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GREAT EXPECTATIONS

Kasey Michaels















Chapter One



The room was dark, the only light filtering through the slats in the vertical blinds on the single window overlooking Austin’s Mayfair Avenue. The Texas sun wasn’t all that strong at five on this March afternoon, but Dr. Madeline Sheppard still squinted slightly as she watched the illuminated screen in front of her.

The room was silent, the only sound the purring motor on the ultrasound machine pulled up next to the examination table where Maggie McCallum lay, also watching the screen on the ultrasound machine.

Madeline leaned a little closer to the screen, her lips moving silently.

“Dr. Sheppard?” Adam McCallum asked as he stood on the other side of the examining table holding his wife’s hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Is anything wrong?”

Madeline looked at Adam from overtop the tortoiseshell-framed half glasses she’d worn for close work since her thirty-fourth birthday, hoping she wouldn’t be in bifocals for her thirty-fifth. She’d taken to attaching the glasses to a strap hung around her neck, although most times the glasses perched low on her nose because that was even easier than having them hang from the strap.


“Hmm?” she murmured, her mind still concentrated on the screen, what she was seeing on that screen. “Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. McCallum. No, no. Nothing’s wrong. Quite the contrary. You just lie still a little longer, Maggie. I want to recheck something, that’s all.”

“Hey,” Maggie said, laughing nervously, “take all the time you need. And I still don’t know how you can see anything on that little screen.”

“Oh,” Madeline said, tongue in cheek, “I’m seeing something. Trust me, I’m seeing something.”

She squirted a little more warmed gel on Maggie’s belly and continued moving the sensor, watching the screen as, under her breath, she did a little arithmetic.

“Doctor, you’re beginning to worry me, even if you keep saying everything’s all right,” Adam complained, walking around the bottom of the examination table to come peer over Madeline’s shoulder as she used the small dials on the machine to box section after section of the screen, then repeatedly hit the Print button.

“Okay, all done,” Madeline said, sighing as she lifted the sensor from Maggie’s already faintly rounding belly, then wiped her patient’s skin free of the lubricating gel. “How about you just zip up your slacks, and we’ll go into my office, where we can all be more comfortable.”

Before Adam, still hovering at her shoulder, could ask another question, Madeline grabbed the printouts and walked into the adjoining room. She shrugged out of her white examination coat, smoothed her loose-fitting, ankle-length dress and seated herself behind her desk. She folded her hands together on the small stack of printouts, took a deep breath and collected her thoughts.

The conversation she was about to have would be wonderful, at first. But then the questions would come, the fears would surface—all of them understandable, all of them possibilities that had to be addressed.

They came into her office holding hands, two good people. Good-looking, good hearts, good friends. Maggie, a schoolteacher and wife as well as an anxious, expectant mother. Adam, the son of Jackson McCallum who, providentially it would seem now, had financed this very building, the latest addition to the Maitland Maternity Clinic.

Officially, the new unit was called the Emily McCallum Multiple Birth Wing, in honor of the woman who had died thirty-one years ago giving birth to the McCallum triplets, Adam, Briana and Caleb.

Emily McCallum’s delivery-room death would be very much on Adam’s mind in a few moments, and Madeline mentally rehearsed how she would address those concerns.

How ironic that Adam and his wife had come to seek Madeline’s advice as a fertility specialist several months ago. How wonderful that she had been able to help them. Now they would learn that the three of them were going to be a close-working team for the next seven months, along with Zachary Beaumont, the wing’s highly qualified perinatologist, who specialized in high-risk pregnancies and multiple births.

Madeline watched them closely as the couple sat down in the leather chairs, still holding hands, both of them looking at her expectantly. Good word, expectantly. Because, boy, were these two ever expecting!

“Dr. Sheppard?” Maggie asked, her voice overly bright with nerves. “Are we right about the timing? I’m just two months along? Because I’m really having trouble with my waistbands, and I thought it would be too soon for that.”


Adam laughed. “Maggie sees no relation between the chocolate-covered marshmallow Easter eggs she’s discovered and her weight gain, Doctor. Me, I’m considering buying stock in the company, if their candies are really that good.”

“Ha, ha,” Maggie said, glaring at her husband for a moment, then smiling.

These two smiled at each other a lot lately. Madeline liked that; it made a nice change. Infertility strained many a marriage to the breaking point, and as both doctor and friend, she hadn’t been unaware of the tension Maggie and Adam had been under through the months of fertility testing, the “come home, my temperature has gone up” pressure that took a lot of the romance out of any marriage.

But all that was over now. Maggie and Adam were pregnant. Now it was Madeline’s job, and Zachary’s job, to get Maggie to a healthy delivery.

“Okay,” Madeline said, putting a smile on her face. “First, yes, Maggie, I’d say we’re right on the money with your due date, especially since we’ve been routinely running pregnancy tests and monitoring your cycles. You’re two months pregnant. Your uterus, however, is nearly twice the size of a two-months’ gestation.”

“It’s twice as large because…?” Adam asked, leaning forward in his chair.

“Maybe because,” Madeline suggested, “there could be more than one baby in there, Adam. We did discuss this possibility, remember?”

Maggie nodded. “Yes, we did. Adam was one of triplets, so that made us more likely to have a multiple pregnancy, even without the fertility drugs I took. You told us, Doctor. We knew the risks.”

