the mantel were English. Restless and uneasy with the questions drifting
persistently through his mind, Parker stood up and went over to the fireplace to inspect the porcelain
figurines. "This is beautiful," he said sincerely. "Seventeenth century, isn't it?"

 "Yes," Lisa said quietly.

 He came back and stopped in front of her, gazing down at her but carefully keeping his eyes from the
cleavage above the bright plum V of her dress, then he asked the question that baffled him the most.
"What made you take a swing at Farrell, Lisa?"

 Lisa started and stood up abruptly, picking up the cup. "I don't know," she lied, angry because his
nearness in the apartment, the implied and longed-for intimacy of his being there, was making her voice
tremble.

 "You can't stand me, yet you went leaping to my defense like an avenging angel," Parker persisted.
"Why?"
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 Swallowing, Lisa debated about what to tell him; whether to shrug the question off with a joke about his
need for a defender, or whether to risk everything and tell him the truth before some other woman
grabbed him again. He was puzzled and he wanted an explanation, but she knew instinctively he didn't
want or anticipate an avowal of love. "What makes you think I can't stand you?"

 "You're joking," he said sarcastically. "You've never failed to make it eloquently clear how you feel
about me and my profession."

 "Oh, that," she said. "That was—that was teasing." Her gaze skated away from those piercing blue eyes
of his, and she headed for the kitchen, dismayed when he picked up the tea tray and followed.

 "Why?" he persisted, referring to her assault on Farrell.

 "Why have I teased you, you mean?"

 "No, but you could start with that."

 Lisa shrugged, making an adventure in fastidiousness out of putting away the tea things and wiping the
sink, but her mind was working frantically. Parker was a banker, everything had to add up to him, and
her actions and explanations weren't doing that. She could either try to bluff, which she was dismally
aware wasn't going to work—not with him—or she could take the biggest gamble of her life and tell him
the truth. She decided to gamble. She had lost her heart to him long ago; she had nothing left to lose now
but her pride. "Can you remember when you were a kid, say nine or ten years old?" she began, hesitantly
continuing to wipe nonexistent crumbs from the countertop.

 "I'm capable of that, yes," he said dryly.

 "Did you ever like a girl back then, and try to get her attention?"

 "Yes."

 Swallowing audibly, she plunged ahead because it was too late to turn back. "I don't know how preppy
boys did it, but in my neighborhood a boy usually threw a stick at you. Or teased you terribly. They did
that," she finished achingly, "because they didn't know any other way to make younotice them."

 Gripping the countertop with both hands, Lisa waited for him to speak behind her, and when he said
absolutely nothing, her stomach clenched. Drawing a long, shattered breath, she stared fixedly ahead and
said, "Do you have any idea how I feel about Meredith? Everything I am and have—all the good
things—are because of her. She is the kindest, the finest person I've ever known. I love her more than
my own sisters. Parker," she finished brokenly, "can you imagine how ... how horrible it feels to be in
love witha man—and have him propose to the friend you also love?"

 Parker spoke then, his voice blunt and incredulous. "I've obviously passed out somewhere, stinking
drunk, and I'm hallucinating," he pronounced. "In the morning when they bring me around, some
psychoanalyst is going to want to know all about this dream. Just so I can be completely accurate when I
describe it, are you trying to tell me you've been inlove withme?"

 Lisa's shoulders shook with teary laughter. "It was very stupid of you not to notice."

 His hands settled on her shoulders. "Lisa, for God's sake ... I don't know what to say. I'msorr —"
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 "Don't say anything!" she cried. "And especially not that you'resorry!"

 "Then what am I supposed to do?"

 She tipped her head back, tears streaming from her eyes, and addressed the ceiling in a tone of
frustrated misery. "How could I possibly fall in love with such an unimaginative man?" The pressure on
her shoulders increased, and she reluctantly let him turn her around. "Parker," she said, "on a night like
this, when two people are badly in need of comfort, and they happen to be a man and a woman, doesn't
the answer seem obvious to you?"

 Her heart stopped beating when he remained still, then it hammered madly when his fingers touched her
chin, tipping it up. "The odds are that it's a verybad idea," he said, looking down at her wet lashes,
surprised and touched by what she'd said and what she was offering.

 "Life is one big gamble," she told him, and Parker belatedly realized that she was laughing and crying at
the same time. And then he forgot to think at all, because Lisa's arms were twining around his neck and
he was suddenly the recipient of the sweetest, hottest kiss ... a kiss that brought his arms reflexively
around her, pulling her tighter and closer. Lisa matched his ardor, subtly pushing it one step further,
almost daring him to hold back. And then he wasn't holding back anymore....

 Chapter 48

  

 Wrapped in a bathrobe, Meredith sat in her living room, the television's remote control in her hand.
Sunday morning cartoons were on most of the local channels, and she passed them by with an impatient
press of the button, looking for the channel that replayed the previous night's late news so that she could
torture herself with what she was already certain would be news coverage of the debacle. On the sofa
beside her, where she'd flung it down a minute ago, was the Sunday morning newspaper with its
sensational front-page story and pictures of the brawl. TheTribune had taken a tongue-in-cheek
approach by quoting Parker's remark from their press conference and putting it above the pictures of the
fight:

 "Matt Farrell and I are civilized men and we're handling this in the friendliest of ways. This
whole problem is little different than a business contract that wasn't properly executed, and
now has to have the T's crossed."

 Beneath that, the caption read:

 FARRELL AND REYNOLDS— "CROSSING THE T'S"

 Below it were pictures of Parker swinging his fist at Matt, another of Matt's fist connecting with Parker's
jaw, and a third of Parker lying on the floor with Meredith bending down to help him.

 Meredith sipped her coffee as she watched the newscaster finish the national news and switch to his
co-anchor for local coverage. "Janet," he said, grinning at the woman beside him, "I hear there's
something new tonight on the Bancroft-Farrell-Reynoldsmenage atrois ."

 "There certainly is, Ted," she replied, turning full face to the camera, her voice filled with amused glee.
"Most of you will recall that at their recent press conference, Parker Reynolds, Matthew Farrell, and
Meredith Bancroft all seemed like a congenial little family. Well, tonight the three of them dined at the
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Manchester House, and it seems there was a little family fight. I mean, folks, a real, full-fledged fistfight! It
was Parker Reynolds in one corner and Matthew Farrell in the other, husband againstfiance
;PrincetonUniversity versusIndianaState ; old money squaring off against new ..." She paused to laugh at
her own wit, and then said wryly, "Wondering who won? Well, place your bets, folks, because we have
pictures that tell all."

 A picture of Parker swinging at Matt and missing flashed on the screen, followed by one of Matt leveling
Parker.

 "If you put your money on Matt Farrell, you won," she concluded, laughing. "Second place in the match
goes to Miss LisaPontini , a friend of Miss Bancroft's, who, we're told, landed a right hook on Matt
Farrell right after that picture was taken. Miss Bancroft didn't wait around to congratulate the winner or
console the loser. We're told she made a hasty getaway in Matt Farrell's limousine. The three combatants
left together in a taxi and—"

 "Dammit!" Meredith exclaimed, punching the remote control's off button, then she stood up and headed
into her bedroom. As she passed her dresser, she automatically turned on the radio. "And now for
thenine o'clock local news," the announcer said. "Last night, at the Manchester House on the North Side,
open hostilities broke out between none other than industrialist Matthew Farrell and financier Parker
Reynolds. Farrell, who is married to Meredith Bancroft, and Reynolds, who is engaged to her, were
reportedly both having dinner with her when—"

 Meredith slapped the off button on the top of the radio. "Unbelievable!" she gritted out. From the instant
Matt crossed her path at the opera, nothing in her life was the same. Her entire world was being turned
upside down! Sinking down on the bed, she picked up the phone and called Lisa's number again. She'd
tried until late last night to reach her, but either Lisa wasn't answering her phone or she wasn't home.
Neither was Parker, for that matter, because Meredith had tried to call him too.

 Parker answered on the fifth ring, and for a split second Meredith went blank. "Parker?" she uttered.

 "Mmmm," he said.

 "Are—are you all right?"

 "I'm fine," he mumbled, sounding groggily as if he'd been up all night and had just fallen into a deep sleep.
"Hung over."

 "Oh. I'm sorry. Well, is Lisa around?"

 "Mmmm," he said again, and a second later Lisa's husky whisper murmured sleepily into the phone, "
Whosethis?"

 "It's Meredith," she answered just as it hit her that they were both sleeping in such proximity that Parker
could hand Lisa the phone. Lisa had two phones in her apartment—one in the kitchen, and one beside
the bed. They weren't sleeping in the kitchen. Shock sent her to her feet. "Are—are you in bed?"
Meredith blurted out before she could stop herself.

 "Mmm-hmm."

 With Parker? Meredith thought, but she didn't ask. She already knew the answer, and she clutched the
headboard to steady herself in a room that seemed to tilt crazily. "Sorry I woke you both up," she
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managed to get out, and hung up. The world had spun off its axis ... or she was spinning off hers.
Everything was completely out of control. Her best friend was in bed with herfiance . Equally shocking,
she didn't feel betrayed or crushed. She felt dazed. Turning, she glanced around at the bedroom as if to
assure herself that it, at least, hadn't changed completely in the last few hours. The cream lace and satin
bedspread was where it belonged with its ruffles cascading to a half inch above the Oriental carpet, like
they always did. All ten of the matching throw pillows were artfully propped inexactly the order she
always placed them. She was so shaken by everything else that she felt absurdly better knowing her
bedspread hadn't picked itself up and left the room, taking all her throw pillows with it. But then she
looked up and caught the reflection of her face in the mirror. Even that had changed.

 An hour later Meredith picked up her keys, slid a pair of large, dark sunglasses onto her nose, and left
her apartment. She would go to the office and spend the day working. That at least was something she
could understand and control. Matt hadn't bothered to call, and that would have surprised her if she
hadn't passed the point where anything could do that The elevator doors opened on the lower level
parking garage beneath her apartment building, and she headed toward her reserved parking space. She
rounded the corner, car keys in hand, and stopped dead.

 Her car was gone.

 Her car was gone, and someone had already parked a new Jaguar sports car in her space.

 Her car had been stolen! Her parking space had been usurped!

 Thatdid it! She had finally reached her breaking point. She gaped at the shiny, dark blue Jaguar, and she
had a sudden insane impulse to shriek with laughter, a mad urge to put her thumb to her nose and wiggle
her fingers at fate. There was nothing else, absolutely nothing more that fate could do to her! She was
ready to fight back— spoiling for it.

 Turning on her heel, Meredith went back to the elevator, slapped the button for the lobby level, and
walked up to the security clerk at the lobby desk. "Robert," she said, "there is a blue Jaguar in my
parking space—L12. Please have it towed out of there, immediately."

 "But it's probably just a new tenant who doesn't—"

 Meredith picked up the phone on the desk and held the receiver toward him. "Now," she said in a
dangerously strained voice, "call that garage onLyle Street and tell them to get that car out of my space in
fifteen minutes!"

 "Okay, Miss Bancroft. Okay. No problem."

 Partially satisfied, Meredith marched toward the lobby doors, intending to take a taxi to her office and
call the police from there about her stolen car. Determined to flag down the taxi that was just pulling up at
the curb, she rushed forward, then halted abruptly when she saw the throng of reporters milling around
outside her building. "Miss Bancroft—about last night," one of them called, and two photographers took
pictures of her through the glass windows. Unaware that the man climbing out of the cab wearing pilot's
sunglasses was Matt, Meredith turned on her heel and stalked to the elevator. So what if she was now a
prisoner in her own apartment building? No problem. She would go upstairs and phone for a taxi to pick
her up at the delivery entrance, then she'd sneak out there, crouch down behind the trash cans, and leap
into the cab when it pulled up. No problem at all! She could do that. Of course she could.

 She had just picked up the telephone in her apartment when someone knocked on her door. Completely
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overwhelmed by the trials and tribulations of her recent life, Meredith opened the door without bothering
to ask who was there, then she gazed distractedly at the sight of Matt filling her doorway, his sunglasses
reflecting her own image back at her. "Good morning," he said with a hesitant smile.

 "Oh, is that what it is?" she replied, letting him in.

 "What does that mean?" Matt asked, trying to see her eyes behind the big round amber sunglasses
perched on her small nose so that he could gauge her mood.

 "That means," she primly replied, "that if this is agood morning, I'm locking myself in a closet so I don't
have to see what tomorrow is like."

 "You're upset," he concluded.

 "Me?"she said sarcastically, pointing to her chest. "Me, upset? Just because I'm a prisoner in my own
apartment building, and I can't go near a newspaper, radio, or television without finding us the main
topic? Why on earth shouldthat upset me?"

 Matt bit back a wayward smile at her harassed tone. She saw it. "Don't youdare laugh," she warned
indignantly. "This is all your fault. Every time you come near me, things start happening to me!"

 "What's happening to you?" he asked in a laughter-tinged voice, longing to drag her into his arms.

 She threw up her hands. "Everything is going crazy! At work, things are happening that havenever
happened before—I have bomb scares to deal with and our stock is fluctuating. So far this morning my
car has been stolen, someone else is using my parking space,and I've discovered my best friend and my
formerfiance spent the night together!"

 He chuckled at her logic about her problems at the office. "And you thinkall of that ismy fault?"

 "Well, how do you explain it?"

 "Cosmic coincidence?"

 "Cosmic catastrophe, you mean!" she corrected him. Putting her hands on her slim hips, she informed
him, "One month ago I was leading a nice life. A quiet life. Adignified life! I went to charity balls and
danced. Now I go to barrooms and get into brawls, and then I go careening through the streets in a
limousine driven by a demented chauffeur who assures me that he—hepacks arod! Weare talking about
a handgun here—a murder weapon to shoot someone with!"

 She looked so beautiful and so flustered and so irate that Matt's shoulders began to shake with laughter.
"Is that all?"

 "No. There's one more little thing I didn't mention about last night."

 "What's that?"

 "This—" she announced triumphantly, and pulled off her sunglasses. "I have a black eye! A shiner.
A—a—"

 Torn between laughter and regret, Matt lifted his finger and touched the tiny blue smudge at the outer

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


corner of her lower lid. "That," he said with a sympathetic grin, "doesn't have the dignity of a shiner or a
black eye; it's just a little mouse."

 "Oh, good," she said. "I've learned a new term!"

 Ignoring her jibe, Matt studied the well-concealed little bruise with thoughtful admiration. "It barely
shows. What are you using to hide it?"

 "Makeup," she answered, disconcerted by his question. "Why?"

 Almost choking with laughter, Matt took off his sunglasses. "Do you think I could borrow some?"

 Meredith gaped incredulously at the identical mark at the corner of his eye, and suddenly her emotions
veered crazily to mirth. She saw the wry grin tugging at his lips, and she started to giggle. She clamped
her hand over her mouth to stifle the sound, her eyes widened, and the giggles erupted into great gales of
gusty mirth. She laughed so hard that her eyesteared , and Matt started laughing too. When he reached
out and drew her quaking body against his own, she collapsed against him and laughed harder.

 Wrapping his arms around her, Matt buried his laughing face in her hair, filled with the joy of her.
Despite his surface nonchalance a few minutes earlier, the things she'd accused him of were mostly true.
He'd been guilt-stricken when he saw the morning papers; he wasturning her life upside down, and if
she'd have raged at him, he'd have deserved it. The fact that she was seeing the humor while she
recognized the dire consequences filled him with profound gratitude.

 When most of her hilarity had passed, Meredith leaned back in his arms. "Did," she asked, swallowing
another irrepressible giggle, "Parker give you your— mouse?"

 "I'd be less mortified if he had," Matt teased. "The truth is, your friend Lisa nailed me with a right hook.
How did you get yours?"

 "You did it."

 His smile faded. "I did not."

 "Yes, you did." She nodded emphatically, her intoxicating face still flushed with merriment. "Y-you hit me
with your elbow when I bent down to rescue Parker. Although, if it happened today, I'd probably jump
on him with both feet!"

 Matt's smile widened with delight. "Really? Why?"

 "I told you," she said, drawing a shaky, laughing breath. "I called Lisa this morning to see if she was all
right, and they were in bed together."

 "I'm shocked!" he said. "I gave her credit for better taste!"

 Meredith bit her lip to stop herself from laughing at his quip. "It's really terrible, you know—your best
friend in bed with yourfiance ."

 "It's an outrage!" Matt declared with sham indignation.

 "Yes, it is," she agreed, grinning helplessly at the laughter gleaming in his eyes.
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 "You have to get even."

 "I can't," she said on a suffocated giggle.

 "Why not?"

 "Because," she said, dissolving into fresh gales of laughter. "Lisa doesn'thave afiance !" She collapsed in
his arms again, overcome with the absurdity of her own joke, burying her laughing face in his chest, her
hands sliding around his nape as they used to—clinging to him as instinctively as they had during those
long-ago nights of passion. Her body knew she still belonged to him, Matt realized. He tightened his arms
around her, his voice turning low-pitched and suggestive. "You can still get even."

 "How?" she chuckled.

 "You can go to bed with me instead."

 She stiffened and backed away a hasty step, still smiling, but more out of self-consciousness than mirth.
"I—I have to call the police about my car," she said, launching into diversionary conversation and hastily
starting toward her desk. She peered out the window as she passed. "Oh, good, there's the tow truck
now," she babbled brightly, picking up the phone to rail the police. "I told the security clerk to have that
car removed from my spot."

 An odd expression flashed across his face at that announcement, but Meredith was too preoccupied by
the fact that he was following her to her desk to wonder about it. When he reached out and firmly
pressed down on the button to disconnect her call to the police, she eyed him with wary alarm. He wasn't
finished trying to get her into bed, she knew, and her resistance was almost gone. He was so appealing,
and it had felt so good to laugh with him ... Instead of reaching for her, as she half expected him to do, he
said mildly, "What's the phone number for the security desk?"

 She told him, then watched in startled confusion as he called it

 "This is Matt Farrell," he told the security guard. "Please go down to the garage and tell the tow truck to
leave my wife's car where it is." When the security guard argued that Miss Bancroft's car was an '84
BMW, while the car in her parking space was a blue Jag, Matt said, "I know that. The Jaguar is her
birthday present."

 "Mywhat?" Meredith gasped.

 He hung up the phone and turned to her, a smile lurking at his mouth, but Meredith wasn't smiling—she
was dumbstruck by the overwhelming generosity of the gift, panicked at the web he was weaving around
her, and thoroughly alarmed by the treacherous leap her heart gave at the sound of his deep voice quietly
saying "my wife." She started with the least important issues first, because she wasn't quite ready to
address the others yet. "Where is my own car?"

 "In the night clerk's space, one level below yours."

 "But—but how did you start my car to move it? You said at the farm that even if you could start it
without the keys, the alarm would disable it."

 "That wasn't a problem for Joe O'Hara."
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 "Iknew when I saw that gun that he was probably a—a felon."

 "No, he's not," Matt said dryly. "He's anexpert withwiring."

 "I can't possibly accept the other car—"

 "Yes, darling," he said, "youcan."

 Meredith felt it happening again, that awesome magnetic pull of his body and voice, the melting inside her
when he called her darling. She backed away a step, and her voice shook. "I—I'm going to the office."

 "I don't think so," Matt said softly.

 "What do you mean?"

 "I mean we have something more important to do."

 "What is it?" .

 "I'll show you," he promised huskily, "in bed."

 "Matt, don't do this to me—" she pleaded, holding her hand up as if to fend him off and backing away
two steps.

 He stalked her, step for step. "We want each other. We havealways wanted each other."

 "1 really do have to go to the office. I have tons of work."

 She backed away again in the same avoidance waltz Matt had teased her about, but her eyes were
warm and frightened because she knew.... She knew it was too late to dance out of his reach now.

 "Give in gracefully, darling. This dance is over. The next one is ours."

 "Please don't call me that," she cried, and Matt realized that for some reason she was truly frightened.

 "Why are you afraid?" he asked, stalking her slowly around the back of the sofa, trying to head her
toward the bedroom.

 Why was she afraid, Meredith thought a little wildly. How could she explain that she didn't want to love
a man who didn't love her ... that she never wanted to be as vulnerable to being hurt as she'd been eleven
years ago ... that she didn't think he'd be satisfied with her for very long, and she didn't think she could
bear it if she lost him again because he wasn't.

 "Matt, listen to me. Stand still and listen to me, please!"

 Matt stopped short, stunned by the terrified desperation in her voice.

 "You said you want children," she blurted out, "and I can't have any. There's something physically wrong
with me—it would be too risky."
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 He didn't miss a beat. "We'll adopt."

 "What if I said I don't want any children?" she flung back.

 "Then we won't adopt."

 "I have no intention of giving up my career—"

 "I don't expect you to."

 "God, you are making this so hard!" she cried. "Can't you leave me just a little pride? I'm trying to tell
you that I couldn't bear being married to you—not living as husband and wife, which is what you say you
want."

 His face paled as the sincerity in her voice hit him. "Do you mind if I ask you why the hell not?"

 "Yes, Ido mind."

 "Let's hear it anyway," he said tautly.

 She folded her arms protectively over her chest, absently rubbing them with her hands as if to ward off
the sudden chill of his expression. "It's too late for us," she began. "We've changed. You've changed. I
can't pretend I don't—don't feel something for you. You know I do. I always did," she admitted
miserably, her gaze searching his shuttered gray eyes, looking for understanding and finding only cold
impassivity while he waited to hear the rest of what she had to say. "Maybe if we'd stayed together, it
would have worked, but it couldn't now. You like sexy movie stars and—and seductive European
princesses, and I can't be those things for you!"

 "I'm not asking you to be anything but what you are, Meredith."

 "It won't be enough!" she argued miserably. "And I couldn't bear living with you and knowing that I'm
not enough—knowing that someday you'll start wanting things I can't give you."

 "If you're talking about children, I thought we just settled that."

 "I don't think we settled it, I think you made a reckless concession because you're willing to say anything
right now to make me agree with what you want. But I'm not talking about you wanting children, I'm
talking about you wanting other women! I could never be enough for you. Iknow I couldn't."

 His eyes widened. "I beg your pardon?"

 "I tried to explain to you once before about—about how I feel when we make love. Matt," she said
almost choking on her words, "people—men, I mean—they think I'm . .. I'm frigid. Even in college they
thought that. I don't think I am exactly, but I'm not—I'm not like most women."

 "Go on," he insisted gently when she stopped, but there was an odd light in his eyes.

 "In college, two years after you left, I tried to sleep with a boy and I hated it. So did he. Other women
on campus were sleeping around and enjoying it, but I didn't. I couldn't."