“And we told you it didn’t matter. One baby, three babies—we’d love them all,” Adam added, his eyes going to the small stack of printouts Madeline had just picked up. “We’re having more than one? Is that what you’re saying? Can you see them on there? I mean, really see them?” He stood up, held out one hand. “Let me see.”

Madeline deliberately put down the printout she’d been holding, folded her hands over the stack once more. “In a moment. And, yes, Mr. McCallum, I can see them. I counted, counted several times, and there’s no question. You and Maggie are going to become the parents of what we in the medical profession so ridiculously call multiples.”

Maggie gave a little cry and reached out to Adam, who held her close, kissed her hair, her cheek.

And Madeline watched, smiling with them…and waited for the other shoe to drop.

Adam was the first to sober, to look at Madeline, his eyes dark. “How…how safe is this, Doctor? I mean it, be honest. My…my mother—”

“Your mother, Mr. McCallum,” Madeline interrupted quickly, “gave birth over thirty years ago, in a small-town hospital unequipped to handle her special circumstances. You know I’ve seen her medical records, and her complications, although still dangerous today, are much more manageable now. And, as we’ve also already discussed, the McCallum Wing is the most well-equipped, up-to-date facility in this entire region. We’re going to take very good care of Maggie and your babies.”

“Babies,” Maggie said, lightly pressing both hands against her belly. “How many, Doctor? Two? Three?”

“They’re still incredibly small, but I tried to capture them each separately.” Madeline picked up the grainy printouts and began dealing them out in front of the expectant parents like playing cards, watching Maggie’s and Adam’s eyes widening, their cheeks going pale. “One…two…three…four…and five.”

Then she grabbed the ammonia packet from her top drawer and broke it under Adam’s nose. Funny, it was usually the mother who fainted….

 

“WE’RE GOING to have to pile pillows on the floor of the delivery room,” Madeline joked as she ended her story about her newest expectant father. She sat low on her spine on the soft leather couch, her bare legs and feet propped on the glass-topped coffee table. “Otherwise, mother and babies will be fine, and Daddy will be admitted for a concussion. I mean it, Ian,” she said, looking at her friend, who was looking at her bare feet, “the poor guy went out like a light.”

Ian Russell picked up Madeline’s crossed legs and slipped a section of the morning newspaper under them. “I’d do more than that,” he said, heading to the small wet bar in the main living area of his spacious apartment to snag a bottle of soda from the refrigerator. “I think I’d be on the next fast jet to anywhere but here. Five babies at one time? Damn, Maddie, that’s a litter.” He held up a green plastic bottle, wiggled it. “Want one?”

“It is not a litter, Ian,” Madeline replied testily. “And no, not that stuff. That stuff has no caffeine. I have about five medical journals to read tonight. I need caffeine. Lots of caffeine.”

“Really? Sorry, all out,” Ian said, grinning at her. “How about I spoon-feed you some of the coffee grounds left over from this morning? That ought to give you a kick start on staying up all night.”

Madeline rolled her eyes, indicated with a wave of her hand that, yes, reluctantly, she’d take the soda he’d offered. “You don’t really think multiples are litters, do you, Ian?” she asked as he sat down next to her on the couch, rested his head against the back cushion.

“No, Maddie, I don’t. But I get a real kick out of the way your nostrils sort of flare whenever anyone dares to say the word litter in your presence. Hell, I think you’re doing a great job. Bringing happiness to previously infertile couples, bringing children into the world who will be loved, cherished—really wanted.” He turned his head to look at her. “Okay? Am I forgiven?”

“I’ll think about it, while you think about groveling. Because I absolutely love it when you grovel,” Madeline said, raising the bottle to her lips, drinking deeply. Then she closed her eyes, tipped her head back and gave every indication of going to sleep.

Ian looked at her, shook his head. What a woman. She worked harder than any two men he knew, practically lived her job. No, her profession. What Maddie did, what she achieved, was a whole hell of a lot more than just a job. She had been this way, this dedicated, ever since he’d met her.

How long had he and Maddie known each other? Fifteen years? No, more like seventeen, ever since their freshman orientation class that first day at the university. Almost half a lifetime, considering they’d both turn thirty-five this year, Ian just two weeks after Maddie’s birthday.

The Gruesome Twosome, that’s what they’d called each other, a fairly uninventive name, but they’d liked it. He’d given her a little whirl, because that’s what he liked—giving the ladies a little whirl—but it hadn’t worked. She’d been too caught up in her studies to have much time for romance, and the one time he’d tried to kiss her, she’d laughed at him. Laughed!

But she’d been right. They were compatible. As friends, they were compatible. They’d even shared an off-campus apartment the last two semesters of school, Maddie doing the cooking, Ian the cleaning. And cleaning up after Maddie in the kitchen had been a full-time job.

Still, they were friends, great friends. Best friends. Nobody applauded louder when Maddie received yet another academic honor. No one laughed harder when Ian had to take to wearing dark sunglasses and a big hat to avoid the latest lady in his varied love life.

They’d gotten drunk together the night he learned that his father, from whom he’d been estranged for years, had died. They’d spent a month backpacking through Europe together before their last year of school. Maddie had cried on his shoulder when her first big love affair went belly-up, and he’d written her application for her internship.

And here they still were, not roommates anymore—Maddie lived in the apartment across the hall—but still best friends. She could tell him anything, and he’d listen, he’d understand. He could show up on her doorstep, feverish, hacking and sneezing, with a morning beard and bed hair, and she’d take him in, cluck over him, make him all better.

In fact, if they weren’t such good friends, he’d marry her, except that marriage would probably just break up their friendship.

“Maddie?” he said, pushing a dark curl that had slipped onto her forehead, tucking it behind her ear.

“Hmm?” she said, her eyes still closed. “If you’ve got a hot date and you’re asking me to move, you can just forget it. I’m staying right here.”

“Long day, huh?”

“No more than most,” she said, seemingly trying to open her eyes by raising her eyebrows—a fruitless exercise, to say the least. “But I had to tell one of my patients that the in-vitro didn’t work. That was hard.”


“Are you going to try again?”

“Uh-huh, thanks to the fund Jackson McCallum set up to help pay for the procedure for those who can’t really afford the high fees.” She finally succeeded in getting her eyes open, her deeply brown, wonderfully compassionate eyes. “I hate it that sometimes a couple’s checkbook comes between them and the chance for a baby. It just doesn’t seem fair.”

“And she’s off,” Ian said, smiling. “I would have thought you’d be too tired to climb up on any of your many soapboxes tonight.”

She wrinkled her nose at him. “When you’re right, you’re right. Topic closed. Now, do you want me out of here or not, because if you don’t have a date I think ordering out for pizza sounds like a real plan. We rent a movie, pop some popcorn later? What do you say? Those darn journal articles can just wait for another day.”

Ian winced. “Sorry, babe. Definitely a hot date.” He pushed back his sleeve, looked at his wristwatch. “As a matter of fact, she’ll be here any moment now, so if you wouldn’t mind?” he ended, picking up her bare legs once more, pushing them off the coffee table so that Madeline had no choice but to get up. It was either that or slide onto the floor in a heap.

She gave her thick black mane a toss, then pulled at her extra-extra-large gray sweatshirt that all but hid the fact that she was also wearing a pair of cutoff jean shorts. Maddie had great legs, Ian knew, but that body of hers pretty much remained a mystery, even after all these years. He’d never met a woman so careful to conceal her body, mostly with goofy granny gowns or oversize sweats.

He stood up with her, flicked a finger against her shiny, makeup-free nose. Her naturally curly hair—and there was a lot of it—was still damp after her shower, and he liked the way it waved around her face. Such a change from the tight braid or the bun she usually squeezed it all into because she thought the scraped-back styles made her look professional. Professional, hell. Just as he’d told her about ten million times, in those granny gowns, with that hair, she looked like a gunnysack with bangs.

“Tomorrow night?” he asked her as he took her by the shoulders, turned her, aimed her toward the door. “Pizza, popcorn, the whole nine yards. My treat.”

“You’re on,” Madeline told him, accepting the sneakers he picked up, held out to her. “Oh, no—wait. I can’t. Dammit, Ian, I can’t.”

“Hot date?” he asked, a little surprised to feel a slight twinge somewhere inside him. A twinge? Of what? Certainly not jealousy. That would be ridiculous. Besides, if it was jealousy, it would only be because he enjoyed their movie nights so much. Maddie never missed a joke in the comedies, always guessed the murderer in mysteries and just about crawled inside him when they watched horror movies. And she made great popcorn. With cheese on it.

“No, silly. No hot date. Not even a lukewarm one, more’s the pity. The girls are taking me out for my birthday.”

“Your birthday? That’s not for another two days. And besides, you’re spending it with me, remember? Saturday night, you and me, reservations at Lone Star, two very thick, very rare steaks. You couldn’t have forgotten?”

She reached up, kissed his cheek. “Relax, I haven’t forgotten. How can I forget? You’re paying the check. No, this is just a girls’ night out, that’s all. Just April, Annabelle and yours truly. We’ll go to the mall straight from work, grab something to eat and do a little shopping.”


“Really?” Ian said, looking at her, one eyebrow raised. “You’re going shopping? At the mall? For clothes? And that would be voluntarily? I don’t believe it.”

“Very funny,” Madeline said, heading for the door once more. “I’ll have you know that I’ve agreed to let April and Annabelle pick out a new outfit for me. It’s their birthday present to me, and I think it’s a very nice gesture. Really.” She wrinkled her nose. “Kind of. Sorta. Oh, how I’m going to hate this.”

“Hold it right there, pal,” Ian said, walking after her, grabbing her elbow as she reached for the doorknob. “There’s got to be a story attached to this. Let’s hear it.”

Madeline pulled a face. “Man, you’re a pain. Okay, okay, so there is a story. Sort of. I was speaking with a patient the other afternoon, out in the hallway of the unit, and the patient’s little girl pointed at my stomach and asked when my baby would come out.”

Ian’s smile faded for two reasons. One, he knew Madeline’s absolutely atrocious taste in clothes had caused the child’s mistake—Omar the tent maker used less cloth—and two, he knew how badly Madeline wanted to be pregnant. Married and pregnant. Just pregnant, if she didn’t marry soon.

He hated to hear her talk about becoming a single parent. She deserved so much more. She deserved a man who loved her, a family, even the requisite white picket fence around the family home.

He shook away his thoughts, tried to keep the conversation light. “When is the baby coming out? Ouch, babe, that had to hurt. What were you wearing? That green granny dress your mom sent you? I told you—”

“I know, I know. You’ve definitely told me. And, yes, the green granny dress my mom made for me, which is now residing in a charity bin outside the hospital. Anyway, Annabelle overheard the little girl, and the next thing I knew she and April had a conspiracy cooked up between them. Tomorrow night they’re buying me a new outfit for my birthday. And they’ve told me I’d better come prepared with my plastic, because they fully intend to talk me into an entire new wardrobe. I’m going to hate every moment of this. Just hate it.”