 "If they'd all been through what you had," Matt said, so filled with tenderness and relief that he could
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hardly keep his voice steady, "they wouldn't have been very damned eager to do it again either."

 "I thought that, too, but that wasn't it. Parker isn't a clumsy, oversexed college boy, and I know he thinks
I'm not—not very responsive. Parker didn't mind so very much, but you—you would."

 "You're out of your mind, sweetheart."

 "You're notused to me yet! You haven't noticed that I feel awkward and inept. No, Iam awkward and
inept!"

 Matt bit back a grin and gravely said, "Inept too? As bad as that?"

 "Worse."

 "And are those all the reasons you have for being afraid to pick up where we left off eleven years ago?"

 You don't love me,dammit ,she thought. "Those are all the important ones," she said dishonestly.

 Weak with relief, Matt quietly said, "I think we can overcome those hurdles right here. I meant what I
said about children. I also meant what I said about your career. That takes care of two out of your three
concerns. The situation about other women," he continued, "is only slightly more complex. If I'd have
known that this day was going to come for us, I'd have lived my life very differently while I waited for it.
Unfortunately, I can't change the past. I can, however, tell you that my past isn't nearly as lurid or
indiscriminate as what you've been led to believe. And I can promise you," he added with a tender smile
at her upturned face, "that you are enough for me—in every way."

 Helplessly affected by the husky timbre of his voice, the sensuality in his beautiful eyes, and the incredibly
touching things he was saying, Meredith watched him slowly strip off his sport jacket and toss it over the
back of the sofa, but the import of his action didn't register because she was absorbed in what he was
saying. "As far as your being frigid is concerned, that is absurd. The memory of what it was like to be in
bed with you haunted me for years. And if you think," he continued gravely, "that you're the only one
who's harbored some insecurities about those times we spent in bed, then I've got news for you, darling.
There were times I felt inadequate. No matter how often I told myself to slow down, to make love to you
for hours and make us both wait for a climax, I couldn't seem to do it because being in bed with you
made me crazy with wanting."

 Tears of relief and joy burned the backs of Meredith's eyes; he'd meant to give her an expensive sports
car for a birthday present, but the gift he was giving her with his words meant a thousand times more.
Mesmerized, she heard him say, "When I got your father's telegram, I tortured myself for years, thinking
you might have stayed married to me if I could have made our lovemaking better, longer, hotter..." A
smile suddenly drifted across his handsome face, and his tone changed to one of amused gravity. "That
takes care of the issue of frigidity, I think."

 Matt saw the warm flush on her smooth cheeks— evidence that his words had affected her. "That leaves
us with only one minor objection of yours about being married to me."

 "What's that?"

 "Your feeling that you're inept and—?"

 "Clumsy," she provided, distracted by the way he was lazily stripping off his tie. "And ... and inferior."
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 "I can see how distressing that might be for you," he agreed withsham gravity. "I suppose we'd better
take care of that next" He began unbuttoning the top button of his shirt.

 "What are you doing!" she demanded, her eyes widening.

 "I'm getting undressed so you can have your way with me."

 "Don't unbutton that second button—I mean it, Matt."

 "You're right. You should be doing this. Nothing gives a person a greater sense of power andsuperiority
than forcing another person to stand perfectly still while they're being undressed."

 "You should know. You've probably done it dozens of times."

 "Hundreds. Come here, darling."

 "Hundreds?!"

 "I was joking."

 "It wasn't funny."

 "I can't help it. When I'm nervous, I make jokes."

 She stared at him. "Are you nervous?"

 "Terrified," he said half seriously. "This is the greatest gamble of my life. I mean, if everything doesn't go
perfectly in this little experiment, I might as well face the fact that we weren't meant for each other, after
all."

 Meredith's last vestige of resistance crumbled as she looked at him. She loved him: she had always loved
him. And she wanted him so badly—almost as badly as she wanted him to love her. "That's not true."

 His voice hoarse with tenderness at her words, Matt opened his arms to her. "Come to bed with me,
darling. I promise you that you'll never have any doubts about yourself, or me, after this."

 Meredith hesitated and then walked straight into his arms.

 In the bedroom Matt did exactly four things to make certain his promise was kept: He made her drink
some champagne to relax; he told her that any kiss or caress of his that she'd enjoyed, he would find just
as exciting. And then he turned his body into a hands-on teaching instrument for a woman whose very
voice excited him. Last, he made no effort to hide or control his reactions to anything she did to him. In
so doing, Matt managed to turn the next two hours of his life into an agony of almost unendurable
passionate torment, a torment which his wife, after overcoming her shyness, was now doing her gloriously
effective damnedest to heighten.

 "But I'm not completelycertain you like this," she whispered, touching her lips to his swollen body.

 "Please don't do that," Matt gasped.
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 "You don't like it?"

 "You can see that I do."

 "Then why do you want me to stop?"

 "Keep doing it, and you'll know why in about one minute."

 "Do you like this?" Her tongue flicked against his nipples, and he held his breath to stifle his gasp.

 "Yes," he finally managed in a strangled voice. He reached up and grabbed the headboard, gritting his
teeth as she mounted him and began to move, determined to let her do it all, have it all. "This is what I get
for falling in love with a CEO instead of some nice dumb starlet—" he joked, so dazed with passion, he
didn't know what he was saying. "I should have known a CEO would want to be on top—"

 It took a moment to realize she had gone perfectly still.

 "If you stop now, without letting me have a climax, there's every chance I'll die right here, darling."

 "What?" she whispered.

 "Please, don't stop, or I'll take over no matter what I promised," he gasped, already lifting his hips to get
higher and deeper into her tight, wet warmth.

 "You're inlove withme?"

 He closed his eyes and swallowed, his voice thick with lust and amusement. "What the hell do you think
this is all about?" He opened his eyes, and even in the darkened room he could see the tears shimmering
in her eyes.

 "Don't look at me like that," he pleaded, letting go of the headboard and pulling her down against his
chest. "Please, don't cry. I'm sorry I said it," he whispered, kissing her in helpless desperation because he
thought she didn't want to hear how he felt, and he'd spoiled their lovemaking. "I didn't mean to say it so
soon."

 "Soon?" she repeated fiercely, her shoulders shaking with teary laughter."Soon?" she wept brokenly.
"I've been waiting almost half my life for you to say you love me." With her wet cheek pressed to his
chest and her body still intimately joined to his, she whispered, "I love you, Matt."

 The moment she said it, Matt climaxed involuntarily inside her, shuddering, clutching her fiercely, his
fingers digging into her back, his face buried against her neck, helpless yet omnipotent because she'd
finally said the words.

 Her body lightened, holding him. "I've always loved you," she whispered. "I'll always love you."

 The climax that should have been nearly over exploded with new force, his body jerking spasmodically,
and he groaned long and low, twisting higher into her, brought to the most volcanic moment of his life, not
by stimulation or technique, but words. Her words.

 Meredith rolled over in Matt's arms and snuggled closer to him, sated and happy.
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 InNew Orleans , a well-dressed man walked into one of the dressing rooms at Bancroft & Company's
crowded store. In his right hand he carried a suit he'd taken off the rack. In his left hand he carried aSaks
Fifth Avenue bag with a small plastic explosive in it. Five minutes later he left the dressing room, carrying
only the suit, which he returned to the rack.

 InDallas , a woman walked into a stall in the ladies' room at Bancroft & Company, carrying a Louis
Vuitton purse and a bag from Bloomingdale's. When she left, she was carrying only her purse.

 InChicago , a man took the escalator to the toy department of Bancroft's downtown store, his arms
laden with packages from Marshall Field's. He left one small package stuck beneath the ledge of Santa
Claus's

 house, where children were lined up to have their pictures taken on Santa's knee.

 In Meredith's apartment, several miles away and several hours later, Matt glanced at his watch, then he
rolled to his feet and helped Meredith clear away the debris from the meal they had eaten after making
love again in front of the fire. They'd taken her car out for a test drive, stopped at a little Italian restaurant,
and brought their meal back because they both wanted to be alone together.

 Meredith was putting the last of the dishes into the dishwasher when he came up silently behind her. She
felt his presence like a tangible force even before his hands settled on her waist, and he drew her back
against him. "Happy?" he asked huskily, brushing a kiss on her temple.

 "Very happy," she whispered, smiling.

 "It'sten o'clock ."

 "I know." Her smile wavered as she braced herself for what she suspected was coming next—and she
was right.

 "My bed is bigger than yours. So is my apartment. I can have a moving van here in the morning."

 Drawing a long, steadying breath, she turned in his arms and laid her hand against his face as if to soften
the blow of her refusal. "I can't move in with you—not yet."

 Beneath her fingers she felt his jaw tense. "Can't or don't want to?"

 "Can't."

 He nodded as if accepting her answer, but he dropped his arms. "Let's hear why you think you can't."

 Shoving her hands into the deep pockets of her robe, Meredith stepped back and launched her
argument. "To begin with, I stood beside Parker last week and let him make a public statement that we
were getting married as soon as the divorce was final. If I move in with you now, I'll make Parker look
like an ass, and myself like a fool who can't make up her mind—or else a woman who's so shallow and
silly that she goes with whatever man wins a fistfight."

 She waited for him to argue or agree. Instead, he leaned a hip against the table behind him, his face
impassive, and remained silent Meredith realized that his own disregard for public opinion was probably
making him view her concerns as trivial, so she brought up another, larger problem. "Matt, I haven't
wanted to think about the ramifications of that fight last night, but I can tell you right now, there's a
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ninety-percent chance I'll be called before the board of directors to give an explanation. Don't you
understand the compromising predicament I'm in? Bancroft and Company is an old and dignified
operation; the board of directors is rigid, and they didn't want me in the president's office in the first
place. A few days ago I stood up in a news conference held at Bancroft and Company and said we
hardly know each other and there was no chance of a reconciliation. If I move in with you right away, my
credibility as an officer of Bancroft's will suffer just as much as my honesty as a person. And that isn't all.
Last night I was part of, and the cause of, a public brawl—a fiasco that could have gotten us all arrested
if the police had been called. I'll be lucky if the board doesn't threaten to invoke the morals clause in my
contract and askme to step down."

 "They wouldn't dare invoke the morals clause over a thing like that!" Matt said, looking more
contemptuous of the notion than alarmed by it.

 "They could and they might."

 "I'd get myself a new board of directors," he said.

 "I wish I could," Meredith said with a wry smile. "I take it your board pretty much does what you want
done?" When he nodded curtly, she sighed. "Unfortunately, neither my father nor I control our board.
The point is, I'm a woman, and I'm young, and they weren't any too crazy about my becoming interim
president in the first place. Can't you see why I'm worried about what they're going to think of all this?"

 "You're a competent executive, that's all in the hell they need to be concerned with. If they call a meeting
and demand an explanation, or threaten to invoke the morals clause if you don't step down, then take the
offensive, not the defensive. You weren't pushing drugs or running a house of prostitution; you were
present during a fight."

 "Is that what you'd tell them—that you weren't running drugs or anything?" she asked, fascinated with his
business methods.

 "No," he said brusquely."I'd tell them to fuck off."

 Meredith swallowed a giggle at the ludicrous prospect of standing up in front of twelve conservative
businessmen and doing such a thing. "You aren't seriously suggesting I say that?" she said when he didn't
seem to share her humor.

 "That's exactly what I'm suggesting. You can alter the words slightly if you think you should, but the point
is that you can't live your life to suit other people. The harder you try, the more restrictions they'll put on
you just for the fun of seeing you jump through their hoops."

 Meredith knew he was right, but not in this instance or in her specific circumstances. For one thing, she
wasn't willing to incur the board's wrath; for another, she was using her predicament as an excuse to stall
before making the commitment Matt wanted. She loved him, but in many ways he was still a complete
stranger to her. She wasn't ready to promise herself completely to him. Not yet. Not until she was
absolutely certain the paradise he promised her—the part about the life they would have together—really
existed. And from the expression on Matt's face, she had an awful feeling he suspected she was stalling.
His next words confirmed that he knew exactly what she was doing and that he didn't like it.

 "Sooner or later, Meredith, you're going to have to take a risk and trust me completely. Until you do,
you're cheating me and you're cheating yourself. You can't outwit fate by trying to stand on the sidelines
and place little side bets about the outcome of life. Either you wade in and risk everything to play the
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game, or you don't play at all. And if you don't play, you can't win."

 It was, she thought, a beautiful philosophy on the one hand and a terrifying one on the other—a
philosophy, moreover, that was far better suited to him than her.

 "How about a compromise," she suggested with a winsome smile that Matt reluctantly found irresistible.
"Why don't I wade in—but stay in the shallow end for a while until I get accustomed to it?"

 After a tense moment he nodded. "How long?"

 "A little while."

 "And while you're debating about how deep you dare to go, what am I supposed to do? Am I supposed
to wait and pace and wonder if your father will be able to convince you not to live with me or to go
through with the divorce?"

 "I have plenty of courage to withstand my father regardless of whether he comes around and sees things
our way or not," she said so forcefully that he smiled a little. "What I'm worried about is whether or not
you'll try to meet him halfway if he does—for my sake?

 She rather expected him to agree, for her sake, but she'd misjudged the depth of Matt's hatred, because
he shook his head. "He and I have an old score to settle first, and it's going to be settled my way."

 "He's ill, Matt," she warned, an awful feeling of foreboding shaking through her. "He can't take a lot of
stress anymore."

 "I'll try to remember that," Matt replied unanswerably. His expression softened a little, and he changed
the subject. "Now, who is sleeping where tonight?"

 "Do you suppose any of the reporters who saw you come up here this morning are still out there,
watching?"

 "Probably one or two of the tenacious ones."

 She bit her lip, hating to have him leave, but knowing he shouldn't stay. "Then you can't really stay all
night, can you?"

 "Evidently not," he said in a tone that made her feel like a coward.

 Matt saw her eyes darken with consternation, and he relented. "All right, I'll go home and sleep alone.
It's nothing less than I deserve for participating in that adolescent fight last night. While I'm on that
subject," he added more gently, "I'd like you to know that while I was guilty of saying something that
undoubtedly caused your drunkenfiance to take a swing at me, I didn't realize what was happening until
after it was over. One second I was looking at you, and the next I saw a fist coming at me from the
corner of my eye. For all I knew, it was some drunk at the bar who'd decided to pick a fight, and I
reacted instinctively."

 Meredith suppressed a shudder, a delayed reaction to the lethal swiftness, the easy brutality, with which
Matt had leveled Parker... the savage look on his face in that split second when he realized he was being
attacked. Then she firmly shoved the thought aside. Matt was not now, and was never going to be, like
the fastidious, urbane men she'd known. He had grown up tough, and he was tough. But not with her, she
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thought with a tender smile, and she reached out and smoothed his dark hair back from his temple.

 "If you think," he said wryly, "that you can smile at me like that and make me agree to almost anything,
you're right." And then he abruptly reverted to his usual, more indomitable self by adding, "However,
while I'm willing to practice extreme discretion in our relationship —read that as sneaking—I'm
determined that you're going to spend as much time with me as possible, and that includes some nights
together. I'll arrange for a pass so that you can get into the parking garage in my building. If I have to, I'll
stand out in front and talk to the damned reporters to divert them every time you drive in."

 He looked so irked at the prospect of having to pander to public opinion that she said in a voice of
exaggerated gratitude, "You'd dothat? Just for me?"

 Instead of laughing, he took the question seriously and pulled her tightly to him. "You have no idea," he
said fiercely, "howmuch I'd do—just for you!" His mouth opened over hers in a rough, consuming kiss
that stole her breath and robbed her of all ability to think. When he was finished, she was clinging to him.
"Now that you're almost as unhappy with tonight's sleeping arrangement as I am," he said with grim
humor, "I'll get out of here before the reporters out in front decide to go home and say we spent the night
together anyway."

 Meredith walked him to the door, exasperated because he was right—after that kiss she wanted to
spend the night in his arms so badly that she ached. She stood while he shrugged into his jacket and put
on his tie. When he was finished, he looked at her for a moment and quirked a knowing brow at her.
"Something on your mind?" he teased.

 There was—she wanted to be kissed. The memory of the stormy, uninhibited hours she'd just spent in
bed with him washed over her then, and with a deliberately provocative smile Meredith Bancroft reached
out and caught her husband's tie. Slowly and forcefully she pulled on it, smiling daringly into his smoky
gray eyes, and then, when he was close enough, she leaned up on her toes, wrapped her arms around
him, and gave him a kiss that left him breathless.

 When he left, Meredith shut the door and leaned against it, smiling dreamily, her eyes closed. Her lips
were tender from his last stormy kiss; her hair was tousled because he'd shoved his hands into it while he
kissed her; and her cheeks were glowing. She felt like a woman who had been made love to very
thoroughly and who had enjoyed it tremendously. And it was all true.

 Her smile deepened as she thought of the sexy, tender things he had said to her, and she could almost
hear his deep voice saying them. .. .

 Ilove you,he had whispered ...

 I’ll never let anyone hurt you . . .

 You have no idea how much I'd do for you!

 Forty miles northeast ofBelleville,Illinois , another squad car screeched to a halt behind those already
parked beside a wooded stretch of lonely county road, their red and blue lights revolving with frantic
eeriness in the night. Overhead, the blinding searchlight of a police helicopter moved restlessly over the
pines, lighting the way for the teams of searchers and dog handlers who were combing in the dark for
clues. In a shallow ditch beside the road, the coroner crouched beside the body of a middle-aged man.
Raising his voice to be heard over the whistling roar of the helicopter blades, he called out to the local
sheriff, "You're wasting your time withthat search party, Emmett. Even in the daylight you won't find any
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clues in those woods. This guy was dumped out of a moving vehicle and he rolled down here."

 "You're wrong!" Emmett shouted triumphantly. Beaming his flashlight at something in the ditch, he bent
down and picked it up.

 "The hell I am! I'm telling you somebody beat the hell out of this guy and then dumped him out of a
moving vehicle."

 "Not about that," the sheriff replied, walking forward. "I did findsomethin '. I found a wallet."

 The coroner tipped his head toward the body. "His?"

 "Let's have a look," the sheriff replied, and after beaming his flashlight at the picture on the driver's
license, he bent down and pulled the blanket off the victim's face, studying it for comparison. "His!" he
pronounced emphatically. Holding the license up to his light, he said, "He's got one of them foreign names
you can't hardly pronounce. Stanislaus . . .Spyzhalski ."

 "Stanis—" the coroner uttered. "Isn't he that fake lawyer they busted down inBelleville ?"

 "By God, you're right!"

 Chapter 49

  

 With his briefcase in one hand and his coat over his arm, Matt stopped at the desk of the secretary
who'd helped him prepare the conference room the day Meredith came. "Good morning, Mr. Farrell,"
she said.

 Displeased by the sulky hostility in her tone and face, Matt made a mental note to transfer her to another
floor and instead of pleasantly asking her if she'd had a nice weekend, which he'd been about to do, he
said coolly, "Eleanor Stern called me at home this morning to say she isn't feeling well. Fill in for her, will
you?" It was an order, not a request, and they both knew it.

 "Yes, of course," Joanna Simons replied, and she gave him a smile that was so genuine, so gleeful, Matt
almost wondered if he'd misjudged her.

 Joanna waited until Haskell's new—and unwanted— president had disappeared into his office, then she
rushed over to the receptionist's desk. She'd been hoping to take it easy while her new boss was out of
town. This opportunity to work for Farrell, however, offered her an unexpected and exciting opportunity.
"Val," she whispered to the receptionist, "did you keep the name and phone number of that reporter from
theTattler who called you to get some info on Farrell?"

 "Yes, why?"

 "Because," she said triumphantly, "Farrell just told me I'm supposed to fill in for hatchet-face today. That
means I'll have the keys to her desk." She glanced up to make certain the other secretaries whose desks
fanned around the reception area in a broad circle were all busy and preoccupied. Most of them didn't
share her animosity for Matthew Farrell, they hadn't been here as long, and their loyalties had been more
easily transferred from the old team to the new owner. "Tell me again what that reporter wanted to
know."
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 "He asked how we felt about Farrell and I told him some of us couldn't stand him," Valerie said. "He
asked if I ever put calls through to him from Meredith Bancroft or if she came here. He was especially
interested in whether or not they're really as friendly as they acted in their news conference. I told him I
didn't take Farrell's calls and that Meredith Bancroft had been here only once, for a meeting with Farrell
and his attorneys. He wanted to know if anyone else had been in on the meeting, and I told him I knew
hatchet-face had been in there, because I had to take her calls out here. He asked if I thought she sat in
on it to take notes. I told him she takes notes on almost every meeting he has, and he asked if I could get
my hands on those notes from the Bancroft meeting. He said they'd pay for any info on that meeting that
we could get for him. He didn't say how much he'd pay though."

 "It doesn't matter. I'd do this for free!" Joanna said bitterly. "He'll have to unlock the old bat's desk for
me to use today. Maybe he'll unlock the file cabinets too. Those meeting notes should be in one of those
two places."

 "Let me know if I can help," Valerie said.

 When Joanna walked into Eleanor Stern's office, she found that Farrell had already unlocked his
secretary's desk and left it open for her to use, but that the file cabinets were still locked. A brief sketchy
search of the desk revealed nothing but supplies and a drawer full ofnonconfidential files on Haskell's
operation. There was nothing about Bancroft. "Damn," she said under her breath, swinging around in her
chair and glancing through the door that connected this office with Farrell's. He was standing, looking at
the computer on the credenza behind his desk. No doubt he was checking on Haskell's production
reports from its factories over the weekend—or some massive stock portfolio he owned, she thought
with growing hatred for the man who couldn't be bothered remembering her name ... who had fired their
bosses and changed their benefit packages and salary structures.

 Leaning farther back in her chair, Joanna could see the front of his desk. His desk keys were protruding
from the lock in the center drawer. The keys to the files would either be on that ring or in one of his desk
drawers.

 "Good morning," Phyllis said, following Meredith into her office. "How was your weekend?" she asked,
then she bit her lip and looked mortified by her question. She had obviously heard about the fistfight
Saturday, Meredith realized, and at that moment she didn't care. She was so happy, she felt buoyant.
Pausing in the act of unlatching her briefcase, Meredith sent her a wry, laughing look. "How doyou think
it was?"

 "Wouldexciting be the right word?" Phyllis ventured, smiling back.

 Meredith thought of Matt's lovemaking, the things he'd said and done to her, and her whole body felt
deliriously warm. "I'd say that's a pretty apt word," she said, hoping she didn't sound as dreamy as she
felt. With an effort she pulled her thoughts from the weekend and made herself think about the work she
had to do before she could see Matt again tonight. "Any phone calls this morning?"