“But you’ll play nice?” Ian prodded. “You won’t do what you did to me the last time I suggested you wear clothes at least close to your own size?”

“I didn’t do anything to you, Ian, and you know it.”

“Sure. Right,” he agreed. “Now, what did you say again? I’m afraid my ears are still ringing. Wait—if I listen, listen closely, I can still hear it. ‘Ian Russell, you can take that pitiful excuse for a dress and shove it straight—’”

He broke off as Madeline put down her head, as her shoulders sort of slumped. “Ah, hell, Maddie, I’m sorry. I didn’t know that was such a sore spot with you.”

Her head flew up, her chin jutting out. “It is not a sore spot with me, Ian. I just don’t see the point. Do you know how many times a day I can be getting in and out of scrubs, my street clothes? It’s just easier to dress as I do. Loose clothing, no buttons, no restrictions.”

“No style, no glamour, no hairstyle, no makeup—okay, okay,” he ended, putting up his hands as she growled at him. “I’m backing off, right now. But, man to woman, Mad, if you plan to go fishing, it’s smart to put out a couple of lures.”

Madeline opened her mouth, probably to tell him to close his, when there was a knock on the door. She grinned at him rather evilly. “Oh, gosh, your dress-up doll’s here. Guess I’d better hit the road.”

“Very funny,” Ian said, heading toward the door.


“And Rosemary’s not a toy. She’s a software whiz. Very creative.”

“I’ll just bet she is,” Madeline said as he opened the door. She breezed past Rosemary, who frowned at her, then smiled at Ian.

“Who was that?” Rosemary asked as she waited for Ian to close the door.

“Nobody. Just a friend from across the hall,” he told her, wondering why he suddenly felt lower than a snake’s belly. He looked at Rosemary, his hot date. Blond hair, legs that went on forever, some pretty impressive cleavage showing above the neckline of her little black dress.

He wondered how soon he could get rid of her.

 

FRIDAY NIGHT, Madeline met April McCallum and Annabelle Reardon at the Austin Eats diner next door to Maitland Maternity, racing in about twenty minutes late.

She slid into the booth alongside Annabelle, smiled at April, who sat across the narrow table. “Thanks for agreeing to meet here instead of at the mall. I’m so sorry for the last-minute change of plans. Mrs. Halstead kept saying, ‘Just one more question, please.’ But I think she’s okay now. Poor thing, she spends all her free time on the Internet, looking up ways to scare herself.”

April sipped soda through a straw, then sighed. “I know how she feels. I mean, I didn’t have to worry about all the problems of a multiple pregnancy, but the problems that can arise afterward certainly aren’t minimal. I can scare myself silly about the babies, and I’m a trained neonatal nurse.”

“It’s because you’re a trained neonatal nurse that you can scare yourself so badly,” Madeline said reasonably. “You just know too much, have seen too much. Besides, those babies are fine.”


April smiled weakly. “I don’t know, guys. I should be doing handsprings, but I just…well, I just worry, that’s all. I love those little scraps so much. So much,” she repeated, blinking back tears.

“Yes, you do love them, April,” Annabelle, the baby of this trio of women, said with a wink at Madeline. “Along with a certain new husband you’re pretty gaga over, right?”

“Oh, and look who’s talking,” April countered, nudging Madeline in the ribs. “Have you seen the way our little girl here looks at Zachary Beaumont, our esteemed obstetrician? Some of those looks could melt rock at fifty paces.”

“That’s not true!” the young delivery room nurse protested, blushing. “I have nothing but the greatest respect for Dr. Beaumont.”

“Oh, yeah, here we go. She respects him. Let me count the ways. She respects his yummy chocolate brown eyes. She respects that sexy smile. And, oh boy, does she respect the way that man looks in scrubs. Did I miss anything?” April asked, leaning her elbows on the table, which only goaded Annabelle into more protests.

As April and Annabelle went back and forth, Madeline pretended to read the menu she already knew by heart, as Austin Eats wasn’t just convenient; the food was good, so good that the place had become almost a home away from home for the Maitland Maternity staff.

Madeline felt comfortable here, comfortable with these two women she both liked and admired.

She’d watched April closely these last months, ever since the birth of the quadruplets last December. What a conglomeration of complications that had caused! The birth mother, hardly more than a child herself, had disappeared shortly after the birth of the quads, leaving behind a note that she wanted April to care for her babies. April, who had been assigned to the quads at birth, had fallen completely in love with them.

The desperate teenage mother had seen that, even the local child welfare agency had seen that, but April’s application to become foster mother to the babies once they were able to leave the hospital had been tabled, and all because she would be a single mother.

April had been devastated, and everyone at Maitland Maternity rallied around her, did everything they could to help change the agency’s mind.

Madeline had written a long letter to the child welfare board, detailing April’s exemplary work ethic as a neonatal nurse and assuring them that medically, as well as emotionally, April would be a perfect foster mother for those abandoned children with their special needs.

And they were special needs babies; premature, needing constant care, requiring close monitoring until at least their fifth year of life, as not all problems showed up immediately after birth. She sometimes felt that she had to educate the whole world about multiple births, and she never backed down from a fight.

Madeline ran a finger down the list of specials as she remembered the day Adam’s brother, Caleb McCallum, had entered the picture. A whirlwind courtship and marriage followed, but those first weeks of marriage had been pretty rocky for her friend. And yet, as Annabelle said, April was definitely gaga over Caleb now, and the man couldn’t be more obvious about being in love with his wife.

It had become a ritual for Madeline to stop by the nursery every night before she went home, to watch April and Caleb with their babies, the babies they’d both come to love. And now they were a family, at least a foster family, and if the courts had any brains at all, they’d be a real, permanent family.

Because Jenny, the quads’ mother, had at last been located and seemed to still want April to care for her children. If she would give her final legal approval to the adoption, all of April’s and Caleb’s worries would be over.

“Okay. Let’s order, eat and get this girl to the mall. It’s makeover time,” April said.

Madeline immediately felt her stomach clench. “Oh, do we have to?”

April’s expression as she looked at Madeline said, You’re kidding, right?

“Oh, no, Madeline, we have to do this,” Annabelle, younger and less tactful, blurted. “You have to do this. I mean—look at you.”

Madeline looked at her comfortable cotton granny dress. Slightly scooped neck, cap sleeves, button front, a little bit of smocking over the bosom, high waistline. Pretty little blue flowers on a gray background. Short gray cotton vest sweater hanging over the dress. Okay, so maybe the sweater was a little baggy. “What? What’s wrong with this?”

“Annabelle?” April said, covering her smile with one hand. “You want to take this one?”

Annabelle’s cheeks turned rosy, and she stammered slightly as she said, “Oh! Oh, Madeline, I…I didn’t mean. I mean…I don’t want to criticize….”

“Oh, sure you do,” April said cheerfully. “Start with her sandals, why don’t you?”

“My sandals? What’s wrong with them? I thought you were talking about my clothes, not my sandals.” Madeline sat back, sighed. “Oh, all right, all right. It’s not like this is the first time I’m hearing this. Ian keeps telling me I must shop in the dark. But the thing is, I like my clothes. They’re comfortable.”

“So’s going around naked, Madeline,” April countered, “but I don’t think it’ll ever catch on.”

Their food arrived, double cheeseburgers all around, but Madeline had lost her appetite. “How do I explain this?” she asked, addressing the French fry in her hand. “Okay, here goes. I was an only child. Neither Mom or Dad had the faintest idea how to raise this daughter they’d ended up with due to one of those fabled menopausal pregnancies. They never really adjusted to me, so I had to adjust to them. Which meant I spent most of my time with my nose in a book and not thinking about the latest fashion fads.”

“That still doesn’t explain why, at nearly thirty-five, you’re dressing like a throwback to the sixties. Or did you grow up in a commune?”

Madeline lowered her head. “Just until I was twelve,” she admitted, then looked at her friends, who were goggling at her. “No, seriously, I did grow up in a commune. It was wonderful. Really. Stop laughing.”

“I can’t help it, Madeline,” April said, wiping her eyes. “I’m trying to be serious, but I keep seeing you tripping through a meadow, a daisy chain in your hair, a loaf of homemade bread under your arm.”

Annabelle clapped her hands for attention. “Another discussion for another time, ladies. Okay, so now we know where the granny gowns and sandals and that braid came from—and may they all leave quickly, please. But we’re here together tonight to turn Madeline Sheppard from—and I mean this in the nicest way, Madeline—dull and dreary and into ka-wow!”

“Oh, sure.” Madeline groused, wiping her hands on her paper napkin. “I can see it now. I open a couple of buttons on this dress, take off my reading glasses—which means I won’t be able to see my French fries—take down my braid, shake my hair free and—bam!—suddenly I’m Catherine Zeta-Jones.” She rolled her eyes. “Cut me a break.”

“Hey, it could happen.” April ignored the sarcasm. “And another thing. Are you saying that there’s something under that dress that would be improved by opening a couple of those buttons? I’ll bet you are. Well, then, we’re on our way, aren’t we, Annabelle? Hot dog!”

“Oh, no,” Madeline moaned, and buried her head in her hands.








Chapter Two



Madeline walked to the tall T-stand and lifted off a hanger, holding up the soft cotton flowered ankle-length dress to her friends. “See? It’s not just my mother sending me her efforts, sewn with her two arthritic hands, bless her. There have to be dozens of these dresses here. How can you say I’m out of date?”

Annabelle and April exchanged pained meaningful glances. “I’ll take this one,” April volunteered after a moment. She relieved Madeline of the dress, which she then shoved onto the rack. “Madeline. Sweetheart. Honey. Yes, they still make these dresses. Yes, they still sell these dresses. To teenagers. You’re thirty-five years old.”

“Thirty-four,” Madeline grumbled under her breath. “Maybe for only one more day, but I’m hanging on with both hands, thank you anyway.”

“Thirty-four, thirty-five, whatever,” April continued, taking Madeline by the elbow and steering her toward another section of the largest department store in the mall. “The point I’m trying to make is that, if you’re not either eighteen or pregnant, the time has come to say goodbye to the cutesy, little-girl look, okay?”

Madeline cast one last look over her shoulder at the rack of dresses, sighed. “Okay, but what do I tell my mother? She sends me at least ten new dresses a year.”

“Tell her you still want them to donate to the thrift shop run by the hospital auxiliary. Those high waistlines, those gathered skirts? Your mom puts enough material in those dresses to take a woman carrying sextuplets into her third trimester. In fact, maybe you ought to think about donating your entire wardrobe to the hospital thrift shop.”