 "Just one—Nolan Wilder. He wants you to callhim back as soon as you get in."

 Meredith froze. Nolan Wilder was the chairman of Bancroft's board of directors, and she had little
doubt he was calling to demand an explanation of Saturday night's debacle. Which, in the clear light of
morning, struck her as being an act of monumental gall, given that Wilder's own divorce had been so ugly
and bitter that it had taken two years to get through the courts. "Get him on the phone for me, will you?"
she asked.
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 A minute later, Phyllis buzzed her. "Wilder's on the line."

 Pausing a few seconds to compose herself, Meredith picked up the phone and said in a bright, firm
voice, "Good morning, Nolan. What's up?"

 "That's what I was going to ask you," he said in the cool, ironic tone he used during board meetings and
which Meredith particularly loathed. "I've had calls from board members all weekend demanding
explanations for that business Saturday night. I shouldn't have to remind you, Meredith, that Bancroft's
image, the dignity of its name, is the foundation of its success."

 "I hardly think I need to be told that," Meredith said, forcing herself to sound more amused than angry.
"It's—" She broke off as Phyllis rushed in, her face stricken.

 "You have an emergency call fromMacIntire inNew Orleans on line two."

 "Hold on, Nolan," Meredith said, "I have an urgent call." Alarm was screaming through every fiber of her
body as Meredith answered the phone.Maclntire's voice was taut. "We've had another bomb threat here,
Meredith. It was phoned to the police department a few minutes ago. The caller said the bomb is set to
go off in six hours. I've ordered the store cleared and the bomb squad is on the way. We're following the
usual procedure for evacuation, just as we did last time. I think the call's from the same crank who made
the last one."

 "It probably is," she said, fighting to keep her voice level and her thoughts clear. "The minute you can get
back inside, start putting together a list of anyone at all who might have a reason to want to put us
through this. Have your security manager draw up a list of everyone who was detained for shoplifting,
and have your credit manager give us a list of everyone denied credit in the last six months. Mark
Braden, who heads our security division, will fly down there tomorrow to work with your people. Now,
get out of there—just in case it wasn't a crank."

 "Right," he said reluctantly.

 "Call me from wherever you decide to go and give me your phone number so we can keep in touch."

 "Got it," he said. "Meredith," he added, "I'm really sorry about this. I don't know why this store is
suddenly a target. I assure you we bend over backward for customers, in keeping with company policy,
and—"

 "Adam," she interrupted emphatically, "get out of that store!"

 "Okay."

 Meredith hung up and punched the button for the line where she'd left Wilder on hold. "Nolan," she said,
"I don't have time to talk about a board meeting now. TheNew Orleans store just had another bomb
threat."

 "This is going to play hell with Christmas profits," he predicted furiously. "Keep me posted, Meredith,
you know where to reach me."

 Meredith mumbled a distracted promise, and then launched into action. Looking at her secretary, who
was hovering anxiously in the doorway, she said, "Have the paging operator give out the emergency
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code. Hold all my calls unless they're critical, and if they are, put them through to me in the conference
room."

 When her secretary left, Meredith stood up and began to pace, telling herself this was nothing but a false
alarm. On the store's intercom system the emergency code was already beginning to ring—three short
bells followed by three long ones—notifying all department heads to assemble immediately in the
designated emergency location, which was the conference room adjoining Meredith's office. The last time
that emergency code had to be used was two years before, when a shopper had died of a heart attack in
the store. Then, like today, the purpose for assembling everyone was primarily to keep them informed
and, therefore, prevent a hysterical outbreak of gossip among the employees, and to plan what
information would be given to the press. Like most large corporations, Bancroft & Company had an
established set of procedures for dealing with emergencies such as personal injuries, fires ... and even
bomb scares.

 The possibility that a bomb might actually explode inNew Orleans and injure people was more than
Meredith could bear to contemplate. The thought of a bomb going off after the store was cleared was
less horrifying but sickening nonetheless. Like all the Bancroft branch stores, theNew Orleans store was
beautiful, distinctive, and new. In her mind, Meredith saw its splendid white-pillaredfaçadegleaming in the
sunshine, then she saw it exploding and collapsing, and she shuddered. There wasn't a real bomb in it,
she told herself, it was another false alarm. A false alarm that would cost the store dearly in lost
Christmas profits.

 The store's executives were hurrying past her doorway, assembling in the conference room, but Mark
Braden, according to established procedure, came straight into her office. "What's happening, Meredith?"

 Meredith told him, and he swore under his breath, looking at her in angry consternation. When she
finished telling him about the instructions she'd givenMacIntire , he nodded. "I'll catch a flight out there in
a few hours. We've got a good security man in that store. Between us and the police, maybe we can turn
up something that will point to a suspect."

 The atmosphere in the crowded conference room was heavy with tension and curiosity. Rather than
sitting down at the conference table, Meredith walked to the center of the room, where she could be
seen and heard more easily by the men and women who'd assembled there. "We've had another bomb
scare inNew Orleans ," she began. "The bomb squad is on its way there. Since this is the second one
we've had, we're going to be hit with a lot of calls from the press. No one ... no one," she emphasized, "is
to make any statements. Refer all inquiries from the media to public relations." She glanced at the P.R.
director and said, "Ben, you and I can work out a statement after this meeting, and—" She broke off as
the phone rang on the conference table. "Excuse me," she said, and picked it up.

 The manager of theDallas store sounded frantic. "We've had a bomb threat, Meredith! The caller told
the police that the bomb is set to go off in six hours. The bomb squad is on the way, and we're clearing
the store." Meredith automatically gave him the same instructions she'd given the manager of theNew
Orleans store, then she hung up the phone. For a moment she was unable to think, then she slowly
looked at the assembly. "We've had another bomb threat—at theDallas store. They're clearing it now.
The call went to the police, just like the one inNew Orleans , and the caller said the bomb is set to go off
in six hours."

 A flurry of furious exclamations and outraged curses erupted around the room, then died in the shock of
the telephone shrilling yet again. The sound made Meredith's heart stop, but she reached out and picked
it up. "Miss Bancroft," the policeman's voice said urgently, "this is CaptainMathison over at the First
District. We've just received an anonymous phone call from a man who said a bomb has been placed in
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your store and is set to go off in six hours."

 "Hold on," Meredith said, her dazed eyes leveling on Mark Braden as she stretched the receiver out to
him. "Mark," she said, automatically following procedure for theChicago store and handing the matter
over to him. "It'sMathison ."

 She waited in a paralysis of fury and pain while Mark snapped questions at the captain, whom he knew
well. After Braden hung up, he turned to the silent group in the conference room. "Ladies and
gentlemen,"' he said, his voice tight with anger, "we've had a bomb threat against this store. We'll use the
same procedure you're familiar with for fire. You all know what to do and say to your people. Let's get
at it and get everyone out of here. If you're feeling panicky, Gordon," he snapped, looking straight at
Meredith's problem vice president who'd started to mumble frantically, "keep it to yourself until your staff
has cleared out!" He threw a quick glance at the other faces in the room. They looked tense but
composed, and he nodded curtly, already turning to leave and instruct his own staff to supervise the
evacuation procedures. "In case you don't normally use them," he called behind him, "don't forget to take
your pagers with you when you leave."

 Within ten minutes Meredith was the only one present on the executive floor. Standing at her window,
she listened to the sirens wailing and watched as more fire trucks and squad cars jammed intoMichigan
Avenue to reinforce those that were already there. From her vantage point fourteen stories above street
level, she watched the police cordoning off the store and shoppers pouring out of it in droves, while the
knot in her chest grew and twisted until she could hardly drag air through her lungs. Although she'd
ordered the heads of the other two stores to evacuate, she herself had no intention of leaving this one until
she absolutely had to. This store lived and breathed for her; it was her heritage and her future; she
refused to desert it or be driven out until the bomb squad needed it completely cleared. Not for a
moment did she believe there was a bomb in any of her stores, but even if the threats were just that, the
damage they were going to do to the company's profits would be great. Like many other department
stores, Bancroft's depended on the Christmas season for over forty percent of its annual gross sales.

 "It's going to be all right," she told herself aloud, She turned away from the window, her attention caught
by the twin computer screens on her credenza. They were flashing now because the computers were
updating sales figures from thePhoenix andPalm Beach stores. Reaching out, Meredith pressed the
combination of keys that showed thePhoenix store's sales figures for this same day last year, and then
those from thePalm Beach store, so that she could see the comparison. Both stores were doing much
better this year than last, and she tried to take consolation from that. It dawned on her then that Matt
might be near a radio and hear what was happening. Rather than worry him, she picked up the phone
and called him. It felt strangely reassuring to know he'd be concerned.

 Matt wasn't concerned when she told him what was happening, he was frantic. "Get out of that store,
Meredith," he ordered. "I mean it, darling, hang up the phone and get the hell out of there!"

 "Nope," she said softly, smiling at his autocratic command and alarmed tone. He loved her, and she
loved hearing his voice whether he was calling her darling or issuing orders. "It's a hoax, Matt, just like
the one a few weeks ago."

 "If you don't leave that building," he warned, "I'm coming over there and hauling you out of there myself."

 "I can't," she said firmly. "I'm like the captain on a ship. I don't leave until I knoweveryone else is safely
out of here." She paused while he expressed his opinion of that with a long and eloquent curse. "Don't
give me orders you wouldn't follow yourself," she said with a smile in her voice. "In less than a half hour
we should be cleared out. I'll leave then."
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 Matt expelled his breath in a harsh sigh, but he stopped trying to persuade her to leave because he knew
it was useless—and because he knew he couldn't get to her before thirty minutes and drag her out of
there. "All right," he said, standing up and glowering worriedly at his office, "but call me when you're out,
because I'm going to be going crazy until I know you are."

 "I will," she promised. Teasingly, she added, "My father left his cellular phone in his desk. Do you want
the number so youcan reach me—in case the suspense gets too great?"'

 "You're damned right I want the number."

 Meredith opened the desk, took out the phone, and gave him the number.

 When she hung up, Matt began to pace, too agitated to sit and wait without knowing what was
happening to her. Raking his hand through his hair, he walked over to the window, trying unsuccessfully
to see the roof of her building through the maze of skyscrapers. She was so cautious by nature that he
could hardly believe she was insisting on staying in that damned store. He hadn't expected that. It hit him
then that if he had a radio, he might be able to keep abreast of what was happening twelve blocks away
as well as at Meredith's other stores. He didn't have one in his office, but he thought Tom Anderson did.

 Turning away from the windows, he headed toward his secretary's office. "I'll be with Tom Anderson,"
he said, "extension 4114. If Meredith Bancroft calls me, I want that call put through to me there. Is that
clear? It's an emergency," he warned her, wishing to God that Eleanor Stern were there.

 "Perfectly clear, sir," she said, but Matt didn't notice the hostility in her tone. He was too worried about
Meredith to notice a secretary; he was too worried to remember to take his keys out of his desk.

 Joanna waited until the elevator doors closed behind him, then she turned and looked at his desk. His
gold key ring was still in the center drawer. The third key she tried unlocked the file cabinets; the file on
Meredith Bancroft was neatly labeled with her name and filed in its appropriate place, under B. Her
palms perspiring with nervous excitement, Joanna removed the file and opened it. In it were some
shorthand notes not yet transcribed, and which she didn't dare take the time to try to decipher— and a
two-page typewritten agreement signed by Meredith Bancroft. The terms of that agreement made
Joanna's eyes widen and her mouth slowly curve into a smile of malicious glee. The same man who
Cosmopolitan magazine named as one of the country's ten most eligible bachelors—the man who dated
movie stars and famous models and who women drooled over—that same man was having to pay his
own wife five million dollars just to see him four nights a week for eleven weeks. He was also having to
sell her some land inHouston she evidently wanted ...

 "I need a radio," Matt said without preamble as he stalked intoAnderson 's office. He saw it on the
window-sill and turned it on. "The bomb squad is swarming all over Bancroft's. They've evacuated all
three stores," he said disjointedly. He'd had dinner with Tom last Tuesday after his tumultuous meeting
with Meredith, and Matt had told Tom all that led up to it. Now he glanced distractedly at his friend and
added, "Meredith won't leave the damned store!"

 Tom lurched forward in his chair. "My God! Why not?"

 Meredith's call to tell Matt that she was out of the building was put through to him in Tom's office. Matt
was still talking to her when the newscaster on the radio announced that a bomb had just been found in
theNew Orleans branch of Bancroft & Company and that the bomb squad was attempting to disarm it. It
was Matt who had to tell her the news. Within the next hour another bomb was discovered in theDallas
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store, and a third one was found in the toy department of theChicago store.

 Chapter 50

  

 With his hand on the iron gate, Philip stood looking at the picturesque little villa Caroline Edwards
Bancroft had lived in for nearly thirty years. Perched high on a rocky hill, it overlooked the sparkling
harbor far below, where his ship had put into port early that morning. Flowers bloomed riotously in neatly
tended beds and pots, basking in the late afternoon sunlight. An aura of beauty andtranquillity pervaded
the place, and he found it nearly impossible to imagine his frivolous film-star ex-wife living happily in such
relative seclusion as this. The house had been given to her by Dominic Arturo, the Italian she'd had an
affair with before they were married, he knew, and now he assumed she must have gone through every
cent of her divorce settlement, or she wouldn't be living there. The large block of stock she owned in
Bancroft& Company paid dividends, but she was legally prohibited from selling or transferring it to
anyone other than himself. Beyond that, all she could do with her stock was exercise her right to vote her
shares, and she always voted in accordance with whatever the board of directors recommended. That
much Philip knew, because he'd made it a point over the years to watch how she voted. Now, as he
stood looking at the house, he assumed she must have been trying to live on the dividends alone, because
nothing short of poverty could have induced his party-loving wifeto live like this.

 He took his hand away from the black iron gate. He hadn't intended to go there, until that foolish woman
at the captain's table had asked if he planned to visit his ex-wife. Once she'd put the idea into his head,
he'd found it hard to ignore. He was older now, and he didn't know how long he had to live. Suddenly it
had seemed like a good idea to make peace with the woman he'd once loved. She'd been an adulteress
and he'd retaliated by keeping her away from her own daughter and forcing her to agree never to come
near Meredith or him again. At the time it had seemed like justice. Now that he was facing death without
warning, it seemed a little ... harsh. Perhaps. However, having seen the way Caroline had been living
made him decide against entering the courtyard and knocking on the front door. Curiously, his reason for
that was one of pity: He knew how vain she was, and he knew that her ego would take a terrible blow if
he saw her living like this. On those occasions when he'd thought of Caroline during the last three
decades, he'd always imagined her living in high style, looking as beautiful as ever, and participating in the
same social whirl she'd adored before they were married. The woman who lived here must surely have
turned into a hag and a hermit, with nothing to do but wile away the years watching ships put into port or
shopping in the tiny nearby village.

 His shoulders drooping with a strange kind of despair for long-forgotten dreams and shattered lives,
Philip turned toward the little path that wound around the side of the hill toward the port below. "You've
come a long way, just to turn back, Philip," an unforgettable voice said.

 His head jerked around, and he saw her then, standing perfectly still beneath a tree on the hillside to his
far left, a basket of flowers over her arm.

 She started toward him, her gait long and graceful, her blond hair hidden beneath a peasant scarf that
somehow looked good on her. She wasn't wearing any makeup, he realized as she came closer, and she
looked much older, and—in some ways—lovelier. The restlessness in her face was gone now; in its
place was a calm serenity she'd never possessed in her youth. Oddly, she reminded him more of
Meredith now than when she was Meredith's age. And she still had fantastic legs.

 He stared at her, feeling his unreliable heart beating a little faster than normal, and he couldn't think of
what to say, which made him feel gauche, which in turn made him angry with himself. "You look older,"
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he announced bluntly.

 She replied with a soft laugh and no rancor at all, "How nice of you to say so."

 "I just happened to be in the neighborhood—" He nodded toward his ship in the harbor, realized how
inane his words sounded, and scowled at her because she appeared to be laughing at his discomfiture.

 "What takes you away from the store?" she said, putting her hand on the gate but not opening it.

 "I've taken a leave of absence. Bad heart."

 "I know you've been ill. I still read theChicago newspapers."

 "May I come in?" Philip said without meaning to, and then he remembered that there were always men
around her. "Or are you expecting company?" he added with unhidden sarcasm.

 "It's good to know that while everything and everyone else in the world seems to change," she remarked
dryly, "you and you alone remain the same—as jealous and suspicious as ever. She opened the gate, and
he followed her up the path, already regretting that he'd come.

 The floors of the villa were stone, covered with bright patches of carpet and huge urns of flowers from
her garden. She nodded to a chair in the small room that doubled as living room and parlor. "Would you
like a drink?" He nodded, but instead of sitting down, he walked over to the big window, looking out at
the harbor. He stayed there until he was forced to turn and accept the glass of wine she held out to him.
"Are you doing—all right?" he asked lamely.

 "Very well, thank you."

 "I'm amazed Arturo couldn't have given you something better than this. This place is little more than a
cottage." She said nothing, and that goaded Philip into mentioning her last lover, the one who had caused
their divorce. "Spearsonnever amounted to anything, did you know that, Caroline? He's still trying to eke
out a living by training horses and giving riding lessons."

 Unbelievably, she smiled at that and, turning, she poured herself a glass of wine. In silence she took a
sip, her big blue eyes studying him over the rim. Caught off guard and feeling stupid and churlish, Philip
returned her gaze unflinchingly.

 "Surely you aren't finished?" she said quietly after a long moment. "You must have dozens more of my
imagined indiscretions and infidelities to throw in my face. Evidently, they still bother you after thirty
years."

 Taking a long breath, Philip tipped his head back and sighed. "I'm sorry," he said truthfully. "I don't
know why I started in on you like that. What you do is none of my business."

 She smiled, that same serene, unruffled smile he found so unsettling. "You started in on me," she said,
"because you're still completely unaware of the truth."

 "What truth?" he asked sarcastically.

 "DennisSpearson didn't break up our marriage, Philip, and neither did Dominic. You did." Anger
sparked in his eyes and she shook her head, her voice gentle. "You couldn't help it You're like a
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frightened little boy who's scared to death that someone is going to take something or someone away
from you, and who can't bear the fear and uncertainty of it happening. And so, rather than sitting around
and impotently waiting for it to happen, you take matters into your own hands andforce it to happen—so
that you can get the pain over with. You begin by putting restrictions on the people you love—
restrictions that they can't bear, and when they finally break one, you feel betrayed and furious. Then you
avenge yourself on them—on the same people who you forced to hurt you, and because you're not a
boy, but a man with money and power, your revenge against imaginary trespassers is terrible. Your father
did virtually the same thing to you."

 "Where did you acquire that piece of psychological garbage—from some shrink you had an affair with?"
he demanded scathingly.

 "I acquired it from a lot of books I read to try to figure you out," she replied, her gaze level.

 "And that's what you want me to believe happened to our marriage? That you were innocent and I was
irrationally jealous and possessive?" he asked, draining his glass.

 "I'll be happy to tell you the whole truth if you think you're well enough to handle it."

 Philip frowned at her, taken aback by her unshakable calm and the gentle beauty of her smile. She had
been glamorous in her twenties; in her fifties she had faint lines at her eyes and some lines on her
forehead; her face had acquired character and it made her strangely more appealing. And quite
disarming.

 "Give the truth a try," he suggested dryly.

 "Okay," she said, walking closer to him. "Let's see if you're old enough and sensible enough now to
believe it when you hear it. I have a feeling you will believe it."

 Philip had pretty much decided to the contrary already. "Why is that?"

 "Because," she answered, leaning her left shoulder against the window, "you're going to realize that I
have

 absolutely nothing to gain or to lose by admitting it all to you, do I?"

 She waited, forcing him to admit that much. "No, I suppose not."

 "Then, here is the truth," she said calmly. "When we met, I was utterly dazzled by you. You weren't
aHollywood phony; you weren't like any of the men I'd known before. You had breeding and class and
style. I fell in love with you on our second date, Philip." She watched shock and then disbelief flicker
across his face at that, but she continued with quiet determination. "I was so much in love and so filled
with insecurity and inferiority that I could hardly breathe when we were together, forfear I'd make a
mistake. Instead of telling you the truth about my background and the men I'd slept with, I told you the
same fiction about my origins that the studio publicity office had invented for me. I told you I grew up in
an orphanage, and that I'd had one tiny little affair when I was a foolish teenager."

 When he didn't say anything, she drew an unsteady breath and said, "The truth is that my mother was a
whore who had no idea who my father was, and that I ran away when I was sixteen. I took a bus toLos
Angeles and got a job in a cheap diner, where this jerk who worked as a messenger for a film company
discovered me. I auditioned for him on the couch in his boss's office that night. Two weeks later I met his
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boss and got auditioned again—the same way. I couldn't act, but I was photogenic, so the boss got me
an appointment at a modeling agency, and I started making money doing magazine ads. I wentto acting
school, and eventually I got some bit parts in movies after I auditioned for them in someone's bed, of
course. Later I got some better parts, and then I met you."

 Caroline waited for him to react, but all he did was shrug and say coldly, "I know all that, Caroline. I had
you investigated a year before I actually filed for divorce. You aren't telling me anything I didn't find out
or assume on my own."

 "No, but I'm about to. By the time I met you, I'd gotten some pride and confidence, and I no longer
slept with men because I was desperate or too weak to say no."

 "You did it because you liked it!" he spat out. "And not with one but with hundreds of them!"

 "Not nearly hundreds," she corrected him with a sad smile, "but many of them. It was just—just
something you did. It was part of the business, like shaking hands is to men in your business."

 She heard his snort of contempt and ignored it. "And then I met you, and I fell in love, and for the first
time in my life I felt shame—shame for all the things I'd been and done. And so I tried to change my past
by reinventing it to suit your standards. Which, of course, was a hopeless endeavor."

 "Hopeless," he agreed shortly.

 Her eyes were soft as they looked into his, her voice ringing with quiet sincerity. "You're right. But what
I could—anddid —change was the present. Philip, no man touched me but you from the day we met."

 "I don't believe you," he snapped.

 But Caroline only smiled wider and shook her head. "You have to believe me—because you already
agreed that I have absolutely nothing to gain by lying to you. What possible reason could I have to
humble myself like this? It's the sad truth," she continued, "that I actually thought I could atone for my
past by cleaning up my present. Meredith is your daughter, Philip. I know you used to think she was
either Dominic's or DennisSpearson's , but all Dennis ever gave me was riding lessons. I wanted to fit in
with your crowd, andall the women knew how to ride, so I was sneaking out toSpearson's for lessons."

 "That was the lie you told at the time."

 "No, my love," she said without thinking, "that was the truth. I won't pretend that I didn't have an affair
with Dominic Arturo before I met you. He gave me this house as a way to atone for that stupid, drunken
pass that you caught him making at me."

 "It wasn't a pass," Philip hissed, "he was in our bed when I came home a day early from a business trip."

 "I wasn't in it with him!" she retorted. "And he was out cold."

 "No, you weren't in it with him," he agreed sarcastically. "You had snuck off toSpearson's , leaving a
house full of guests, all of whom were gossiping about your absence."

 To his shock, she laughed at that—a sad, whimsical laugh—and confidingly asked, "Isn't it ironic that I
never got caught up in any of the lies about my past? I mean, everyone in the world believed that fairy
tale about my being an orphan, and the affairs I did have before we were married never came out." She
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shook her head, making her heavy, shoulder-length hair shimmer in the waning sunlight. "I got away
unscathed when I was guilty, but when I was truly innocent, you convicted me on circumstantial evidence.
Is that poetic justice, do you think?"

 Philip was utterly at a loss for words, unable to believe her, unable to completely doubt her. It wasn't so
muchthe things she'd told him that made him believe she'd been innocent, it was herattitude toward it
all—the serene acceptance of her fate, the lack of rancor, the frankness and honesty in those eyes of
hers. Her next question made his head jerk toward her in surprise. "Do you know why I married you,
Philip?"

 "Presumably you wanted the financial security and social prestige I could offer."

 She chuckled at that and shook her head. "You underrate yourself. I already told you I was dazzled by
your looks and breeding, and I was in love with you, but I'd never have married you if it hadn't been for
one more thing."

 "What was that?" Philip asked in spite of himself.

 "I believed," she confessed somberly, "I honestly believed that I had something to offer you too—
something you needed. Do you know what it was?"

 "I can't imagine."

 "I thought I could teach you how to laugh and enjoy life."

 Silence hung over the room for a long moment, then she looked at him from beneath her thick lashes and
there was a funny catch in her voice as she asked softly, "Did you ever learn how to laugh, darling?"

 "Don't call me that!" Philip almost shouted, but his chest felt tight with emotions he didn't want to feel—
hadn't felt in decades—and he slammed his empty glass down on a table. "I should be going."

 She nodded. "Regrets are an awful burden. The sooner you leave, the sooner you'll be able to convince
yourself you were actually right thirty years ago. But if you stay, who knows what would happen?"

 "Nothing would happen," he said, referring to going to bed with her, startled then that the idea would
even occur to him.

 "Good-bye," she said quietly. "I'd ask you to give my love to Meredith, but you won't, will you?"

 "No."

 "She doesn't need it," Caroline said with a winsome smile. "From everything I've been reading, she's
remarkable and wonderful. And," she added with pride, "whether you like it or not, there's a part of me
in her. She," Caroline informed him,"knows how to laugh."

 Philip stared at her in blank confusion. "What do you mean, from what you've been reading? What are
you talking about?"

 Caroline tipped her head toward the pile ofChicago newspapers and gave a throaty chuckle. "I was
referring to the way she's handling being married to Matthew Farrell and engaged to Parker Reynolds—"
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 "How the hell do you know about that?" Philip exploded, his face turning cold and pale.

 "It's all over the papers," Caroline began, then she faltered, watching him stalk over to the newspapers
and yank them up. His entire body seemed to vibratewith fury as he clutched the paper that broke the
news of the arrest of StanislausSpyzhalski , and he glared at the pictures of Meredith, Matt, and Parker
on the front page.

 He threw that one down and yanked up the next one, which contained excerpts from their joint news
conference with a picture of Farrell grinning at her. Another newspaper was opened to an article about a
bomb scare in theNew Orleans store, and it slid from his fingers. "He warned me what he'd do eleven
years ago," he said in a strangled whisper, more to himself than to her. "He warned me, and he'sdoing it!"
He looked up at Caroline, his eyes alivewith fury. "Where's the nearest telephone?"

 Chapter 51

  

 Matt was pacing in the foyer of his apartment when Meredith finally arrived atseven o'clock that night—
thirty minutes late. He pulled open the door, jerked her into his arms, and said furiously, "Dammit, if
you're going to be late, and bombs are going off all over the place, call me to let me know you're all
right!" He held her away, tempted to shake her, and instantly regretted his outburst. She looked
exhausted.

 "I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't think you'd imagine anything like that"

 "I evidently have an overactive imagination where you're concerned," Matt said wryly, smiling to take the
sting out of his greeting. He led her toward the back of the apartment and up the steps to the lounge area
because it was the coziest part of the place, and because the view from the corner windows was the
best.

 "I was at the police station most of the afternoon," she explained as she sat down on the leather sofa,
"trying to give them any information I could that might help them find whoever put the bomb in the store.
When I went home to change and come over here, Parker called, and we were on the phone for almost
an hour."

 Meredith trailed off, remembering Parker's phone call. Neither of them had brought up the fact that he'd
spent the night at Lisa's. Parker was no liar, and his deliberate failure to offer an explanation was silent
confirmation to Meredith that the night had not been platonic. It felt strange to imagine those two being
involved—strange and yet almost reassuring somehow, because Meredith loved them both.

 Before he hung up, Parker had wished her happiness, but he'd sounded dubious and worried about her
ability to be happy with Matt. About Matt he'd said little— except that he regretted starting the fistfight
with him. "The only thing I regret more," Parker had said dryly, "is that I missed my punch."

 The rest of their conversation had been about business, and it had not been either reassuring or pleasant.

 Pulling herself out of her reverie, she said, "I'm sorry if I seem preoccupied. This has been an incredible
day, from beginning to end."

 "Do you want to talk about it?"
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 Meredith looked up at him, struck anew by the aura of quiet command, of absolute competence that
surrounded him. Casually dressed in dark trousers with his white shirt open at the throat and the cuffs
folded back on his forearms, Matthew Farrell positively exuded indomitable power and strength. It was
stamped on his jaw and etched into every one of his hard, chiseled features.

 And yet, she thought with an unconscious smile, in bed she could make this bold, powerful man groan
with need and turn to her in stormy desperation. She loved knowing that. She loved him.

 His question pulled her back to less pleasant thoughts: "Would you rather try to forget about the day?"

 "I feel guilty about burdening you," Meredith said, though she was longing for his advice and perhaps
reassurance.

 His lips quirked, and there was a decidedly sensual note in his eyes. "Having you burden me again is a
fantasy that kept me awake until dawn." He watched the telltale glow of knowledge and memory in her
eyes and he smiled, but he didn't try to distract her further. Sobering, he said, "Let's hear about your
day."

 With a conscious effort Meredith pulled herself from the sensual spell of his fantasy. "Actually, it's easy
to sum up," she said, curling her legs beneath her and twisting toward him. "Last but not least, our stock
closed down three points this afternoon."

 "It'll come back up once the bomb thing dies down," Matt said.

 Nodding, she continued. "This morning, the chairman of the board called. They want an explanation from
me about the fight Saturday night. I was talking to him when the first bomb call came through, so we
never finished our conversation."

 "The bomb scares will distract them for a while."

 With a weak attempt at humor, she added, "I guess every cloud really does have a silver lining." Averting
her gaze from Matt's quiet scrutiny, she stared out the windows.

 "What else is bothering you?"

 It was obvious from his insistent tone that Matt knew there was something else and that he fully intended
to hear about it. Feeling excruciatingly self-conscious, she looked at him and said, "Could I have more
time to arrange financing to buy theHouston land from you? Parker had arranged for another lender to
make us the loan since his bank couldn't. Today, when that lender heard about the bomb threats, they
called Parker and pulled out of the deal. They said they want to wait and see what happens at Bancroft's
for a couple of months."

 "It was nice of Reynolds to unload all that on you today," Matt said sarcastically.

 "He called to be certain I was all right and to apologize for what happened Saturday. The rest—the part
about the money—came up because we'd had a meeting scheduled to negotiate the terms of the loan
tomorrow with the new lender. Parker had to tell me the new lender had called off the meeting—" A loud
beeping noise from her pager made Meredith stop talking and reach for the purse she'd put down beside
the sofa. She removed the pager, looked at the message on it, and with a silent, frustrated moan she let
her head fall back against the sofa, her eyes closed. "This is all I needed to make today perfect."
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 "What's wrong?"

 "It's my father," she sighed, reluctantly looking at Matt. The warmth had left his eyes at the mention of
her father, and his jaw was rigid. "My father wants me to call him. It's two or threea.m. inItaly . Either
he's calling to say hello in the middle of the night, or else he's finally seen a newspaper. May I use your
phone?"

 Her father was inRome at the airport, waiting for a flight home, and when his voice exploded over the
phone, Matt scowled and Meredith flinched. "What in the living hell are you doing!" he shouted the
moment the operator connected him.

 "Calm down, please," Meredith began, but there was no calming him.

 "Have you lost your mind!" he thundered. "I leave you alone for a couple of weeks and your face is
plastered all over the newspapers next to that bastard's face and then we have bomb threats—"

 Ignoring the issue of Matt for the time being, Meredith tried to soothe him about that day's bomb scares,
which she thought he'd discovered. "Don't give yourself a stroke over them," she pleaded, holding on to
her temper and her strained nerves. "All three bombs were found and removed with no harm to
anyone—"

 "Three!"he roared. "Three bombs? What are you talking about?"

 "What wereyou talking about?" she asked, but too late.

 "I was talking about the fake scare inNew Orleans ," he said, and she could feel him striving for control.
"There were three bombs found? When? Where?"

 "Today. InNew Orleans ,Dallas , and here."

 "What's happened to our sales?"

 "The inevitable happened," she said, trying to sound both matter-of-fact and encouraging. "We had to
close down for the day, but we'll make it up later. I'm already working on some sort of special
sale—Advertising wants to call it a bomb sale in lieu of a fire sale," she tried to joke.

 "What happened to our stock?"

 "It was down three points at closing today."

 "And Farrell?" he demanded with renewed fury. "What's happening with him? You stay the hell away
from him. No more press conferences—nothing!"

 He was talking so loud that Matt could hear him, and Meredith looked at him in helpless consternation,
but instead of giving her an encouraging smile, or any form of moral support, Matt waited for her to
refuse her father's orders, and when she didn't do it immediately, he turned on his heel and walked over
to the windows, standing with his back to her.

 "Now, listen to me," Meredith pleaded with her father in a shaky, calming voice, "there is no point in
working yourself up and having another attack over any of this."
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 "Don't speak to me like an idiot invalid!" he warned, but his voice was straining and she was certain she
heard him pause to swallow a pill. "I'm waiting for an answer about Farrell."

 "I don't think we should discuss this on the phone."

 "Stop stalling,dammit !" he raged, and Meredith realized that it was probably better to deal with the issue
now instead of trying to delay it, since he seemed to be getting more worked up over her evasiveness.

 "All right, fine," she said quietly, "we'll deal with it now, if that's what you want." She paused, thinking
madly for the best way to go about it. It seemed wisest to first try to relieve him of the anxiety he'd
undoubtedly have over whether or not she'd discovered his duplicity eleven years before, so she started
there. "I realize you love me and you did what you believed was best eleven years ago..." Taut silence
followed that, so she cautiously added, "I'm talking about the telegram you sent Matt telling him I'd had
an abortion. I know about it—"

 "Where the hell are you right now?" he demanded suspiciously.

 "I'm at Matt's apartment."

 His voice shook with rage and something that sounded to Meredith like fear. Panic. "I'm coming home.
My plane leaves in three hours. Stay away from him! Don't trust him. You don't know that man, I tell
you!" Reverting to blazing sarcasm, he added, "See if you can manage to keep us out of bankruptcy until
I get there."

 He slammed the phone down, and Meredith slowly hung up, then she looked at Matt, whose back was
still turned on her, as if accusing her of not taking a stronger stand. "This has been quite a day," she said
bitterly. "I suppose you're angry because I didn't come right out and tell him more about us."

 Without turning, Matt lifted his hand and wearily rubbed the tense muscles at the base of his neck. "I'm
not angry, Meredith," he said in a flat, emotionless voice. "I'm trying to convince myself you won't back
down when he gets here, that you won't start doubting me and yourself, or, worse—start weighing what
you have to gain by staying with me against what you have to lose if you do."

 "What are you talking about?" she said, walking over to him.

 He gave her a grim, sideways look. "For days I've been trying to second-guess what he'll do when he
gets back here and finds out you want to stay with me. I've just figured it out."

 "I repeat," she said softly. "What are you talking about?"

 "Your father's going to play his trump card. He's going to make you choose: him or me; Bancroft and
Company, along with the president's office—or nothing if you choose me. And I'm not sure," he added
on a ragged sigh, "which way you'll go."

 Meredith was too worn out, too spent, to take on a problem she didn't have yet. "It won't come to that,"
she said, because she honestly believed she could, with time, persuade her father to accept Matt. "I'm all
he has, and he loves me in his own way," she said, her eyes pleading with him not to make things harder
on her now than they already were. "And because he does, he'll rant and rave, and he may threaten me
withthat, but he'll relent. I've thought a lot about what he did to us. Matt, please, just put yourself in his
place," she urged. "Suppose you had an eighteen-year-old daughter whom you'd sheltered from every
reality and ugly thing in life. And suppose she met a much older man who you honestly believed was a—a
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gold digger. And that man took her virginity and got her pregnant. How would you feel about him?"

 After a moment of silence Matt said tersely, "I'd hate his guts," and just when Meredith thought she'd
scored her point, he added, "but I'd find some way to accept him for her sake. And I sure as hell
wouldn't crush her by making her think he'd walked out on her. Nor would I try to bribe him into doing
exactly that," he added.

 Meredith swallowed. "Did he try to do that?"

 "Yes. The day I took you home to him."

 "What did you say?"

 Matt gazed into her wide, troubled blue eyes, smiled reassuringly, and put his arm around her. "I told
him," he whispered as his mouth came down on hers for a long, drugging kiss, "that I didn't think he ought
to interfere in our lives. But," he murmured thickly, kissing her ear as she melted against him, "not quite in
those words."

 It wasmidnight when he walked her down to her car. Exhausted from the trials of the day and deliriously
limp from his lovemaking, Meredith sank into the driver's seat of the Jaguar. "Are you certain you're
awake enough to drive?" he asked, his hand on the open door.

 "Just barely," she said with a languorous smile, turning the key in the ignition. The heater and radio came
on as the engine throbbed to life.

 "I'm giving a party for the cast ofPhantom of the Opera on Friday night," he said. "A lot of people you
know are coming to it. My sister will be here, too, and I thought I'd invite your lawyer. I think the two of
them would hit it off."

 When he hesitated, as if afraid to voice the question, Meredith said teasingly, "If that was an invitation,
my answer is yes."

 "I wasn't going to ask you to come as a guest."

 Embarrassed and confused, Meredith glanced at the steering wheel. "Oh."

 "I'd like you to act as my hostess, Meredith."

 She realized then the reason for his hesitation. He was asking her for what constituted a semi-public
declaration that they were a couple. She looked into those compelling gray eyes of his and smiled
helplessly. "Is it black tie?"

 "Yes, why?"

 "Because," she said with a jaunty glance, "it's very important for a hostess to be dressed just right."

 With a half-laugh, half-groan, Matt pulled her out of the car and into his arms, seizing her lips in a long
kiss of gratitude and relief.

 He was still kissing her when the newsman on the radio announced that the body of StanislausSpyzhalski
, who'd been arrested for falsely representing himself as an attorney to clients including Matthew Farrell
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and Meredith Bancroft, had been found in a ditch on a county road outside of Belleville, Illinois.

 Meredith jerked back and she stared at Matt in shock. "Did you hear that?"

 "I heard it earlier today."

 His complete indifference and his failure to mention it to her struck Meredith as a little odd, but
exhaustion had rendered her incapable of rational thought, and Matt's mouth was already opening on hers
again.

 Chapter 52

  

 Inquest, the investigative agency owned byIntercorp , was headquartered inPhiladelphia and headed by
a former CIA man, Richard Olsen. Olsen was waiting in the reception area when Matt got off the
elevator at8:30 the next morning. "It's good to see you, Matt," he said as they shook hands.

 "I'll be with you in five minutes," Matt promised. "Before we get started, I need to make a phone call."

 Closing his office door behind him, Matt sat down at his desk and called a private number that rang on
the desk of the president of a large Chicago bank. It was answered on the first ring by the president of
that bank. "It's Matt," he said without preamble. "Reynolds Mercantile is pulling out on the Bancroft loan,
just as we thought they would. So did the other lender they'd lined up for B and C."

 "The economy's shaky and lenders are nervous," the banker remarked. "Also, ReynoldsMerc had two
mega-loans go bad on them this quarter, so they'll be looking for money for a while."

 "I know all that," Matt replied impatiently. "What I don't know is whether the bomb scares are enough to
make them decide B and C is becoming risky, and to start selling off some of the loans they're holding on
them."

 "Shall we give it a try?"

 "Do it today," Matt ordered.

 "The same approach we talked about before?" the banker reconfirmed. "We buy up the B and C loans
on behalf of the Collier Trust and you arrange to take them off our hands within sixty days."

 "Right."

 "Is it all right to mention the name Collier to Reynolds? He won't connect it with you?"

 "It was my mother's maiden name," Matt said, "no one will connect it to me."

 "If this bomb-scare business comes to an end without doing serious damage to B and C's overall worth,"
the banker added, "we might be interested in retaining the loans ourselves—once they're stabilized."

 "In that case, we'll discuss terms then," Matt agreed, but his main concern was more immediate. "Once
you've offered to take the loans off Reynolds's hands, make certain you tell him the Trust wants to
finance theHouston project for Bancroft as well. Get him to call Meredith Bancroft right away and tell her
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that. I want her to know she's got the funds available to her."

 "We'll handle it"

 After hanging up the phone, Matt asked Eleanor to bring Richard Olsen into his office. He waited with
strained patience as Olsen surrendered his coat, but before the man had settled into a chair across from
him, Matt asked the question that was uppermost on his mind: "What do the police know about the
bombings?"

 "They don't know a great deal," Olsen said, unlocking his briefcase and removing a file which he opened
on his lap. "They've drawn some interesting conclusions however, and so have I."

 "Let's hear them."

 "For starters, the police think the bombs were meant to be discovered before they went off—a theory
which is borne out by the fact that warnings were phoned to the police in plenty of time, and the bombs
were placed where they'd be easy to find. The bombs themselves were the work of a pro. My gut feeling
is that we aren't dealing with a demented crank here who's retaliating for some imagined offense or
indignity he suffered at a Bancroft store. If the police are right—and I think they are—then whoever
planted those bombs obviously didn't intend to cause harm to the stores themselves or anyone in them. If
that's true, the only remaining logical motive is to cause harm to the store's profits by scaring away
shoppers. I understand B and C's sales plummeted all over the country yesterday and the value of their
stock has already dropped significantly. Now, the question is, who would want to cause that to happen
and why?"

 "I don't know," Matt said, striving to keep the frustration out of his voice. "I told you on the phone
yesterday that there's a rumor that some entity—other than myself —has been planning to try to take
them over. Whoever that is has been quietly buying up their shares. When I got into the game and started
buying, too, I drove the price of Bancroft's shares up. Presumably, there's a predator company out there,
other than mine, who decided to either scare me off with the uproar over bombings and the risk to
Bancroft's earnings, or they're simply trying to drive down the price of the shares so they could grab them
cheaper."

 "Do you have any idea who that company could be?"

 "None whatsoever. Whoever it is wants B and C so badly that they aren't thinking straight. The
corporation's in debt and B and C is a bad buy for the short-term gain."

 "Obviously you don't care about that."

 "I'm not in it for profit," Matt replied.

 With characteristic bluntness Olsen said, "Why are you buying up their shares, then?" When his question
was answered witha quelling stare and total silence, Olsen lifted his hands. "I'm looking for motives other
than profit, Matt. If I know yours, maybe I can find someone else witha similar motive or motives and
that will give me some leads."

 "My original motive was revenge against Philip Bancroft," Matt said when his desire for privacy lost out
to his greater desire to get this solved.

 "Is there anyone else—with a great deal of money— who might also want revenge against him?"
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 "How the hell should I know?" Matt said, getting up and beginning to pace. "He's an arrogant son of a
bitch. I can't be his only enemy."

 "Okay. We'll start there—we'll look for enemies he might have made who now see a long-term shot at
revenge and profit, and who can afford to go after it by taking over B and C."

 "That sounds absolutely ridiculous."

 "Not nearlyasmuch when you consider the fact that no legitimate corporation withmotives of pure profit
would resort to bomb threats as a means of weakening their prey."

 "It's still ridiculous," Matt argued. "Sooner or later they're going to have to make their intentions known,
and the minute they do, they're going to be suspect in the bomb threats."

 "Being suspect doesn't mean anything unless there's proof," Olsen said flatly.

 Chapter 53

  

 Bymidafternoon , business had not picked up at any of the stores, and Meredith was trying not to hover
at the computers in her office. Mark Braden was due back fromNew Orleans at any moment, and she'd
been expecting her father to descend on her since early morning. Phyllis's announcement that Parker was
on the phone was a welcome diversion from her present worries. He'd called her once already to cheer
her up, and she assumed this was another such friendly call. It dawned on her, not for the first time as she
reached for the phone, that her feelings for Parker couldn't have been nearly as deep as she'd thought
they were if she could shift from being hisfiancee to his friend so easily. And the fact that Parker seemed
to be adapting to that switch as easily as she made her wonder why on earth they'd ever considered
getting married in the first place. Lisa's repeated jibes that Parker and Meredith's relationship lacked fire
were obviously founded in fact. But Meredith now had good reason to wonder if Lisa's objections to
their engagement hadn't been selfishly motivated. That possibility hurt a little, and if Meredith weren't so
deluged with problems, she'd have called Lisa and tried to talk to her. On the other hand, it seemed to
her that Lisa was the one who should initiate that talk, and she should have done so before now.
Dismissing that problem for the time being, Meredith picked up her phone.

 "Hi, beautiful," Parker said with a smile in his voice. "Could you stand a little good news for a change?"

 "I'm not certain I'll know how to handle it, but give me a try," Meredith replied, and she was smiling too.

 "I have lenders who'll make the loan to buy theHouston land,and who'll finance the whole building
project for you when you're ready to go on it. They walked into my office like angels from heaven this
morning, looking for loans to take off our hands."

 "That's wonderful news," Meredith replied, but her enthusiasm was dampened by worry about how they
were going to make payments on all three existing expansion loans six months from now if business were
to stay bad.

 "You don't sound very elated."