Madeline blinked back sudden tears. “You sound just like Ian. I swear, if that man had his way, all women would wear nothing but bikinis.”

“Really? He’s a sexist?” Annabelle asked.

“No, not really. I was exaggerating,” Madeline said. “He just thinks it’s time I paid more attention to myself, that’s all, instead of taking the easy way out, which is what he calls my clothes. Which are comfortable, not to belabor the point. I don’t even have to waste time like this—shopping. You have both figured out that I hate shopping, right?”

“Ian said you should pay more attention to yourself?” April nodded, pulling out a soft pink silk blouse, holding up the hanger. “Sounds like a smart man. Life in a commune, working your way through college and med school, working twelve-hour days at the new unit? I know you’re busy, Madeline, but you’re not just a doctor. You’re a fun, lovely, intelligent woman. It’s about time you stopped hiding behind those yards of material.”

There was no getting around, over or under these two women. She’d have to tell the awful truth. “I’ve got a gut,” Madeline said quietly, so quietly that Annabelle leaned closer, made her repeat what she’d said.

“A gut,” Madeline said, more loudly than she’d intended. “A belly, Annabelle. I always have. There are the medical terms for it, but in layman’s terms, I’m an apple. You know—apples and pears. Pears have small waists, flat bellies, bigger hips, heavier thighs. We apples have skinny arms and legs, narrow hips, but tend to gain all our weight in our bellies, waistlines. And our busts,” she added, knowing that every drawback had at least one bonus, and her generous bust was hers.

“She says she’s an apple,” Annabelle said to April, shrugging.

April shrugged in return. “So? I’m a pear. I’ve been waging war on my upper thighs since I was twelve. No problem. We camouflage.”

Madeline rolled her eyes. “Isn’t that what I’ve been doing?”

“Madeline,” April said reasonably, “you could hide Oklahoma under that dress. We don’t need that much camouflage. We just go for short skirts—to show off your legs—and longer, more swingy tops, to hide this massive waistline you say you have. Now, what size are you?”

Madeline tried to make her one-hundred-and-forty-pound, five-foot-six-inch frame smaller—knowing she couldn’t make it disappear. “I don’t know. I have to go larger to be able to comfortably button my waistbands, which is just another reason Mom’s dresses are easier and definitely more comfortable. And slacks? Forget it! By the time the waist fits, the crotch is at my knees, the seat sags, and my legs disappear. Which—” she ended on a sigh “—is why I don’t wear slacks or jeans.”

“Oh, have you ever been shopping in the wrong stores. Except you don’t shop, right?” Annabelle shook her head. “Come on, Madeline, it’s just us girls here. The size?”

Madeline sighed. “A fourteen? A sixteen?”

“Sixteen? No way!” Annabelle exclaimed, eyeing Madeline with what looked to be a practiced eye. “You probably just chose the wrong designers. Some seem to design for those of us with smaller waists and bigger butts—pardon my French—and others design for, what did you call yourself? Oh, yeah, an apple. We just have to find a designer who caters to apples.”

“And elastic waistbands,” April added, dragging Madeline across the carpeted floor to yet another section of the women’s department. “According to my mother, a definite apple, elastic waistbands are the greatest invention since sliced bread, or something like that. A sixteen? Never! I’ll bet you’re a twelve, once we find those elastic waistbands.”

April was wrong. Twenty minutes later, with Annabelle running back and forth between dressing room and selling floor to exchange sizes, Madeline stood staring at herself—and wearing a size ten.

The collarless Wedgwood blue silk suit jacket she wore had long sleeves, a lovely row of covered buttons, a hem that hit just at the top of her thighs and a softly nipped-in waist that actually gave her a shape. A real shape. And the skirt? Lined with slinky taffeta, the straight skirt—with elastic waist—barely skimmed the top of her knees, exposing her slim, well-shaped, very long lower legs.

“Now I ask you, ladies and gentlemen, who is this gorgeous creature?” April asked, obviously quite pleased with herself. “So, Madeline? What do you think?”

“I think I don’t believe it,” she answered, pulling up the tag hanging from the sleeve. “A ten?”

“Welcome to the wonderful world of camouflage,” Annabelle said as she hung up rejects, then sat on the small chair in the dressing room. “You look great, Madeline. Professional, yet sexy. We’ll take it, right, April?”


“Definitely. Happy birthday, Madeline,” April answered with a grin. “Thank heaven the mall is open late for the pre-Easter sales. Now that we know the style and the size—and the great elastic secret—Madeline, it’s time to pull out the plastic, because we aren’t leaving here until you’ve got a whole new wardrobe. Suits for work, slacks and tops for casual wear, you name it.”

“And then we do the shoes, the purses—because you’re not going to ruin that suit by carrying around that knitted feed bag anymore, Madeline.”

“And makeup,” April added, unwrapping the elastic tie around Madeline’s braid, unwinding the braid itself. “Oh, would you look at those curls! Madeline, you’ve been hiding naturally black, naturally curly hair? How could you? That’s positively criminal. And you’ve got fabulous skin, Madeline, white and creamy. That’s probably because you’ve never worn makeup. Snow White skin, Snow White hair—all we need now is a prince.”

“Yes, definitely a prince,” Annabelle said, jumping up from her chair to kiss Madeline’s cheek. “You look wonderful, Madeline.”