 "I'm worried about poor sales in all our stores," she admitted. "I shouldn't be telling Bancroft and
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Company's banker that, but he's my friend too."

 "As of tomorrow morning," Parker said a little hesitantly, "I'll be your friend—period."

 Meredith stiffened in her chair. "What does that mean?"

 "We need cash," he said witha reluctant sigh, "so we're selling your loans off to the same investors who
are going to lend you the money for theHouston project. You'll be making your payments to the Collier
Trust from now on."

 Meredith wrinkled her nose, lost in thought. "Who?"

 "A partnership called the Collier Trust. They use Criterion Bank right around the corner from you, and
Criterion vouched for them. In fact, Criterion's people approached me on their behalf. The Collier Trust
is a private partnership with plenty of capital to lend, and they've been looking for good loans to buy up.
Just to be on the safe side, I checked them out with my own sources. They're solid and completely
aboveboard."

 Meredith felt vaguely uneasy. A few months before, everything seemed so stable and predictable—like
ReynoldsMercantile's relationship with Bancroft & Company, and her personal life. Now all of it was in a
state of sudden and complete flux. She thanked Parker for getting her theHouston financing, but when
she hung up, something about the Collier Trust continued to bother her. She'd never heard it before, and
yet it seemed almost familiar.

 A minute later Mark Braden walked into her office, grim and unshaven, and she prepared to deal with
the more urgent problem of the bombings. "I came here straight from the airport, just as you wanted me
to do," he explained by way of apology for his appearance. He was shrugging out of his coat and tossing
it over a chair, when there was a flurry of surprised greetings outside her office as secretaries exclaimed,
"Welcome back, Mr. Bancroft!" and "Good afternoon, Mr. Bancroft!" Meredith stood up, bracing
herself for the confrontation with her father that she'd been dreading.

 "All right, let's hear it!" Philip began, slamming his office door. "The damn plane had mechanical trouble
or I'd have been here hours ago." Taking over in his inimitable style, he walked forward, flinging off his
coat, and demanded of Mark Braden, "Well? What have you found out about these bomb scares?
Who's behind it? Why aren'tyou inNew Orleans —that store seems to be the prime target!"

 "I just got back fromNew Orleans , and all we have now are theories," Mark began patiently, then he
paused as Philip marched over to the computer screens on the credenza behind the desk and punched in
commands on the keyboard that brought onto the screen the total sales in all the stores for the day. When
he compared that figure with last year's, on the other screen, his face turned an alarming shade of gray
beneath his newly acquired tan. "Good God!" he whispered. "It's worse than I expected."

 "It'll get better soon," Meredith said, trying to sound soothing as he belatedly pressed an absentminded
kiss on her cheek. If things hadn't been so dire, she'd have laughed at his appearance. Never less than
impeccably attired, her father now wore a suit wrinkled from the long transatlantic flight, he needed a
shave, and his hair looked as if he'd been combing it with his fingers. "People are staying away from our
stores right now," she added, "but in a couple of days, when the publicity about the bombs is over, they'll
come back." She started to move away from his desk so that he could sit in the chair behind it, but he
surprised her by distractedly motioning her to stay there. Walking over to one of the guest chairs, he
eased himself into it, and she realized that he was more exhausted and strained than he looked.
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 "Start from the day I left," he told her. "Sit down, Mark. Before I hear your theories, I want to hear
some facts from Meredith first. Did you complete the purchase of the land inHouston yet?"

 Meredith froze at the mention of that particular project, then she glanced at Mark. "Would you mind
waiting outside for a few minutes, Mark, while I discuss this with my—"

 "Don't be ridiculous, Meredith," her father said. "Braden can be trusted, and you should know it"

 "I do know it," she said, chafing at his tone, but she remained firm. "Mark, would you please give us five
minutes?"

 She waited until he left, then she came around the desk. "If we're going to talk about theHouston
project, we're going to have to talk about Matt. Are you calm enough to listen without going into a rage?"

 "You're damned right we're going to talk about Farrell! But first I want to try to salvage my business—"

 Instinct told Meredith that this was the right time to tell him about everything, including her involvement
withMatt—now, when he was distracted with business concerns and Braden was outside waiting to fill
them in on whatever he knew. For one thing, he wouldn't have much time to rant and rave over each
event. "You said you want to hear everything that's happened, and I'm going to tell you all of it—I'll keep
it short and in chronological order, so it'll only take a few minutes, but you're going to have to understand
that Matt is involved in some of it."

 "Start talking," he ordered, scowling.

 "Fine," she said, and reached out for the diary she'd kept at his instruction before he went on the cruise.
As she flipped through pages she said, "We did try to buy theHouston land, but in the midst of the
negotiations, someone else bought it." Glancing up, she said levelly, "Intercorpbought it—"

 He half rose out of his chair, his eyes blazing with fury and shock. "Sit down and stay calm," she warned
him quietly. "Intercorpbought it for twenty million and upped the price to thirty million. Matt did it," she
emphasized, "in retaliation against you—because he discovered that you'd had his rezoning inSouthville
blocked. He also planned to sue you and Senator Davies and theSouthville zoning commission." He
paled at that and she quickly added, "It's all been settled already. There'll be no lawsuits, and Matt is
selling us the property for the original twenty million."

 She watched him, hoping to see some sign of softening toward Matt after that, but he was rigid with the
effort to control his hatred and anger, and she dragged her gaze back to the business diary, flipping
through the pages. Glad that the next matter didn't involve Matt, she said, "Sam Green said there's been
an unusual amount of interest in our stock on the market. It drove the price up until this week, when the
price began dropping because of the bomb scares. We should know any day now who the new
shareholders are and how large a block they own—"

 "Did Sam happen to use the wordtakeover?" he demanded, his voice tight

 "Yes," Meredith said reluctantly, and flipped to the next page, "but we all agreed that's probably an
imaginary worry, because we'd be a poor takeover target right now. As you already know, we had a
bomb threat in theNew Orleans store, which proved to be false. It slowed down sales for several days;
then they returned to normal." For the next few minutes she continued leafing through the pages until she'd
brought him up-to-date on everything, including Parker's call that morning about their new lenders. "That
takes care of business," she said, watching him for signs that the strain was more than his heart could
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take. He looked like a stone statue in that chair, but his color had returned to normal. "Now let's take
care of personal matters—Matthew Farrell in particular." Deliberately phrasing the question as a
challenge, she said, "Can you handle a discussion of him now?"

 "Yes," he snapped.

 Gentling her voice, she said, "When I discovered he'd bought theHouston land, I went to his apartment
to force a showdown. Instead of finding Matt there, I found his father, who warned me to stay away
from Matt, and who accused me of trying to ruin his life and of having an abortion eleven years ago." His
jaws clamped, and Meredith calmly continued. "I went to see Matt at the farm that weekend, and
together we realized what you had done, including preventing him from seeing me in the hospital. When I
had time to think," she said with a sad smile, "I realized you obviously thought you were protecting me
from—from a man you believed to be a social-climbing gold digger, which is what you called him back
then. You shouldn't have interfered," she added somberly. "I loved him, and I never got completely over
the pain of believing he'd deserted me and the baby. In the end you caused me more hurt than he ever
could have. But I know you didn't mean to," she added, searching his rigid face.

 When he didn't move or speak, Meredith continued. "The week after I came back from seeing Matt at
the farm, the bogus lawyer you hired was arrested, and he started naming his clients' names, which
caused an uproar in the press about Matt, Parker, and me. Matt had him bailed out of jail and taken care
of, then the three of us gave a joint press conference. We tried to pass the matter off as lightly as possible
and to put up a show of solidarity. Unfortunately, last week four of us went out to dinner for my birthday,
and Parker had too much to drink ... and, well, there was a fight, and that got us in the newspapers again.
About all I can say," she added, trying desperately to joke and find something positive from it, "is that our
business had an upward surge for several days after the press conference, which probably came from all
the publicity."

 Her father didn't smile. When he finally spoke, his voice shook with angry disbelief. "You've broken your
engagement to Parker, haven't you?"

 "Yes."

 "Because of Farrell."

 "Yes." Softly, but with absolute conviction, she said, "I love him."

 "Then you're anidiot!"

 "And he loves me."

 That brought her father out of his chair, his lip curled with contempt. "That monster doesn't wantyou or
loveyou —what he wants is revenge againstme!"

 His tone hurt as much as his words, but Meredith didn't falter. "Matt understands that I can't live with
him for a few weeks—not after I stood in the auditorium downstairs and publicly announced that we
scarcely knew each other and there was no possibility of a reconciliation. Now," she concluded with
quiet finality, "the fact is that the two of you are going to have to learn to accept each other. I won't
pretend that Matt isn't still angry with you for what you did, but he loves me, and because he does, he'll
forgive you for the past eventually, and even try to find a way to be friends with you—"

 "Did he actually tell you that, Meredith?" he demanded with biting scorn.
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 "No," she admitted, "but—"

 "Then let me tell you what he toldme eleven years ago," he grated out, leaning his fists on the desk. "That
bastard warned me—he threatened me in my own home—that if I came between you and him, he'd buy
me and then he'd bury me. He didn't have a thousand dollars to his name eleven years ago, so that was
an empty threat, but it isn't now, by God!"

 "What were you doing at the time to make him say such a thing?" Meredith demanded, already guessing
at the answer.

 "I won't hide it from you. I tried to pay him off to go away, and when he refused the money, I took a
swing at him!"

 "And did he hit you back?" she asked, knowing he wouldn't.

 "He wasn't that stupid! We were in my house, and I'd have called the police. Besides, he didn't dare
alienate you by attacking me. He knew you were going to inherit millions from your grandfather, and he
intended to get his hands on all of that. Hewarned me what would happen if I got in his way, and now he
intends to make it happen!"

 "It wasn't a warning, it was an empty threat," Meredith said slowly, trying to put herself in Matt's place
and think how he would have felt. "What would you expect him to do, stand there and let you humiliate
and bully him, and then thank you for it? He had as much pride as you have, and he's just as
strong-willed as you. That's why you two can't stand each other."

 His mouth dropped open at hernaivete , and he stared at her in speechless wonder, his anger draining.
"Meredith," he said almost gently, "you're a very smart young woman, and yet you're still a gullible little
fool where Farrell is concerned! You’ve been sitting here updating me on a series of dramatic events that
are having dire effects on our business. And yet it hasn't seemed to occur to you theyall, including these
bomb threats, coincided with Farrell's reentry into our lives!"

 "Oh, don't be ridiculous!" she said, shocked into laughter.

 "We'll see who's ridiculous," he warned fiercely, and leaning across the desk, he picked up the intercom
and said, "Send Braden in here. And tell Sam Green and Allen Stanley I want them to join us
immediately."

 As soon as the corporation's lawyer and its controller arrived a few minutes later, Philip launched into
action. "We're not going to play games in this meeting," he told them. "I'm going to lay all my cards on the
table, but nothing that is said in here is to leave this room. Is that clear?"

 The three men nodded immediately, and Philip turned to Braden. "Let's hear your theory about the
bomb scares."

 "The police believe, and I agree," Mark explained, "that the bombs weren't meant to do actual damage
to the stores. Just the opposite, in fact, because they were carefully placed where they'd be easily
discovered before they could explode—and where they'd do minimal damage if they did. In every
instance, warnings were called to the police, well in advance of the time they were set to go off. Also,
here inChicago , where it took the longest to locate the bomb, someone actually called in just before it
was discovered, to give ahint where it was. It's as if whoever is behind all this was taking infinite care
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that no serious damage was done to the stores. It's bizarre," he said frankly.

 "I don't think so," Philip jeered. "It makesperfect sense to me!"

 "How?" Braden asked, staring at him in bewildered silence.

 "It's simple! If you're getting ready to launch a takeover attempt at a department store chain, and you're
vicious enough to put bombs in their stores so their stock will drop and you can buy it up cheaper, then
you takegreat care that those bombs don't actually do any harm to the stores—because you're planning
to own the goddamn stores!"

 In the deafening silence he turned to Sam Green. "I want a list of the names on record of every person,
every company, every institution, that's bought more than one thousand shares of our stock at a time in
the last two months."

 "I can get you that tomorrow," Sam Green said. "I'd just about finished drawing it up at Meredith's
request."

 "I want it first thing in the morning!" Philip ordered, then he turned to Braden. "I want you to run a
thorough investigation on Matthew Farrell and get me every scrap of information on him that you can
find."

 "It would help if I knew what sort of information you're looking for," Mark said.

 "For starters, I want to know the names of every single company he owns a major share in, and every
single name he does business under. I want to know everything you can find out about his personal
financial setup, where he keeps his money, and under what names. I want names. He'll have trusts set up
and shelters—get menames."

 Meredith already knew what he intended to do with those names—he was going to start looking for
those names on the list of new stockholders that Sam was getting together.

 "Allen," he said to the controller, "you work with Sam and Mark. I don't want anyone else involved in
this hunt for information, because I don't want every damned clerk in this store finding out through the
grapevine that we're hunting for information on the same felon my daughter is married to—"

 "That's the last time you'll say anything like that about him unless you've already proved it," Meredith said
furiously.

 "Agreed," he said, so convinced he was right that he didn't hesitate. When the men left, Meredith
watched in angry silence as he leaned over and picked up a paperweight, turning it over in his hand as if
he were suddenly too self-conscious to look at her. What he said floored her. "We've had our
differences, you and I," he began hesitantly. "We've been at cross purposes too often, and much of it has
been my fault. While I was marooned on that ship, I thought a lot about what you said to me when I told
you I didn't want to see you take over as president. You accused me of not"—he paused to clear his
throat— "of not loving you, but you were wrong." He shot an uneasy glance at her, then he glowered at
the paperweight and admitted, "I saw your mother for a few hours while I was inItaly ."

 "Mymother?" Meredith repeated blankly, as if such a person were more myth to her than reality.

 "It wasn't a reconciliation or anything like that," he quickly and defensively stated. "We argued, in fact.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


She accused me of blaming her for infidelities she never committed...." His voice trailed off for a moment,
and from the preoccupied look on his face, it occurred to Meredith that he evidently thought that was
possible. Before she could begin to react to that shock, he continued. "Your mother said something else
too, something I thought about during the flight back here."

 He drew a long, fortifying breath and lifted his eyes to Meredith. "She accused me of being jealous and
trying to control the people I love. She said I place unfair restrictions on them because I'm afraid of losing
them. Maybe in your case that's been true in the past."

 Meredith felt a sudden, painful lump of emotion in her throat, but his next words were blunt and cold.
"My feelings for Farrell at this moment have nothing to do with jealousy over you, however. He's trying to
destroy everything I've built, everything I have, and all of this is going to be yours someday. I'm not going
to let him do that. I'll do anything,anything to stop him. I mean that."

 She opened her mouth to defend Matt, but he held up his hand and cut her off. "When you realize I'm
right, you're going to have to make a choice, Meredith— Farrell or me—and I'm betting that you'll make
the right choice despite your attraction to that man."

 "There won't be a choice like that, because Matt isn't doing what you think he is!"

 "You were always blind where he was concerned. However, I'm not going to let you close your eyes
this time and pretend none of this is happening. You will continue to act as president of this corporation
while we're investigating him. Bancroft and Company is your birthright, and I was wrong to try to stop
you from taking control of it. You've acted wisely and swiftly from what I just heard from Sam and Allen
Stanley. Your only mistake was an understandable one—you dismissed the possibility of a takeover
attempt because you couldn't see a logical business reason for anyone to want to move in on us. The
reason wasn't logical, and it wasn't business, it's vengeance, so you naturally overlooked it. When we
have all the facts," he warned, "you'll have to take an official stand. You'll have to decide whether you
want to side with our enemy or fight for your birthright as president of this corporation. And you're going
to have to inform the board of directors of your choice."

 "God, you are so wrong about Matt!"

 "I hope I'm not wrong aboutyou," he interrupted, "because I'm going to trust you not to alert him that
we're on to him so he can cover his tracks." He reached for his coat, suddenly looking weary and old,
and said, "I'm exhausted. I'm going home to rest. Tomorrow I'll be coming back in, but I'll use the
conference room next door for now. Call me if Braden turns up anything before then."

 "I will, but," she said with calm challenge, "I want a commitment from you now."

 He turned with his hand on the doorknob. "What commitment?"

 "I want you to agree that when Matt turns out to be innocent of all this, you will not only apologize to him
for the things you've done, but that you will honestly and sincerely try to befriend him! Furthermore, I
want you to promise that you will inform Mark and Sam and anyone else you've slandered him to that
you were completely wrong." He tried to brush that unlikely event aside with an angry shrug, but
Meredith was determined to strike a bargain. "Yes or no?"

 "Yes," he bit out.

 After he left, Meredith sank down in her chair. Not for one second did she think there was anything to
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warn Matt about, and yet she felt vaguely as if she'd been subtly manipulated by the need for silence into
siding against him. And at the same time, she was profoundly touched by her father's tacit announcements
that he loved her and approved of the job she'd done in his absence. But most of all, what she felt was
hope—hope that when the facts all came out and her father apologized to Matt, Matt would be generous
enough to accept the apology. The possibility of having the two men she loved become, if not friends, at
least not foes, was heady stuff indeed.

 Despite her optimism and confidence, one thing her father had said stayed with her, hovering at the edge
of her mind. She had dinner with Matt that night in a dimly lit corner of a local restaurant. When he
questioned her about her confrontation with her father, she told him about most of it, excluding her
father's absurd belief that Matt was behind the bomb scares and a nonexistent takeover attempt. That
much she was willing to keep from him in return for her father's promised apology when he was proven
wrong. But she purposely waited until later that night, when they'd gone back to her apartment and made
love, to ask him about the one comment her father had made that was bothering her. She waited because
she didn't want it to sound like an accusation or a confrontation.

 Beside her in bed, Matt leaned up on his elbow, idly tracing his finger along the curve of her cheek.
"Come home with me," he whispered achingly, "I promised you paradise, and I can't give it to you when
we're living in two different places and pretending we're only half married."

 Meredith gave him a distracted smile, and it was enough to alert him that something else was on her
mind.

 Taking her chin between his thumb and forefinger, he turned her face toward his. "What's wrong?" he
said quietly.

 Carefully keeping her tone nonjudgmental, Meredith lifted her eyes to his. "It's something my father said,"
she admitted.

 His jaw hardened at the mention of her father. "What did he say?"

 "He told me that years ago you threatened that you'd buy him and then bury him if he tried to come
between us. You didn't really say that, did you?"

 "Yes," he replied shortly, then he added more calmly, "When I said that, your father was trying to bribe
and then bully me into leaving you. So I made threats of my own if he came between us."

 "But you didn't really mean what you said, did you?" she asked, her gaze searching his.

 "At the time I meant every word. I always mean what I say," he whispered as his mouth came down on
hers for a long, deep kiss. "But," he murmured, his lips feather-light against her cheek, "sometimes I
change my mind..."

 "And by burying him," Meredith persisted, "did you actually mean kill him?"

 "I meant that part of the threat figuratively, not literally, although, at the time, I'd have relished doing him
serious bodily injury."

 Soothed but not completely satisfied, Meredith put her fingers over his lips to stop him from distracting
her with another kiss. "Why did you tell him you intended to buy him?"
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 He lifted his head, frowning at the doubt in her voice. "I'd just finished refusing his bribe and listening to
him accuse me of being after your money, not you. I told him I didn't need your money, that I intended to
have enough of my own someday to buy and sell him. I think those were almost my exact words. And I
suppose by bury him, I meant the same thing—being able to buy and sell him." Meredith's expression
cleared, and she drew his head down to hers, her fingers sliding caressingly overbis cheek. "May I have
that kiss now?" she whispered, smiling.

 Chapter 54

  

 The smile was still lingering in her heart the next morning when she reached for the newspaper lying
outside her apartment door. The headline almost sent her to her knees:

 MATTHEW FARRELL QUESTIONED IN MURDER OF STANISLAUS SPYZHALSKI

 Her heart hammering, she picked up the paper and read the accompanying story. It began by rehashing
the entire fiasco of the sham attorney who'd provided them with falsified divorce documents and ended
with the ominous statement that Matt had been questioned by the police late yesterday afternoon.

 Meredith stared at that sentence in cold shock. Matt had been questioned yesterday.Yesterday. And
he'd not only keptit secret from her lastnight, he hadn't looked or acted as if anything at all was wrong!
Dumbstruck by this incontrovertible proof of his ability to hide his emotions, to deceive even her, she
walked slowly into her apartment to get ready to go to work, intending to call him from the office.

 Lisa was pacing back and forth when she arrived.

 "Meredith, I have to talk to you," she said as she closed the door to Meredith's office.

 Meredith looked at her childhood friend, and her uncertainty about Lisa's loyalty showed in the hesitancy
of her smile. "I was wondering when you were going to get around to that."

 "What do you mean?"

 Meredith looked blankly at her. "I mean about Parker."

 That seemed to hurtle Lisa into distracted despair. "Parker? Oh, God, I've wanted to talk to you about
that, only I hadn't gotten up the courage yet. Meredith," she implored, raising her hands and letting them
fall helplessly, "I know you must think I'm the biggest liar and phony in the world for the way I made fun
of him to you, but I swear I didn't do it to try to stop you from marrying him. I was trying to stop myself
from wanting him, trying to convince myself he was nothing but a—a stuffy banker. And,dammit , you
weren't really in love with him—look how quickly you fell into Matt's arms when he came back." Her
defiant facade crumbled. "Oh, please, don't hate me for this. Please don't. Meredith," she said, and her
voice broke, "I love you more than my own sisters, and I've hated myself for loving the man you
wanted..."

 Suddenly they were two eighth-graders again who'd had a quarrel and were confronting each other on
the school playground at St. Stephen's, but they were older now, and wiser, and they knew the value of
their friendship. Lisa looked at her, tears shimmering in her eyes, her hands clenched into helpless fists at
her sides. "Please," she whispered. "Don't hate me."
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 Meredith drew a shattered breath. "I can't hate you," she said, her smile wobbling. "I love you too, and,
besides, I don'thave any other sisters—" With a choked laugh Lisa flung herself into Meredith's arms,
and as they had that long-ago day when they'd worn eighth-grade uniforms, instead of chic designer
fashions, they hugged each other and laughed and tried not to cry. "Does it seem a little—incestuous—to
you though?" Lisa asked with a sheepish grin when they were standing apart again. "My being with
Parker?"

 "Yes, as a matter of fact it did—the morning I called you, and you were both obviously in bed.
Together."