“True, Annabelle, but there does come a time when we all need a little…embellishment. Even princesses. With those brown eyes, I’d say some two-tone beige and brown shadow, some peachy-colored blusher and lipstick. And, of course, mascara and eyeliner. Madeline? Madeline, are we pushing too hard? Are you okay with this?”

Madeline, who had been staring at her reflection, half frightened, half pleased, knowing she still wouldn’t give Catherine Zeta-Jones a run for her money—but, then, who could?—just nodded. “Okay. Sure. I mean—” she gave her head a small shake, watched her curls settle onto her shoulders “—sure. Let’s do it.”

 


IAN LOOKED at his watch, calculating how much time it would take to get across town to the Lone Star in time for their six o’clock reservations.

He’d had it all planned so carefully. Up early, go for a run. Golf with the guys, a nap, some power shopping to locate a reasonably good birthday gift, dinner at six.

Except he’d come home to a note Madeline had slipped under his door, telling him that she might be a little late because she had to go back to the mall with April and Annabelle for “some last-minute idiocy.”

Ian pondered that line for a while, then tossed the note aside, found the channel changer and surfed for whatever sports might be on the tube the week before the NCAA March Madness started next week. He lucked out with a great game for one of the last divisional tournaments and settled in to watch, one ear listening for Madeline’s footsteps in the hallway.

Not that he wasn’t interested in the game on the screen, because he was. But he and Maddie usually watched the games together. Baseball, basketball, football, ice hockey—anything that wasn’t soccer, because she always fell asleep during soccer games.

Maybe, after dinner, they’d come back and watch the video he’d rented last night. He’d started to watch it by himself, but only five minutes into it he knew Maddie would love it, so he’d ejected the tape. Then he’d read two chapters of a book. Then he’d walked around his apartment, straightening up, and found one of Maddie’s hair clips under the kitchen table. He put it in the dish on the counter, the Maddie Collection Plate that she raided every time she ran out of hair clips or needed postage stamps, emery boards, even her extra pair of reading glasses. Her sandals he kept in the hall closet, along with a tweed vest he hoped she never remembered she owned and the crutches she’d used that summer she broke her foot.

Not that he minded that Maddie, left to her own devices, could quickly have his entire apartment littered with her stuff, because he didn’t. He liked that they were so comfortable with each other that they just about lived in each other’s pockets. Sharing, caring. All that good stuff.

Except now Maddie was going to turn thirty-five. If he’d thought she’d panicked at thirty, it had been nothing to compare with the teary monologue he’d listened to one night a few weeks ago, wherein Maddie lamented her single state, her ticking biological clock and her conviction that she was speeding headlong into old maidhood.

He was also going to be thirty-five. Did that mean he was racing down the road to old bachelorhood?

Not according to Maddie, Ian remembered, as he looked into the mirror above his dresser, twisting his tie into a neat Windsor knot.

“You’re just entering your prime,” she’d told him—accused him, actually. “Men have it so much easier. You’ll be able to take your pick of women—especially younger women—well into your fifties. But not women. And especially not if we want babies. Do you know how much more difficult it is to even become pregnant for the first time after the age of thirty-five? And the complications of having your first child after forty? Not good, Ian, not good. Trust me. So I’m thinking about getting pregnant. I mean, why not? Women like me are doing it every day. Of course, I’d have to find a donor.”

“Yeah?” he’d said, trying to keep the conversation light. “Well, don’t go to strangers.”

Ian checked the collar of his shirt, still looking at his reflection as he thought over Maddie’s words, his flip reply, the rather shattered look that had passed over her features before she’d smiled, laughed rather hollowly.

Was that when everything had changed?

Probably.

Maddie was his best pal, his good buddy—his other half, when he got right down to it. There was nothing they didn’t know about each other, nothing they couldn’t share—not their pains, their joys, their highs, their lows. Theirs was the friendship of a lifetime, the sort only a few were blessed to have and one he knew had to be fed, nurtured, in order to endure.

Except he’d been taking advantage of Maddie. Oh, not intentionally, but he’d been monopolizing her time all these years while keeping his social life in full swing.

Was that his fault? If Maddie didn’t date very often, didn’t actively look for dates—was that his fault?

Did he keep her that busy? Sure, they saw each other every day, sometimes sharing breakfast in her apartment, sometimes meeting near the hospital for lunch. Madeline cooked dinner for them at least four nights a week.

And on Friday and Saturday nights Ian went out on dates…and Maddie stayed home to read medical journals.

“You’ve been getting all the perks here, bucko,” Ian told himself as he ran a comb through his dark hair. “You don’t just count on Maddie hanging around, waiting for you to show up in her life—you expect her to be there. And that’s not fair.”

Maddie should be married. Ian knew that. She should have a gang of kids, definitely. But if she stayed with him, let him be the platonic man in her life, she’d never find a romantic man for her life. Maybe Maddie didn’t see that, but he did. Now. The damn dirty shame was that he hadn’t seen it for fifteen long years.

“Yeah, but don’t tell her that tonight,” he warned himself as he went to the closet and pulled out his sport jacket, slid his arms into it as he headed out of the bedroom. “Happy birthday, Maddie. Go away, find a life.” He shook his head. “Oh, yeah, that would do it. That one would nail down that Prince of the Year award for sure.”

But what else was he to do? What Maddie wanted, what Maddie needed, he couldn’t give her. They were friends, not lovers. Hadn’t they tried that back in college? It hadn’t worked then and it wouldn’t work now. They knew each other too well to change their comfortable friendship into something so much more complicated.