 Lisa started to laugh, then she sobered abruptly. "Actually, I didn't come up here to talk about Parker. I
came to ask you about the police questioning Matt yesterday. I saw it in the morning paper and I"—she
looked away, her gaze shifting about the room—"and I, well, I guess I came up here looking for
reassurance. I mean—do the police think he killedSpyzhalski ?"

 Fighting down a surge of angry loyalty, Meredith said calmly, "Why should they? More important, why
shouldyou?"

 "I don't," Lisa protested miserably. "It's just that I keep remembering the morning of your press
conference, when he was talking to his attorney on the speaker phone. Matt was furious withSpyzhalski ,
anyone could see that, and desperately determined to protect you from scandal. And then he said
something that seemed sort of ... odd and ... threatening even then."

 "What are you talking about?" Meredith demanded, more impatient than upset now.

 "I'm talking about what Matt said when his attorney warned him thatSpyzhalski was a crank who wanted
to put on a big show in the courtroom. Matt told his attorney to changeSpyzhalski's mind and get him out
of town. And then Matt said that he'd 'take care of him' after that. You don't think," Lisa finished, her
apprehensive gaze searching Meredith's face, "that Matt's way of 'taking care of him' might have been to
have him beaten up and dumped in a ditch, dead, do you?"

 "That is the most absurd, the most outrageous thing I've ever heard!" Meredith said in a low, explosive
voice, but her father's words brought them both whirling around.

 "I don't think the police will find a remark like that absurd," he announced from the connecting doorway
of the conference room. "Furthermore, it's your duty to inform them of it."

 "No," Meredith said, starting to panic at how the police might construe Matt's remark, and then
inspiration struck. She was so relieved, she smiled. "I'm Matt's wife, I have no duty to repeat that, not
even in a courtroom."

 Philip looked at Lisa. "You heard it, and you're not married to the bastard."

 Lisa looked at Meredith and saw the pleading in her eyes. Without further hesitation she took her side.
"Actually, Mr. Bancroft," she lied withan apologetic smile, "I don't think that's what Matt said after all.
No, I'm sure it wasn't. You know how imaginative I am," she added, backing out of the office, "that's
why I'm such a brilliant designer here—a very vivid imagination."

 When her father transferred his frustrated glower to her, Meredith pointed out something to him that had
just occurred to her. "You know," she told him quietly, "in your desperation to blame Matt for everything,
you're tripping on your own faulty logic. On the one hand, you're accusing him of having no feelings for
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me, and of using me merely to get revenge against you. If that's true, how can you possibly believe he'd
actually haveSpyzhalski murdered to protect me from scandal?" She scored a point with that one, she
knew, because her father swore under his breath and walked out, but an instant later Meredith's heart
missed a beat as something else Matt said came back to haunt her. The same nightSpyzhalski's body was
found, she'd been teasing him about his offer to divert the reporters while she drove into his apartment
garage.You'd do that? Just for me? she'd joked, but his reply hadn't been joking, it had been said with
deadly earnestness.You have no idea, he'd answered,how much I'd do —just for you.

 Meredith walked over to her desk and shook her head, shoving the thought aside. "Stop it!" she warned
herself aloud. "You're letting everyone else's suspicions get to you!"

 At six o clock, however, it became almost impossible not to do exactly that. "Here are your first two
pieces of evidence, Meredith," her father announced, walking in with Mark Braden, and furiously tossing
two reports onto her desk.

 Filled with sudden foreboding, Meredith slowly shoved the advertising budget she'd been reviewing
aside, glanced at the grim faces of both men, and pulled the reports over in front of her. The first report
was a lengthy background check that Mark had run on Matt. On it, Mark had put red circles around the
names of every company Matt owned, every legitimate business enterprise he was involved in, and there
were dozens of them. Eight of the names had large red X's beside them. She looked at the other report,
which contained the names of the people, institutions, and companies that had recently acquired more
than a 1,000-share block of stock in Bancroft's, and her heart began to thud with dread: Those eight
names with the red X's on the investigative report about Mattalso appeared on the list of new
shareholders. Combined, Matt had already acquired a gigantic block of stock in B & C, all of it
purchased in names other than his own orIntercorp's .

 "That's only the beginning," her father said. "That shareholder list isn't up-to-date, and the investigative
report on Farrell is incomplete. God knows how many additional shares he's bought or in what names.
When our stock prices went up, Farrell obviously decided to put a few bombs in our stores to drive them
down, so he could buy them cheaper. Now," he said, leaning his flattened palms on her desk, "will you
admit that he's behind what's happening to us?"

 "No!" Meredith said stonily, but God help her, she wasn't certain whether she was denying that he was
right or denying her ability to admit it. "All this proves is that he—he decided to acquire shares of our
stock. There could be several reasons for that. Perhaps he realized we're a good long-term investment
and it—it amused him to make money on your own company!" She stood up, her knees shaking, and
looked at both men. "That's a far cry from having bombs planted in our stores or having people
murdered!"

 "Why did I ever think you had sense!" Philip said in frustrated fury. "That bastard already owns the
property we want inHouston , and God knows how much he owns of us! He's already got enough shares
to vote himself aseat on our board right now—"

 "It's late," Meredith interrupted, but her voice was taut with strain as she shoved work into her briefcase.
"I'm going to go home and try to work there. You and Mark cancontinue this—this witch hunt without
me!"

 "Stay away from him, Meredith!" her father warned as she started for the door. "If you don't, you may
end up looking like a co-conspirator in all this. By Friday at the latest we'll have enough proof put
together to turn him over to the authorities—"
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 She turned, trying to look scornful. "What authorities?"

 "The Securities and Exchange Commission, for starters! If he's acquired five percent of our stock, and
I'm damned sure he has by now, then he's in violation of the SEC rules because he hasn't notified them
he's done it! And if he's violated that law, then the police won't think he's as pure as the driven snow
when it comes to the death of that lawyer, or bomb threats—"

 Meredith walked out and closed the door behind her. Somehow she managed to smile and say good
night to the other executives she passed on her way to the parking garage, but when she slid into the front
seat of the car Matt had given her, her composure broke. Clutching the steering wheel with both hands,
she stared at the cement wall of the parking garage, shivering uncontrollably. She told herself she was
panicking needlessly, that Matt would have a logical, reasonable explanation for all of this. She was not,
absolutely wasnot going to convict him in her head on such circumstantial evidence. She said it over and
over again like a chant. Or a prayer. Slowly, the trembling subsided, and she turned the key in the
ignition. Matt was innocent, she knew it with every fiber of her being, and she wouldn't dishonor him by
doubting him for one more second.

 Despite that noble resolve, her fears and misgivings could not be so easily banished, and by the time
she'd changed clothes she was so miserable she couldn't concentrate on anything else. She opened her
briefcase, listlessly took out the advertising budget, and realized it was pointless to try to work while her
mind was in this state. If she could just see Matt, she told herself, see his face and his eyes, and hear his
voice, she'd be reassured that he hadn't done the things her father was accusing him of doing.

 She was still telling herself that her only reason for needing to see him was for the reassurance of his
company and to stop her imagination from running away with itself when she pressed the buzzer beside
the double doors of the penthouse. Matt had already put her name on the permanent guest list at the
security desk, so he had no idea that she was coming. Joe O'Hara opened the door, his homely face
splitting into a wide grin when he saw her. "Hiya, Mrs. Farrell! Matt'sgonna be glad to see you!Nothin '
could make him gladder," he predicted as he lowered his voice and peered around her, "except if you
happened to have suitcases with you?"

 "I'm afraid I don't," Meredith said, smiling helplessly at his outrageous gall. In Matt's bachelor household,
Joe seemed to be a jack of all trades—not merely chauffeur or bodyguard, but in his off hours he
answered the door, the phone, and he even cooked an occasional meal. Now that she was more
accustomed to his bulk and that dark, sinister face of his, he reminded her more of a teddy bear—albeit a
lethal one.

 "Matt's in the library," he said as he closed the door. "He brought a load of work home with him from
the office, but he won't mind the interruption, not a bit! Want me to take you to him?"

 "No thanks," she said with a smile over her shoulder. "I know the way."

 "I was just leaving for a couple hours," he added meaningfully, and Meredith suppressed a silly surge of
embarrassment at what he obviously thought was the reason for her visit.

 In the doorway to the library she paused, momentarily cheered and reassured by the sight of Matt.
Seated on a leather chesterfield, his ankle propped on the opposite knee, he was reading some
documents, making notes in the margins. More documents were spread out on the coffee table in front of
him. He glanced up, saw her standing there, and the sudden glamour of his lazy white smile made her
heart leap. "This must be my lucky day," he said, getting up and walking toward her. "I thought you
weren't going to be able to see me tonight— something about your needing to work and get an
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uninterrupted night's sleep. I suppose it's too much to hope," he added with another grin, "that you
brought some suitcases with you?"

 Meredith laughed, but it sounded hollow to her own ears. "Joe asked the same thing."

 "I definitely ought to fire him for impertinence," Matt teased, pulling her into his arms for a hungry kiss.
She tried to respond, but her heart wasn't in it, and he sensed it almost at once. Lifting his head, he
studied her for a puzzled moment. "Why do I have the feeling," he asked, "that your mind is on something
other than what we're doing?"

 "You're obviously more intuitive than I am."

 His hands slid down her arms, then he let her go and stepped back, frowning slightly. "What is that
supposed to mean?"

 "It means that I'm not nearly so good at guessing what's going on in your mind," Meredith replied with
more force than she'd intended, and she realized with a jolt that she hadn't come to reassure herself with
the sight of him.

 She'd come for some answers.

 "Why don't we go in the living room, where it's more comfortable, and you can explain the meaning of
that remark."

 Meredith nodded and followed him, but once they were there, she was too restless to sit down and too
self-conscious to face him with her unspoken accusations. Uneasy under his steady scrutiny, she let her
gaze drift over the room ... past the collage of old photographs of his sister and father and mother framed
on a splendid carved marble table, past the leather-bound photo album lying beside it. Sensing her
tension, he remained standing, and when he spoke his voice was both puzzled and a little curt. "What's on
your mind?"

 Startled by his tone, her gaze snapped to his face, and she told him exactly what was on her mind. "Why
didn't you tell me last night the police questioned you aboutSpyzhalski's death? How could you spend
most of the night with me and never show a sign that you're a—a suspect in it!"

 "I didn't tell you because you had enough to deal with without that. Secondly, the police are questioning
many ofSpyzhalski's 'clients,' and I amnot a suspect in his death." He saw the relief and uncertainty she
was trying to hide, and his jaw hardened. "Or am I?"

 "Are you what?"

 "A murder suspect—in your eyes."

 "No of course not!" Raking her hair off her forehead in a nervous gesture of confusion and frustration,
she looked away from him, unable to stop herself from continuing to prod and hating herself for the
mistrust that was making her do it. "I'm sorry, Matt. I've had an awful day." Turning, she studied him with
renewed intensity, watching for his reaction as she said, "My father is convinced that someone is about to
launch a takeover attempt on us." His expression remained unchanged, unreadable. Guarded? "He thinks
that whoever is putting the bombs in our stores might be the same person or group who's planning to take
us over."
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 "It's possible he's right," he said, and from his cool, clipped tone, she knew he was beginning to realize
that she suspected him, and that he was going to despise her for it. In profound misery she looked away
again, and her gaze fell on the framed photograph of his mother and father smiling at each other on their
wedding day. A similar photo had been in one of the albums she'd packed away at the farm. The
photographs... The names beneath them . . .The names. His mother's maiden name was COLLIER. The
Collier Trust had bought up Bancroft & Company's loans. If she hadn't been so beset with other
problems, she'd have made the connection before.

 Her gaze shot to Matt's face, while the dawning pain of betrayal slashed through her like a thousand
jagged knives. "Your mother's name was Collier, wasn't it?" she said, her voice ragged with anguish.
"You are the Collier Trust, aren't you!"

 "Yes," he said, watching her, as if almost uncertain of how or why she was reacting like this.

 "Oh, myGod!" she said, backing away a step. "You're buying up our stock, and you've bought up all
our loans. What are you planning to do, foreclose and take us over if we're late with a payment?"

 "That's ridiculous," he said, but there was urgency in his voice as he started toward her. "Meredith, I was
trying to help you."

 "How?" she cried, wrapping her arms around her stomach and jerking back out of his reach. "By buying
up our loans or buying up our stock?"

 "Both—"

 "You're lying!" she said as everything fell into place, and her blinding obsession with him gave way to
agonizing reality. "You started buying our stock the day after we had lunch—right after you found that my
father blocked your rezoning request. I've seen the dates. You weren't trying tohelp me!"

 "No, not then I wasn't," he answered with desperate sincerity. "I bought the original blocks of stock with
every intention of accumulating enough to gain either a seat on your board of directors or possibly a
controlling interest."

 "And you've kept right on buying them ever since," she flung back. "Only now the shares you're buying
are costing you a lot less, aren't they, because our stock has dropped after those bomb threats! Tell me
something," she demanded shakily, "just this once, tell me the truth—the complete and entire truth! Did
you haveSpyzhalski killed? Are you behind those bomb threats?"

 "No,goddammit !"

 Shuddering with fury and anguish, she ignored his protest. "The first bomb scare took place the same
week we had lunch and you found out my father had your rezoning request denied! Don't you find that
just a little bit coincidental?"

 "I'mnot responsible for any of that," he argued urgently. "Listen to me! If you want the entire truth, I'll
give it to you." His voice gentled. "Will you listen to me, darling?"

 Her treacherous heart slammed against her ribs at the sound of his voice calling her darling and the
expression in those gray eyes. She nodded, but she knew she'd never be able to believe he was telling
her the complete truth, not when he'd already hidden so much from her, and so skillfully.
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 "I've already admitted I started buying shares of your stock to retaliate against your father. Later, after
we were together at the farm, I began to realize how important that department store is to you, and I also
knew that when your father came home and found us together again, he'd pull out every stop to dissuade
you from staying with me. I figured that sooner or later he'll make you choose: him or me. Bancroft and
Company and the presidency of it, or nothing, if you choose me. I decided to keep buying up your stock
so that he couldn't do that. I was prepared to buy however much stock it would take to gain control of
the boardof directors so that he couldn't threaten you with the loss of the presidency, because I'd control
the board."

 Meredith stared at him, her trust demolished by his secrecy over this and all the other things. "But you
couldn't confide yournoble motives to me," she said, glaring her disdain.

 "I wasn't sure how you'd react."

 "And yesterday you let me make a fool of myself telling you about our new lender—the Collier Trust,
when you're the Collier Trust."

 "I was afraid you'd see it as—charity!"

 "I'm not that stupid," she retorted, but her voice was trembling and tears were burning the backs of her
eyes. "It wasn't charity, it was a brilliant tactical move! You promised my father you'd own him someday,
and now you do! With the help of a few bombs, and my unwitting cooperation."

 "I know it looks that way—"

 "Because it is that way!" she cried. "From the day I came to the farm to tell you what really happened
eleven years ago, you've been ruthlessly using everything I've told you to manipulate things until they
happen the way you want them to. You've lied to me—"

 "No, I haven't!"

 "You've deliberately misled me, and that's the same thing! Your methods are all dishonest, and yet you
expect me to believe your motives are noble? Well, I can't!"

 "Don't do this to us," he warned, his voice hoarse with angry desperation as he realized he was losing
her. "You're letting eleven years of mistrust color everything you've discovered I've done."

 In some part of herself Meredith wasn't sure he was wrong. All she was sure of was that a bogus lawyer
who got in Matt's way was dead, and her father, who'd gotten in his way, would soon be little more than
a puppet dancing on the end of Matt's financial strings. And so was she. "Prove it to me," she cried on
the verge of hysteria. "I want proof."

 His face tightened. "Someone has to prove to you I'm not an arsonist or a murderer, is that it? You have
to have proof that I'm not guilty of all the rest of that, and if I can't give it to you, you're going to believe
the worst?"

 Battered by the truth of his words, she looked at him, feeling as if her heart were being torn to pieces.
When he spoke again, his deep voice was aching with emotion.

 "All you have to do is trust me for a few weeks until the authorities find out the truth." He held out his
hand for hers. "Trust me, darling," he said tenderly.
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 With uncertainty clawing at her, Meredith looked at his outstretched hand, but she couldn't move. The
bomb threats were too convenient... the police weren't questioningallSpyzhalski's clients, because they
hadn't questioned her.

 "Either give me your hand," he said, "or end it now, and put us both out of our misery."

 Meredith wiled herself to put her hand in his and trust him, but she couldn't do it. "I can't," she whispered
brokenly. "I want to, but I just can't!" His hand fell to his side, his face wiped clean of all expression.
Unable to endure the way he was looking at her, she turned to leave. Her fingers closed around the keys
in her pocket, the keys to the car he'd given her. She pulled them out and turned, holding them toward
him. "I'm sorry," she said, fighting to keep her voice from shaking, "I'm not allowed to accept gifts of over
twenty-five dollars from anyone with whom my company has business dealings."

 He stood unmoving, a muscle leaping in his clenched jaw, refusing to reach for the keys, and Meredith
felt as if she were dying inside. She dropped them on the table and fled. Downstairs she hailed a cab.

 Sales at theDallas ,New Orleans , andChicago stores picked up surprisingly well the next morning;
Meredith felt relief but no particular joy as she watched the figures change on the computer screen in her
office. The way she'd felt eleven years ago when she'd lost Matt could not compare to the anguish she
felt now—because eleven years ago, she'd been helpless to change the outcome of events. This time, the
choice had been entirely hers, and she could not shake the agonizing uncertainty that she might have
made a hideous mistake, not even when Sam Green brought her anupdated report that indicated Matt
had bought even more shares of Bancroft stock than they'd originally realized.

 Twice during the day, she made Mark Braden phone the Bomb and Arson squads inDallas ,New
Orleans , andChicago , hoping against hope that one of them might have turned up a lead and failed to
notify her. She was looking for something, anything, that would justify her changing her mind and calling
Matt, but there were no leads in the bombings.

 After that, she moved listlessly through the rest of her day, her head aching from a sleepless night. The
afternoon paper was lying outside her door when she got home that night and, without bothering to take
off her coat, Meredith scanned it anxiously, looking for some news that the police had a suspect in
Spyzhalski's murder, but there was none. She turned on the television set to catch the6 o'clock news for
the same reason—and with the same result.

 In a futile effort to stop herself from wallowing in her misery, she decided to put her Christmas tree up.
She'd finished decorating it and was arranging the little nativity scene beneath the tree at10 o'clock , when
the late television news came on. Her heart pounding with hope, she sat on the floor beside the tree, her
arms wrapped around her knees, her attention riveted on the screen.

 But although theSpyzhalski murder was mentioned, as were Bancroft's bomb scares, there was nothing
said that might exonerate Matt.

 Despondent, Meredith turned off the television, but remained where she was, staring at the twinkling
lights on the Christmas tree. Matt's deep voice spoke in her mind,tormentingly familiar, quietly profound:
Sooner or later, you're going to have to take a risk and trust me completely, Meredith. You can't
outwit fate by trying to stand on the sidelines and place little side bets about the outcome of life.
Either you wade in and risk everything to play the game, or you don't play at all. And if you don't
play, you can't win. When the time had actually come for her to make the choice, she hadn't been able
to take the risk.
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 She thought of other things he'd said to her too, beautiful things spoken with tender solemnity.If you'll
move in with me, I'll give you paradise on a gold platter. Anything you want —everything you
want. I come with it, of course. It's a package deal...

 The poignancy of his words made her chest ache. She wondered what Matt was doing now and if he
was waiting, hoping she would call. The answer to that question was in his parting words last night. Now,
for the very first time, the import of his words, thefinality of them, actually hit her, and she realized he
wouldn't be waiting for her to call now or ever. The choice he'd forced her to make last night had been
irrevocable in his opinion:Either give me your hand, or end it now, and put us both out of our
misery.

 When she left him standing there last night, she hadn't completely understood that her decision had to be
permanent, that he had absolutely no intention of giving her another chance to go back to him
if—when—he wasproven innocent of the things she believed he'd done. She understood that now. She
should have realized it then. And even if she had, she still wouldn't have been able to trust him and give
him her hand. The evidence was against him, all of it.

 Permanent...

 The figures in the little nativity scene wavered as scalding tears filled her eyes, and she put her head in
her arms. "Oh, please," Meredith wept brokenly, "don't let this happen to me. Please, don't."

 Chapter 55

  

 Atfive o'clock the following afternoon, Meredith was summoned to the boardroom where an emergency
board of directors meeting had been under way for several hours. When she walked into the room, she
was surprised to see that the head of the table had evidently been reserved for her. Trying not to feel
overly alarmed by the cold, grim faces that watched her as she sat down, she looked around at everyone,
including her father. "Good afternoon, gentlemen." In the chorus of "good afternoons" that answered, the
only really friendly voice belonged to old CyrusFortell . "Afternoon, Meredith," the old man replied, "and
may I say you're looking lovelier than ever."

 Meredith looked terrible and she knew it, but she flashed him a grateful smile when normally his patently
transparent references to her sex during meetings like this had annoyed her. She'd assumed that part of
the reason for this emergency meeting had to do with Matt and that they were going to insist on
explanations from her, but she'd also assumed they were going to ask for updates on other matters. So
she was completely taken aback when the board's chairman, who was seated on her right, nodded to the
folder on the table in front of her and said in an icy voice, "We've had those documents prepared for your
signature, Meredith. At the conclusion of this meeting, we'll file them with the appropriate authorities.
Take a moment to look them over. Since most of us participated in drafting them, there's no need for us
to do likewise."

 "I haven't seen them," Cyrus protested, opening his folder at the same time she did.

 For a second Meredith couldn't believe what she was seeing, and when she did accept it, bile rose up in
her throat, strangling and sickening her. The first document was an official complaint to the Securities and
Exchange Commission, stating that she had personal knowledge that Matthew Farrell was deliberately
manipulating Bancroft's stock, that he was using the insider information that he'd gleaned from her to
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make his transactions, and demanding that he be halted and investigated. The second complaint was to
the Federal Bureau of Investigation and to the chiefs of police inDallas ,New Orleans , andChicago ,
stating that she believed, and had reason to believe, that Matthew Farrell was responsible for the bomb
scares in Bancroft & Company's stores in those cities. The third complaint was also directed to the police
department; it stated that she had overheard Matthew Farrell threaten the life of StanislausSpyzhalski
during a phone call with his attorney, and that she was waiving her right to silence as Matthew Farrell's
wife, and herewith issuing a public statement that she believed he was responsible forSpyzhalski's
murder.

 Meredith looked at the grotesque words, the carefully phrased and damning half truths, the vicious
accusations, and her entire body began to tremble. A voice screamed in her mind that she'd been a fool
and a traitor to ever believe there was a shred of truth in the garbage pile of circumstantial evidence
against her husband. The daze of helplessness and suspicion that had held her in a kind of stupor for the
two days since she left Matt suddenly evaporated, and she saw everything with crystal clarity—her
mistakes, the board's motives, her father's handiwork.

 "Sign it, Meredith," Nolan Wilder said, shoving his pen at her.

 Sign it.

 Meredith made her choice, an irrevocable choice— perhaps even a choice that was already too late.
Slowly she stood up. "Sign it?" she repeated contemptuously. "I'll do nothing of the sort!"

 "We had hoped you'd appreciate this chance to exonerate yourself and to disassociate yourself from
Farrell as well as to see the truth brought out and justice done," Wilder said icily.

 "Isthat what you're interested in?" Meredith demanded, leaning her palms on the table and glaring at all
of them. "Truth and justice?" Several of the men glanced away as if they weren't entirely comfortable with
the documents she'd been told to sign. "Then I'll tell you the truth!" she continued, her voice ringing with
conviction. "Matthew Farrell had nothing to do with those bomb scares, and he had nothing to do with
the murder of StanislausSpyzhalski , and he is not guilty of violating any SEC rules. The truth," she said
withscathing disdain, "is that you're all terrified of him. In comparison to his triumphs, your successes in
your own businesses are puny, and the thought of having him as a major shareholder of this company, or
on this board, makes you feel insignificant! You're vain and you're terrified and, if you honestly believed
I'd sign these papers because you've ordered me to do it, you're also fools!"

 "I suggest you reconsider your decision very carefully right now, Meredith," another board member
warned her, his face stiff with affront over what she'd said. "Either you are going to act in the best
interests of Bancroft and Company, and sign those documents, which is your duty as acting interim
president of this corporation—or we can only assume your loyalties lie with an enemy of this
corporation."

 "You're talking to me about my duty to Bancroft's and, at the same time, telling me to sign those
papers?" she repeated, and suddenly she felt like laughing with the sheer joy of having taken her
stand—the right stand. "You're dangerously incompetent if it hasn't occurred to you what Matthew
Farrell will do to this company in retaliation for slandering and libeling him with that folder full of garbage.
He'llown Bancroft's and all ofyou when he's finished suing you!" she finished almost proudly.

 "We'll take that risk. Sign the papers."

 "No!"
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 Unaware that the expressions of some of the board members were exhibiting definite signs of doubt
about the wisdom of provoking Farrell, Nolan Wilder looked at her and said frigidly, "It appears that
your misplaced loyalties are preventing you from fulfilling your responsibility as an officer of this
corporation to act in its best interest. Either tender your resignation here and now, or prove me wrong
and sign the papers."

 Meredith looked him right in the eye. "Go to hell!"

 "Good for you, girlie!" she heard old Cyrus shout in the taut, shocked silence as his fist hit the table. "I
knew you had more than just great legs!" But Meredith scarcely heard him; she was turning her back on
all of them, walking out of the boardroom, slamming the door behind her. Slamming it closed on a lifetime
of cherished hopes and dreams.

 Matt's words came back to her, cheering and forceful, as she walked swiftly toward her office. She'd
asked him what he would do if his board pressured him unreasonably, andhe'd replied,I'd tell them to
fuck off The memory almost made her laugh. She hadn't quite said that to them, in fact she'd never said
that to anyone, but what she had said amounted to the same thing, she decided proudly. Matt's party was
tonight, and she was in a hurry to go home and change. The phone on her desk was ringing when she got
back to her office, and since Phyllis had already left for the day, Meredith answered it automatically.

 "Miss Bancroft," a cool, arrogant voice informed her, "this is William Pearson, Mr. Farrell's attorney.
I've been trying to reach Stuart Whitmore all day, and since he hasn't yet returned my calls, I'm taking the
liberty of calling you directly."

 "That's fine," Meredith said, cradling the phone between her shoulder and ear as she opened her
briefcase and began putting all her personal things from her desk into it. "Why are you calling?"

 "Mr. Farrell has instructed us to tell you that he no longer has any desire to continue with the rest of the
eleven-week trial period you agreed to. He has further instructed us to tell you," he continued in his
nastiest, threatening tone, "that you are to file for divorce no later than six days from now, or else we will
file in his behalf on the seventh day."

 Meredith had already been subjected to all the coercion and threats she was willing to endure. Pearson's
ominous, autocratic tone was the last straw! She took the phone away from her ear, glowered furiously
at the receiver, then she spoke two crisp, emphatic words into Pearson's ear, and slammed the phone
onto its cradle.

 Not until she sat down to write out a hasty resignation did the full impact of Pearson's calltruly hit her,
and her feeling of triumph gave way to burgeoning panic at Matt's action. She'd already waited too long.
He wanted a divorce. Immediately. No, that couldn't be true, she told herself desperately, writing faster.
She signed her name to her resignation, and stood up, then she looked at what she had written. For the
second time in moments she felt the terrible force of reality. Her father walked into her office right then,
and it hit her yet again that she was severing herself from everything. Even him.

 "Don't do this," he said, his voice harsh as she shoved the resignation toward him.

 "You made me do it. You convinced them to draw up those documents, then you led me in there like a
lamb to the slaughter. You forced me to choose."

 "You chose him, not me, and not your heritage."
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 Meredith leaned her damp palms against the desk, her voice anguished. "There shouldn't haveneeded to
be a choice. Daddy," she said, so distracted that she called him by the name she'd stopped using as a
little girl, "why did you have to do this to me? Why did you have to tear me apart like this? Why couldn't
I have loved you and him?"

 "This isn't about that," he said angrily, but his shoulders were sagging and there was desperation in his
voice. "He's guilty, but you won't see it. You'd rather believe I'm guilty of jealousy and manipulation and
vengeance—"

 "Because," Meredith interrupted, knowing she couldn't bear any more, "it's true. You are. You don't
love me, not enough to want me to be happy. And anything less than that isn't love, it's nothing but selfish
ownership of another human being." Snapping the locks closed on her briefcase, Meredith picked up her
purse and coat and headed for the door.

 "Meredith, don't!" he warned as she started past him.

 She stopped and turned, looking at his haggard face through eyes swimming with tears. "Good-bye," she
said aloud. "Daddy," she whispered in her heart.

 She was partway across the reception area when Mark Braden called out to her, his face lit with a
triumphant grin as he drew her off to the side. "I need you in my office right away. Gordon Mitchell's
secretary is down there, crying her little heart out. I've got Mitchell cold! We were right—the bastard's
on the take."

 "That's confidential company business," she said quietly, "and I no longer work here."

 His face fell and his angry dismay was so genuine, and so touching, that Meredith had to fight even
harder for composure. But all he said was an embittered, "I see."

 She tried to smile. "I'm sure you do." When she turned to go, he put his hand on her arm and drew her
back. For the first time in fifteen rigid years of safeguarding Bancroft's interests, Mark Braden broke his
own rule; he divulged company information to someone other than the appropriate manager in charge. He
did it because he felt she had a right to know. "Mitchell's been taking big kickbacks from several
suppliers. One of them blackmailed him into refusing the presidency."

 "And his secretary found out and turned him in?"

 "Not exactly," Mark said sarcastically. "She's known for weeks. They've been having an affair and he's
been reneging on his promise to marry her."

 "And that's why she turned him in," Meredith concluded.

 "No, she turned him in because he gave her an annual performance review this morning, and rated her
adequate. Can you believe it!" Mark snorted. "The stupid ass rated her adequate and then he reneged on
his promise to promote her to an assistant buyer.That's why she turned him in. She'd already figured he
was lying about wanting to marry her, but she was damned determined to become an assistant buyer."

 "Thanks for telling me," she said, pressing an affectionate kiss on his cheek. "I would always have
wondered."
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 "Meredith, I'd like you to know how sorry—"

 "Don't," she said, snaking her head, afraid her control would shatter if someone was kind right now.
Glancing at her watch, she reached out and pressed the elevator button, then she looked at Mark. With a
winsome smile she explained, "I have a very important party to attend, and I'm going to be late. Actually,
I'm going to be an uninvited, unwelcome guest—" The elevator doors opened and she stepped inside.
"Wish me luck," she added as the doors slid closed.

 "I do," he said somberly.

 Chapter 56

  

 Looking in the mirror, Matt tied his black tuxedo tie with the same cold efficiency with which he'd done
everything else the past two days. Not long ago he'd dreamed of Meredith standing at his side tonight,
greeting their guests, but no more. Not now. He wouldn't allow himself to think about her, or to
remember her, or to feel anything. He'd torn her out of his mind and heart, permanently this time, and he
wanted to keep her out. Instructing Pearson to notify her to proceed with the divorce had been the first,
hardest step. After that the rest had been so much easier.

 "Matt—" his father said, walking into the master suite, his forehead furrowed into an uneasy frown,
"there's someone here to see you. I told the security guard to let her up. She says she's Caroline
Bancroft— Meredith's mother—and she needs to talk to you."

 "Get rid of her. I have nothing to say to anyone whose name is Bancroft."

 "The reason I let her come up," Patrick continued, braving his son's frigid displeasure, "is that she wants
to talk to you about the bomb scares in the department stores. She says she knows who's behind them."

 Matt froze momentarily, then he shrugged and reached for his black tuxedo jacket. "Tell her to take her
information to the police."

 "It's too late, I already let her in. She's here."

 Swearing under his breath, Matt swung around and realized his father had actually brought the woman to
the doorway of his bedroom. For a split second the resemblance she bore to Meredith tore at him as he
looked at the slender blond woman who was hiding her uncertainty behind a facade of cool
determination. She had Meredith's eyes and her hair, but not the elegant perfection of Meredith's bones
and features. What resemblance there waswas enough to make him long to throw her out bodily, just to
get her out of his sight.

 "I realize you're having a party and I'm intruding," she said cautiously, starting forward and passing
Patrick, who was already retreating, "but my plane just got in fromRome , and I didn't have any choice
except to come straight here. You see, I realized after I was on the plane that once I got here, Philip
would probably refuse to see me, let alone believe me, and even if Meredith would do either one, which I
doubt, I don't know where she lives."

 "How the hell did you know where I live?" he demanded.

 "You are Meredith's husband, aren't you?"
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 "I'm about to be her ex-husband," he stated implacably.

 "Oh," Caroline said, studying the coldly unapproachable man her daughter had married. "I think I'm
sorry to hear that. But to answer your question, I get theChicago newspapers inItaly , and there was a
big layout a while back about this apartment and the building it's in."

 "Fine," Matt snapped impatiently. "Now that you've found me and gotten in here, what did you want to
tell me?"

 She bristled a little at his tone, and then smiled suddenly. "I can tell you've been involved with Philip. He
makes a lot of people react negatively to anyone who has his name."

 That was close enough to bring a brief, grim smile to Matt's lips. "What did you come here to tell me?"
he asked, but with an effort at courtesy.

 "Philip was inItaly last week," she began as she unbuttoned her red wool coat and loosened the scarf at
her neck. "I know from what he said there that he thinks you're behind the bombs that have been put in
Bancroft's stores, and that he also thinks you're the one who plans to take over Bancroft and Company.
But he's wrong."

 "It's nice to hear that someone thinks that's possible," Matt said sarcastically.

 "I don't think it, I know it." Unnerved by hisunencouraging attitude and desperate to make him believe
her, Caroline began talking faster. "Mr. Farrell, I own a large block of shares in B and C, and six months
ago Charlotte Bancroft—she was Philip's father's second wife—called me. She asked me if I'd like a
chance to get back at Philip for divorcing me and shutting me out of Meredith's life.Charlotte heads
Seaboard Industries inFlorida ," she added disjointedly.

 Matt remembered Meredith's mentions of herstepgrandmother . "She inherited it from her husband," he
said, reluctantly drawn into the discussion.

 "Yes, and she's built it into an enormous holding company that owns a great many corporations."

 "And?" he said when she hesitated.

 Caroline looked at him, trying to gauge his emotions, but he didn't seem to have any at all. "And now,"
she said, "she's getting ready to add Bancroft and Company to her holdings. She asked if I'd vote my
block of shares in her favor when she'd acquired enough shares of her own to equal a controlling interest.
She hates Philip, too, though she doesn't think I know why she does."

 "I'm sure he gave her thousands of reasons," Matt said ironically, turning away and shrugging into his
tuxedo jacket. The buzzer at the door was ringing incessantly and the sound of conversation drifted into
the bedroom as arriving guests stopped in the foyer to relinquish their coats.

 "She hates Philip," Caroline persevered, "because it was Philip she wanted, not his father, and she did
her damnedest to get him into her bed even after she was engaged to his father. He turned her down
repeatedly, and one day he did more than that. He told his father— Cyril—she was a common,
mercenary slut who wanted to marry Cyril for his money and who had thehots for him—Philip. It was all
true," she said somberly, "but Philip's father was in love with her. He blamed Philip for saying it, and yet
he believed him. He called off his wedding and Charlotte, who'd been Cyril's secretary, had to wait years
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before he finally decided to marry her. Anyway, a few months ago, I toldCharlotte I'd think about voting
my shares with her when she made her takeover move, but when I had time to consider it, I started
changing my mind. Philip is an infuriating fool, butCharlotte is truly evil. She has no heart. A few weeks
ago she called and told me someone else was buying up a lot of shares in B and C, and causing the price
to go up."

 Matt knew he was responsible for that, but he said nothing as she continued. "Charlottewas panicky.
She said she was going to do something to make the price drop way down, and then she was going to
make her move. The next thing I knew I was hearing about bombs being found in the stores and how it
was destroying B and C's Christmas business and causing the stock to drop."

 She'd given Matt the missing pieces of the puzzle—the motive for the carefully placed bombs that had
been meant to damage business but not the stores themselves, the motive for taking over a corporation
that was a bad bet for short-term profit. Charlotte Bancroft had the motives and she had the vast sums of
money needed to execute a takeover of a corporation in debt and then to wait until B & C was again
profitable.

 "You'll have to tell the police," he said, turning toward the phone beside his bed.

 She nodded. "I know. Is that who you're calling now?"

 "No. I'm calling a man named Olsen who has contacts with the local police. He'll go with you tomorrow
and make certain you aren't treated like a crackpot, or, worse, made into their newest suspect."

 Caroline stood perfectly still, her face mirroring astonishment as he called a long distance number and
ordered the man named Olsen to Chicago on the first plane in the morning—all of it to ease her way
through a difficult situation. She revised her initial opinion that he was the most unapproachable man she'd
ever encountered and decided he simply didn't want anything more to do with anyone whose name was
Bancroft—including Meredith, judging from the cold way he'd said he was about to become her
ex-husband. When he hung up he wrote two phone numbers on a pad beside the phone and tore the
sheet off. "Here's Olsen's home phone number. Call him anytime tonight and tell him where to meet you.
The second phone number is mine, in case you have a problem." He turned back to her, and the hostility
he'd shown her earlier was gone. He was still aloof and obviously reluctant to have any other involvement
with her, but he unbent enough to say, "Meredith told me you used to be in films. The road cast from
Phantom of the Opera is here tonight as well as a hundred and fifty other people, some of whom you
probably know. If you'd like to stay for the party, my father will introduce you around."

 The party was already shifting into full swing as they walked toward the living room. "I'd rather not be
introduced," she said quickly, "and I have no desire to renew my acquaintance with any of the
old-guardChicago socialites out there." She hesitated then, watching black-coated waiters passing trays
of drinks among gorgeously dressed women and men in tuxedos. Someone was playing a piano and the
lilting music blended with the sound of cultured voices and bursts of laughter. "I—I would like to stay for
just a little while though," she said with a sudden jaunty smile that made her look thirty-five instead of
fifty-five. "I used to live for parties like this. It might be fun to stay and watch and wonder again why I
ever thought they were so wonderful."

 "Let me know if you figure that out," he said, his own indifference obviously surpassing even her own.

 "Why are you giving the party if you don't enjoy them?" she asked with an uncertain smile, wondering
anew at this strange, enigmatic man her daughter had married.
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 "The proceeds of the performance tomorrow night are going to charity," he said with a shrug.

 Matt led her to the edge of the crowd, where his sister was deep in conversation with Stuart Whitmore,
and he introduced her simply as Caroline Edwards. Whitmore and his sister had already hit it off, he
noted, and he wished he hadn't introduced them. Having Whitmore seeing his sister would be an
unwanted reminder of Meredith—especially of that ill-fated afternoon in his conference room when she'd
put her hand in his and promised to trust him. She hadn't been capable of doing it that day, and she hadn't
been capable of it later when it was more important. Because when it came down to it, he was still a
crude nobody to her. She would never have suspected Parker, or anyone else of her own class, of being
a murderer or an arsonist. She'd been willing to sleep with Matt—but that wasall. She'd have kept right
on stalling about living with him forever. She'd liked going to bed with him, but when it came down to
actually committing herself to him, to living with him, to being married to him,that she could not make
herself do.

 He stepped forward to begin playing host when Caroline put her hand on his sleeve and stopped him. "I
won't be staying long," she said. "I suppose this is good-bye."

 Matt nodded, hesitated, and then made himself bring up Meredith for her mother's sake. "Stuart
Whitmore is an old friend of your daughter's, and also her lawyer," he told Caroline. "If you can find a
way to lead the conversation around to her, he's bound to talk about her. Assuming you're interested."

 "Thank you," she said with a catch in her voice. "I'm very interested."

 By the time Meredith walked into the lobby of Matt's building, she wasn't certain if it was clever or crazy
to try to confront him in the middle of his party—particularly when he was so angry with her that he was
insisting on an immediate divorce. She wasn't completely sure he wouldn't have her thrown out with
everyone watching, and she wasn't completely sure that she didn't deserve it.

 In desperate hopes of weakening his resistance, she was wearing her most provocative cocktail
dress—a backless black chiffon confection with narrow straps and a deep V at the bodice that was
encrusted with tiny black beads sewn tightly into intricate leaves and flowers. They covered her breasts,
then dipped below her arms to frame the low back of the dress. Obsessed with the need to look her
absolute best, she'd spent almost an hour trying different hairstyles. In the end she'd brushed her hair out
and let it fall against her shoulders. The sophistication of the dress required a sophisticated hairstyle, but
on the other hand, wearing her hair down gave her a naive, youthful look that she hoped might soften
Matt when she tried to talk to him. To accomplish that, she'd have wornbraids if she'd thought they'd
help!

 The uniformed guard at the security desk checked his list and Meredith breathed a ragged sigh of
profound relief when she saw that Matt hadn't removed her name. With her knees trembling and her
pulse pounding, she took the elevator to the penthouse, and there she encountered an obstacle in the last
place she'd anticipated it: When she pressed the buzzer at Matt's door, Joe O'Hara opened it, took one
look at her, and stepped forward, blocking her way. "You shouldn't have come, Miss Bancroft," he said
coldly, and the fact thathe hadn'tcalled her Mrs. Farrell for the first time in their acquaintance made her
heart ache a little. "Matt doesn't want anything to do with you. I heard him say so. He wants a divorce."

 "Well, I don't," Meredith said emphatically. "Please, Joe, let me in so I can convince him he doesn't want
one either."

 The big man hesitated, torn between loyalty to Matt and the pleading sincerity in her aqua eyes while the
roar of laughter and conversation from inside the penthouse surrounded both of them. "I don't think you
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can do it, and I don't think this is the place you should try. There's a crowd in there, and there's
reporters."

 "Good," she said with more assurance than she felt. "Then they can all leave here and tell the world that
Mr. and Mrs. Farrell were together tonight."

 "There's a better chance they'll be telling the world that Mr. Farrell threw you out on your ear and fired
my ass for letting you in," he muttered grimly, but he stepped back, and Meredith impulsively threw her
arms around him. "Thank you, Joe." She pulled away, too nervous to notice his face had reddened with
embarrassed pleasure. "How do I look?" she asked, suddenly filled with quaking doubts. She spread the
chiffon skirt of her dress as if she were about to curtsy and waited for his opinion.

 "You look beautiful," he replied gruffly, "but itain't going to matter a damn to Matt."

 On that alarming and depressing prediction, Meredith stepped into the noisy gaiety of the penthouse.
The moment she started down the foyer steps, heads started to turn and conversations dropped off, then
started again with renewed force, and she heard her name being repeated. Ignoring all of that, she
scanned the crowded living room, the dining room, and then the raised dais that created a glass-enclosed
conversation area at the far corner of the penthouse. Her heart began to hammer as she saw Matt
standing there, several inches teller than the people around him, and she started forward on legs that
quaked.

 As she walked up the steps toward him, she could see faces of the group around him. The star of the
musical play was standing beside him, talking animatedly to him, while he gazed indifferently at her
stunning face. Meredith was just a few feet away when Stanton Avery, who was standing on Matt's other
side, looked up and saw her. He said something to Matt—obviously warning him that she was
there—because Matt turned abruptly toward her. He stared at her, his glass arrested halfway to his lips,
his eyes like shards of ice as they leveled on her, his expression so forbidding that Meredith hesitated in
midstep , then she made herself walk up to him.

 Taking some unspoken cue, or perhaps out of courtesy, the people who'd been talking to him
disbanded, leaving the two of them alone on the dais. Meredith waited, hoping he'd say something, do
something. When he finally did, he acknowledged her with a curt inclination of his head, and said only
one word—her name—in a chilling tone. "Meredith."

 Follow your instincts, he'd advised her a week ago, and Meredith tried to do that. "Hi," she said inanely,
pleading with her eyes for some help, but Matt wasn't interested in helping her now. "You're probably
wondering what I'm doing here."

 "Not particularly."

 That hurt, but at least he was waiting for her to speak, and her instincts told her he wasn't completely
indifferent to her. She smiled a little, dying to surrender, not certain how to do it "I came here to tell you
about my day." Her voice shook with nerves and she knew he heard it, but he didn't say a word,
encouraging or otherwise. Summoning her courage, Meredith drew a deep breath and forged ahead.
"This afternoon I got called into an emergency board meeting. The board was very upset. Furious,
actually. They accused me of having a conflict of interest where you're concerned."

 "How foolish of them," he said with acid contempt. "Didn't you tell them Bancroft and Company is your
only interest?"
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 "Not exactly," she said, biting back a queasy smile. "They also wanted me to sign some affidavits and
formal complaints—accusations that blamed you forSpyzhalski's death, and for illegally using your
contact with me to get control of us, and for having bombs placed in our stores."

 "Is that all?" he asked sarcastically.

 "Not exactly," Meredith said again. "But that's the gist of it." She searched for some sign, some
warmth— anything at all in his face to tell her he still cared about all this. And she couldn't see it. What
she did see was people turning everywhere to watch them. "I—I told the directors ..." She trailed off, her
voice strangled with tension and fear that he truly didn't want her anymore.

 "What did you tell them?" he asked impassively, and Meredith grasped at his question as a tiny bit of
encouragement to continue.

 "I told them," she said with a proud tilt of her chin, "what you said they should be told!"

 His expression didn't change. "You told them to fuck off?"

 "No, not exactly," she said a little contritely. "I told them to go to hell."

 He didn't say a word, and her heart was sinking when she suddenly saw it—the amused gleam in his
beautiful eyes, the faint quirk of a smile dawning at his lips. "And then," she continued as hope burst in her
like sunshine, "your attorney called to tell me that if I didn't file for a divorce within six days, he was going
to file in your behalf on the seventh day. And I told him ..."

 She trailed off, and with warm humor in his voice, Matt asked helpfully, "And you told him to go to hell
too?"

 "No, I toldhim to fuck off!"

 "You did?"

 "Yes."

 He waited for her to say more, his eyes looking deeply into hers. "And?" he prodded quietly.

 "And I'm thinking of taking a trip," she said. "I—I'm going to have a lot of time on my hands now."

 "You took a leave of absence?"

 "No, I resigned."

 "I see," he said, but his voice had suddenly softened to a caress, and she wanted to drown herself in the
look in his eyes. "What kind of trip did you have in mind, Meredith?"

 "If you're still willing to take me there," she said, swallowing almost painfully, "I thought I'd like to see
paradise."

 He didn't move or speak, and for a horrible moment Meredith thought she'd been wrong, that she'd only
imagined he still cared.
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 And then she realized he was holding out his hand for hers.

 Tears of joy and relief sprang to her eyes as she laid her hand in his palm, feeling his fingers engulf hers in
their warm strength, closing tightly on her hand, and then abruptly yanking her forward into arms that
wrapped around her like steel bands.

 Shielding her from view with his shoulders, he turned her face up to his. "I love you!" he whispered
fiercely an instant before he seized her mouth in a smoldering kiss. A flash exploded somewhere as a
photographer raised his camera, followed by another, and another. Someone started to clap, and the
clapping became bursting applause, and the applause was joined with laughter, and still the kiss went on.

 Meredith didn't notice. She was kissing him back, melting against him, utterly oblivious to all of it... the
cheering, the clapping, the laughter, the white flashes from raised cameras. She was already halfway to
her destination.

 Chapter 57

  

 With her eyes closed and a smile on her lips, Meredith awakened slowly in Matt's bed, letting memories
of the previous night drift lazily through her mind like soft music. Together they had mingled with their
guests, enduring the good-natured jibes about their prolonged kiss and obvious reconciliation, and she
had loved playing the part of his hostess. After the party, in bed with him, she'd loved playing the part of
his wife a thousand times more. Trust and commitment, she sleepily decided, evidently had a very
profound effect on lovemaking, because last night's stormy lovemaking had completely eclipsed
everything else that had gone before.

 Sunlight filtered through the draperies across the room, and she rolled over onto her back, opening her
eyes. Matt had kissed her good-bye a while ago, and said he was going out to get some sweet rolls for
their breakfast. He'd left a cup of coffee on the table beside the bed for her, and she eased up onto the
pillows.

 She'd just taken a sip when he walked into the room with a white bakery bag in his hand, a folded
newspaper under his arm, and an odd, tense expression on his handsome face. "Good morning," she
said, smiling as he bent over to kiss her. "What's that?" she added, noting the tabloid-size paper.

 Matt had promised her last night never to keep things from her, but at that moment he'd have preferred a
public flogging to showing her that newspaper. "It's theTattler, "he said. "I saw it when I was paying for
the sweet rolls. Somehow," he added as he reluctantly held it toward her, "they discovered the terms of
our eleven-week agreement, and they've interpreted them in their own inimitable fashion." He watched
her reach for it, remembering her disgust at the kind of sensational publicity he'd gotten over the years,
knowing that this sort of treatment was going to continue to plague her in the future, partly because she
was married to him, and partly because of the public fascination with their aborted divorce. Bracing
himself for some sort of condemnation, or an explosion of justifiable outrage, he watched her unfold it
and look at it.

 Meredith's gaze riveted on the lurid headline:

 HEIRESS CHARGES HUSBAND $113,000 A NIGHT FOR SEX

 "I couldn't figure at first how they came up with that figure," Matt said. "Then it hit me. They multiplied
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four dates a week times eleven weeks and divided that into the five million 1 promised you. I'm sorry," he
said. "If I could control it, I—"

 Suddenly she pulled the newspaper against her face and let out a shriek of laughter that drowned out his
apology. She laughed so hard that she slid limply down the pillows while the room filled with her musical
hilarity. "One hundred andth -thirteenth -thousand dollars," she choked, her shoulders lifting off the bed,
and Matt broke into a grin of profound relief that turned to tenderness, because he knew what she was
doing: She was confronting something she hated and finding a way to deal with it so it couldn't harm
them.

 "Have I ever told you," he whispered huskily, leaning down and bracing his hands on either side of her
heaving shoulders, "how proud I am of you?"

 She shook her head hard, still laughing, and he pulled the paper away from her face and kissed her
flushed cheeks, silencing her giggles with his mouth.

 "Are y-you sure," she whispered, overcome with a fresh surge of hilarity even while she put her arms
around his shoulders and pulled him down to her, knowing he wanted to make love again, "that you can
a-afford to do this again?"

 "I think it's within my budget," he tried to tease, but his hand trembled as he reverently smoothed a
strand of golden hair off her cheek.

 "Yes, but now that I've accepted this as a permanentjob, do I get periodic wage increases too—over
and above the one hundred thirteen thousand?" she joked, her hands cradling his face, her swimming
eyes looking into his, "and a benefits package, with medical insurance and guaranteed bonuses?"

 "Absolutely," he promised, turning his face into her hand and kissing her palm.

 "Oh, no!" she moaned. "You'll send me soaring straight into a higher tax bracket."

 Her husband muffled a laugh against her throat, and Meredith turned into his arms. They spent the next
hour sending each other soaring straight into the clouds instead.

 Chapter 58

  

 On Sunday night the feature story on the six o'clock news was the arrest of Ellis Ray Sampson who'd
been charged with the murder of StanislausSpyzhalski . According to St. Clair County officials,
Spyzhalski had not been killed by one of his duped clients, as they'd originally believed, but by the
outraged husband of a Belleville woman with whomSpyzhalski had been having a fling. Mr. Sampson,
who had turned himself in and confessed to having beaten upSpyzhalski , swore that the bogus attorney
had been alive when he dumped him in the ditch. Since the coroner's report indicated thatSpyzhalski had
also had a heart attack that same night, there was a possibility that the legal charges against Sampson
might be reduced from murder to manslaughter.

 Matt and Meredith watched the newscast together.Matt sarcastically remarked that Sampson should be
given a medal for ridding the world of a human parasite.

 Meredith, who knew how it felt to be victimized bySpyzhalski , said she hoped the charges against
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Sampsonwould be reduced.

 Matt sent Pearson and Levinson down to Belleville to make sure of it.

 On Tuesday of the following week, Charlotte Bancroft, president of Seaboard Industries, and her son
Jason were officially questioned in Palm Beach, Florida, regarding a series of bomb threats and stock
manipulations against Bancroft & Company. Both of them heatedly denied any connection to either as
well as any desire to take over Bancroft & Company. On Wednesday, Caroline Edwards Bancroft
voluntarily appeared before a Florida grand jury and testified that Charlotte Bancroft had indeed been
planning to take over Bancroft & Company, and that Charlotte had further hinted at having planned
something that would force B & C's stock to drop.

 In the Cayman Islands, where he was vacationing with his lover, Joel Bancroft, former treasurer of
Seaboard Industries, read about the suspicions being cast upon his mother and brother. He had resigned
six months earlier, when they had both instructed him to open dummy accounts under false names with a
particular stockbroker who was willing to collaborate, and to begin buying up blocks of B& C stock,
which was to then be "parked" in the bogus accounts.

 Lying on the beach, looking out at the water, Joel thought about his mother, whose thirty-year plan to
avenge herself against Philip Bancroft had been a demented, driving obsession, and about his brother,
who— like his mother—had despised Joel for being gay. After several hours he reached a decision and
made a phone call.

 The following day Charlotte and Jason Bancroft were arrested and charged with several counts of illegal
activities on a tip from an anonymous caller who'd told police the names of the fraudulent stock accounts.
Charlotte denied any knowledge of those accounts. Jason, who'd opened the accounts and paid off the
maker of the bombs at his mother's instructions, soon began to fear that he was about to become his
mother's sacrificial lamb. He beat her to the punch by offering to testify against her in return for immunity
from prosecution.

 The board of directors of Seaboard, seeing an immediate need to salvage their corporate image, and
acting on Charlotte's instructions, named Joel Bancroft president and chief operating officer.

 In Chicago, Meredith watched it all happening on the television news, and the ache of longing she felt
every time someone mentioned Bancroft & Company almost outweighed the shock she had felt at
discovering that Charlotte and Jason were responsible for the things she'd believed Matt had done.

 Sitting beside her on the sofa, Matt saw the sadness that darkened her eyes whenever her company's
name was mentioned, and he reached out for her hand, threading his fingers through hers. "Have you
thought about what you want to do next, now that you have so much free time?"

 Meredith knew he was referring to a new career to substitute for the one she'd given up when she sided
with him, but she had a feeling her answer would upset and alarm him. Deliberately choosing to
misunderstand his question about her free time, she looked down at their joined hands and smiled at the
14-carat emerald-cut diamond he'd slid onto her ring finger along with a platinum wedding band. "I might
have considered making a career out of going shopping every day," she teased, "but you've already
bought me jewels and a luxury car. Anything else I could buy would be an awful anticlimax, don't you
think? I mean, what's left?"

 "How about a small jet," he said, kissing her nose, "or a large yacht?"
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 "Don't you dare—" she warned him, but he only laughed at her horrified look.

 "There must be something else you want," he said.

 Meredith sobered, and decided to tell him the truth. "There is. I want it badly, Matt."

 "Name it, and it's yours."

 She hesitated, her thumb idly rubbing the new gold wedding band he wore on his finger, then she lifted
her eyes to his. "I want to try to have another baby."

 His reaction was instantaneous and fierce. "No. Absolutely not. You weren't going to risk it if you
married Parker, and you're not going to risk it for me!"

 "Parker didn't want children," she countered. "And you did say," she reminded him softly,"anything I
want. And I do want that."

 Normally the look in her eyes would have melted him, but she'd explained to him in bed one night that
the odds were high that she'd miscarry again late in her pregnancy. He already knew she’d almost died
the last time, and the thought of risking that was absolutely beyond consideration. "Don't do this to me,"
he warned, his voice terse and pleading.

 "There are obstetricians who specialize in women who have problem pregnancies. I went to the library
yesterday, and did a lot of reading about it. There are new drugs and some new techniques they're trying
out—"

 "No!" he interrupted, his voice taut. "Absolutely not. Ask anything else of me, but not that. I couldn't
endure the worry. I mean that."

 "We'll talk about it again later," she said with a smile that wasboth stubborn and serene.

 "My answer will be the same," he told her.

 He would have said more, but just then the newscaster announced that they had a late-breaking
development in the recent Bancroft & Company takeover furor, and Meredith's gaze snapped to the
television screen. "Philip A. Bancroft," said the newscaster, "called a news conference late this afternoon
to comment on reports that his daughter, Meredith Bancroft, was fired as B and C's acting president as a
result of her connection to industrialist Matthew Farrell."

 Dread made Meredith's hand tighten on Matt's as her father's grim, unsmiling face appeared on the
television screen. Standing stiffly at the podium in Bancroft's auditorium, he read from a prepared
statement:

 "In response to reports that my daughter's marriage to Matthew Farrell resulted in her termination as B
and C's interim president, the board of directors, including myself, categorically deny any such
allegations. My daughter is enjoying a brief and long-overdue honeymoon with her husband, at the end of
which she is expected to reassume her role here." He paused and looked directly at the camera, and only
Meredith realized that he wasn't issuing a statement, he was issuing anorder. To her.

 Shock had already sent her halfway to her feet, but that was nothing compared to what she felt a
moment later when he commented on something that had been appearing all week in the Chicago papers.
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"In response to published rumors that there is a long history of continuing ill feeling between Matthew
Farrell and myself, I wish to state that until very recently I had no opportunity to know my"—he paused
to self-consciously clear his throat—"my,er , my son-in-law."

 It hit Meredith what he was doing. "Matt," she cried, clutching his arm in laughing disbelief, "he's
apologizing to you!" Matt shot her a dubious look that abruptly changed to reluctant amusement as
Philip Bancroft continued. "As everyone now knows, Matt Farrell and my daughter were married for a
few short months many years ago, a marriage which we all believed had been ended by an unfortunate
and premature divorce. However, now that they've been reunited, I can only say that having a man of
Matthew Farrell's caliber as a son-in-law is something that any father would deem an—" he paused to
clear his throat again, and then he absolutely glowered at the camera as he reluctantly but forcefully
said—"anhonor!"

 Meredith stared at the screen as it switched to the sports scores, and her laughter faded as she looked at
her husband. "I made him promise that he'd apologize to you when he found out you were innocent."
Laying her fingers against his cheek in an unconscious gesture of appeal, she whispered achingly, "Could
you possibly find it in your heart to put the past behind you and try to be friends with him now?"

 Privately, Matt thought that nothing Philip Bancroft did, including the televised statement he'd just made,
could begin to atone for what he'd done to them, let alone make Matt regard the man as a friend. He
considered telling her that, but as he gazed into his wife's shimmering blue eyes, he couldn't quite make
himself say that. "I could try," he said. He heard how revolted he sounded by the idea, and he felt obliged
to give her additional reassurance, so he dishonestly but forcefully remarked, "That was a very nice
speech that he made."

 Caroline Edwards Bancroft thought it was too. Sitting opposite Philip in the living room of the house
she'd once shared with him, she waited until the program switched to sports news, then she turned off the
VCR and removed the tape she'd made. "Philip," she said, "that was a very nice speech."

 He handed her a glass of wine, his expression unconvinced. "What makes you think Meredith will think
so?"

 "I think she will because I know I would."

 "Of course you would. You wrote the speech!"

 Serenely taking a sip of her wine, Caroline watched him pace.

 "Do you think she saw it?" he asked, rounding on her.

 "If she didn't see it, you can bring her this videotape. Better yet, you could go to see her now and ask
Matt and her both to watch while you're there." Caroline nodded. "I like that idea. It's more personal."

 He blanched. "No, really, I couldn't do that. She probably hates me, and Farrell will throw me out. He's
no fool. He knows a few words don't make up for the mistakes I've made. He won't accept an apology
from me."

 "Yes, he will," she said quietly, "because he loves her."

 When he hesitated, Caroline handed him the videotape and said firmly, "The longer you wait, the harder
it will become for you and them. Go over there now, Philip."
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 Shoving his hands into his pockets, Philip sighed. "Caroline," he said gruffly, "would you go with me?"

 "No," she said, quailing inwardly at the thought of confronting her daughter for the first time. "Besides,
my plane leaves in three hours."

 His voice softened, and she glimpsed the irresistibly persuasive man she'd fallen in love with three
decades before. "You could go with me," he said quietly, "and I could introduce you to our daughter."

 Her heart skipped a beat at the way he'd saidour daughter, then she realized what he was doing and
she shook her head, laughing. "You are still the most manipulative man I've ever known."

 "I'm also the only man you ever married," he reminded her with a rare smile. "I must have had some
good qualities."

 "Stop it, Philip," she warned him.

 "We could go to see Meredith and Farrell—"

 "Start calling him Matt."

 "All right," he conceded. "Matt. And after we leave their place, we could come back here. You could
stay on for a while, and we could get to know each other again."

 "I already know you," she said heatedly. "And if you want to get to know me, you'll have to do it in
Italy!"

 "Caroline," he said on a harsh breath. "Please." He saw her waver. "At least come with me tonight. This
may be your last chance to meet our daughter. You'll like her. She's like you in some ways—she has a lot
of courage."

 Closing her eyes, Caroline tried to ignore his words and the urging of her own heart, but the combination
was irresistibly powerful. "Call her first," she said shakily. "After thirty years I'm not going to just crash in
on her unannounced. Don't be surprised when she refuses to see me," she added, taking the phone
number Matt had given her out of her purse and giving it to Philip.

 "She's probably going to refuse to see both of us," he said. "And I can't blame her."

 He walked into the adjoining room to make the call and reappeared so quickly that Caroline knew
Meredith must have hung up on him, and her heart sank.

 "What did she say?" she managed to get out when Philip seemed unable to speak.

 He cleared his throat as if he felt an obstruction in it, and his voice was strangely hoarse. "She said yes."

 Chapter 59

  

 Meredith walked out of the building where her obstetricians' offices were located, and suppressed the
absurd urge to throw out her arms and twirl around on the sidewalk. Turning her face up to the sky, she
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stood, letting the autumn breeze caress her skin, smiling up at the clouds. "Thank you," she whispered.

 It had taken nearly a year and two long consultations with her obstetricians, who specialized in problem
pregnancies, to convince Matt that whatever the outcome of her pregnancy might be, if Meredith
followed their instructions and treatments impeccably, including staying in bed for part of her pregnancy,
the risk to Meredith herself would be only slightly more than to any woman. It had taken another nine
months to hear the words she'd finally heard today: "Congratulations, Mrs. Farrell. You're pregnant."

 On an impulse she crossed the street and bought a fistful of roses from a florist shop, then she walked
down the block to where Joe was waiting with the car, surprising him by arriving from a different
direction. She opened the door herself and slid into the backseat.

 Joe looped his arm over the back of the seat and twisted toward her. "What'd the doc say?"

 Meredith looked up at him, her face glowing with wonder and awe. And she smiled.

 A broad answering grin split Joe's face. "Matt'sgonna be one happy man!" he predicted. "After he gets
overbein ' one very scared man!" Turning back, he put the limousine into gear.

 Meredith braced herself to be thrown against the back of the seat when he blasted away from the curb
in his usual fashion, but Joe passed up three opportunities to charge into traffic and two more perfectly
reasonable chances to do it at moderate speed. Not until there was no one behind them for a block did
he finally pull out, and then he did it ever so slowly, as carefully and tenderly as if he were pushing a baby
carriage. In the backseat Meredith burst out laughing.

 Matt was waiting for her, pacing back and forth across the living room windows, raking his hand through
his hair, berating himself for ever agreeing to let her try to get pregnant. He knew she thought she was,
and he was half hoping she was wrong, because he didn't know how he was going to endure the fear if
she was right.

 He lurched around as the front door opened, watching her as she walked toward him with one hand
behind her back. "What did the doctor say?" he demanded when he couldn't stand the suspense
anymore.

 She produced a dozen long-stemmed roses from behind her and held them out to him, her smile bursting
out like sunshine. "Congratulations, Mr. Farrell. We're pregnant!"

 He yanked her into his arms, crushing the roses between them. "God help me!" he whispered raggedly.

 "He will, darling," she promised, kissing his taut jaw.

  

 Epilogue
  

 "Told you we'd make it in time," Joe O'Hara said as he brought the limousine to a screeching stop in
front of Bancroft & Company. For once Matt appreciated his driving, because Meredith was late for a
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very important meeting with the board. Their plane had been late getting in from Italy, where they'd
stopped to visit Philip and Caroline on their way back from skiing in Switzerland.

 "Here," Matt told O'Hara, handing the chauffeur the briefcase he'd brought to the airport with Meredith's
meeting notes in it. "You take Meredith's briefcase, and I'll take Meredith."

 "You'll what?" Meredith asked, looking over her shoulder as she reached into the backseat for the
crutch she had to use until her sprained ankle healed.

 "You don't have time to hobble all the way to the elevators," Matt said, and swept her into his arms.

 "This is very undignified," Meredith protested, laughing. "You can't carry me through the store like this!"

 "Watch me," he said, grinning.

 And he did.

 Shoppers turned to gape as he strode toward them. At one of the cosmetic counters, a middle-aged
woman exclaimed to her friend, "Isn't that Meredith Bancroft and Matthew Farrell?"

 "No, it can't be them," a shopper at the counter across the aisle replied. Meredith turned her face into
Matt's chest, her shoulders shaking with embarrassed mirth as the woman continued. "I read in the
Tattler that they're getting a divorce! She's going to marry Kevin Costner and Matt Farrell is in Greece
with some movie star."

 When they reached the elevators, Meredith lifted her laughing eyes to Matt's. "Shame on you," she
joked. "Another movie star?"

 "Kevin Costner?" he retorted, brows raised in amused challenge. "I didn't even know youliked Kevin
Costner!"

 In Meredith's office he put her down so that she could limp into the meeting on her own two feet.

 "Lisa and Parker said they'd meet us here with the baby and have lunch with us," she added, looking a
little anxiously toward the empty reception area outside.

 "I'll wait here for them," Matt promised, handing her the briefcase.

 A few minutes later Matt turned as Lisa appeared in the doorway, a baby in her arms. "Parker dropped
us off in front," she explained. "He'll be up in a few minutes."

 "You're looking," Matt teased witha grin, "very pregnant, Mrs. Reynolds," but his eyes were on the
six-month-old baby in her arms, and he was already reaching out to take her.

 "I'll go watch for Parker," Lisa said.

 When she left, Matt looked down at the baby girl that Meredith had risked her life to bring into the
world.

 Marissa opened her eyes just then and started to cry. With a tender smile Matt touched his finger to her
soft cheek. "Shhh, darling," he whispered. "Future presidents of major corporations don't cry—it's bad
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corporate protocol. Ask your mommy," he suggested.

 She quieted, and after a moment she grinned at him and gurgled something that sounded profound. "I
knew it!" he said, grinning back at her. "Aunt Lisa's been teaching you Italian right along with Uncle
Parker, hasn't she?"

 With time on his hands before Meredith finished her meeting, Matt took his daughter to the eleventh
floor to show her his favorite department. It was a new department that Meredith had created for all the
Bancroft & Company stores, and it contained articles from all over the world, from jewels to clothing to
handmade toys. The only thing they had in common was that they met Meredith's requirement: Each
article had to be rare, and it had to be perfect before it was allowed to bearthe exclusive new logo that
was already famous for symbolizing perfection.

 With Marissa in his arms, Matt looked up at the logo above Meredith's special department, and he felt
the same constriction in his throat that he felt whenever he stood here. The logo was a pair of hands; a
man's hand reaching out for a woman's hand, their fingers touching.

 Meredith had named the department Paradise.
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