Besides, if he tried to kiss her, tried to do anything at all, she’d probably laugh at him, just the way she’d done the one time he had tried to kiss her in something other than a brotherly way.

What was it she’d said to him at the time? Oh, yeah. Something really nice. “What, are you nuts, Russell? I’m not even blond.”

“See?” Ian said to the ceramic dalmatian Maddie had bought him for Christmas, the one that stood sentinel in front of his gas fireplace in the living room. “That’s how she sees me, Spot. Playboy of the western world. Not that I haven’t done my best to live up to that reputation. But man, Spot, I’m getting tired. Dancing all night, ruining my new sneakers with romantic walks in the rain, fielding veiled questions about how many kids I’d like to have. Who needs the hassle? I’m just getting too old for this. Right, Spot?”

Spot just sat there, that sort of sickly half smile on his face that had gotten him marked down to half price and won the heart of Maddie, who believed the underdog should be able to catch a break from time to time. So she’d brought Spot home, given him to Ian, saying he shouldn’t worry, she’d feed the mutt if he’d walk him.


Ian smiled, shook his head again. What an idiotic present. He wouldn’t take Spot’s weight in diamonds for that stupid, crooked-mouth dog.

Okay. He checked his watch one more time, decided he’d killed enough time on introspection, or whatever in hell it was he’d been doing—and he certainly wasn’t going to examine his rambling thoughts too closely, because then he might find out. Maddie should have been knocking on his door fifteen minutes ago, maybe twenty.

“Yeah, well, if the mountain won’t come to Muhammad,” he grumbled, scooping his car keys from the table beside the couch. “Don’t wait up,” he called over his shoulder to Spot, and headed across the hall to Maddie’s apartment.

 

“GO AWAY!”

Ian knocked again, harder this time.

Madeline should have known. The man never had taken direction well.

There was that time she’d told him not to make a U-turn at that intersection with the No U-Turn sign. Yes, she’d been called to the hospital for an emergency, and yes, she’d wanted to get there as fast as possible. But did he listen? No. That one had cost him a hefty fine.

And then there was the time—okay, about six hundred times—she’d told him not to take the wooden spoon from a pot, take a taste and put the spoon back in the pot. And then he’d wink at her, the rat.

Or the day he swore he wasn’t too sick to go camping with some old college friends and ended up with pneumonia. That had been a big “I told you so” between them, considering she had been the lucky one who’d ended up playing nurse for a very uncooperative patient.

She could go on. And on. The man was a menace. There were times she threatened him with divorce—and they weren’t even married.

“Ian, go away!” she called, definitely in the grip of panic. “I’m…I’m not ready yet.”

“Well, I am, Maddie. Come on, I’m starving,” he called through the door, then turned the knob—just as Maddie realized she hadn’t locked the door. Damn him for knowing she rarely remembered to lock the door during the day. He’d give her another lecture. Just what she didn’t need, someone else telling her what was best for her.

Madeline turned on her heels, ready to make a break for it all the way to her bedroom, to her bathroom, to the door that would lock behind her once she was in the bathroom.

“Whoa!”

Too late. Madeline remained where she was, her back to Ian, her eyes closed as she waited for whatever would follow that whoa.

It wasn’t long in coming.

“Maddie? Is that you? In slacks?”

She looked at herself. At the tangerine-colored silk top that flowed softly over her body, ending at the tops of her thighs. At the beige raw silk slacks that were pencil thin all the way down to the ankles, where they covered her brand-new beige boots with the three-inch heels.

She raised a hand to grab the tortoiseshell pendant that hung to her waist from a thick gold chain and turned to confront Ian. “Don’t say a word,” she warned him.

And, for once in his life, the man was obedient, because he stood there, looking at her. And looking at her. And looking at her.

“Oh, for crying out loud, Ian!” she complained when she couldn’t stand it anymore. “Say something.”


He shook his head, spread his arms. “I can’t. I don’t know what to say.” He used the sweep of one hand to encompass her hair, her face, her new clothing. “What happened?”

Madeline threw up her hands. “I knew it. I just knew that would be your reaction! I look ridiculous. Stay here, I’m going to go wash my face.”

His hand snaked out, capturing her elbow. “Oh, no, you’re not. Come here, Maddie,” he said, half dragging her toward the mirror hanging over a table beside the front door. “Look at yourself. Your hair looks great, all pulled away from your face and curly and everything. And those eyes! Maddie, when did your eyes get so big?”

“Makeup,” she told him tightly. “My eyes didn’t grow, Ian. It’s just makeup.”

“I know that, Maddie,” Ian said, giving her a quick hug as she faced the mirror. “And I love this color,” he said, rubbing a bit of the fabric of her shirt between his fingers. “Silk. I’m crazy about silk.”

Madeline shivered, knowing it wasn’t cold in the apartment, and stepped away from the mirror, wrapping her arms around herself. “Then you don’t think I look ridiculous? It’s why we went back to the mall today, Annabelle and I. To have my hair and makeup done.”

And then her shoulders slumped. “Oh, Ian, I can’t believe I let people do this to me. Makeup, a new hairstyle, enough new clothing that I doubt my charge card will cool down for at least a year.”

“You mean there’s more?” Ian said, waggling his eyebrows at her. “You bought more than just this one outfit?”

“Oh, stop grinning,” Madeline said testily. “And, yes, it’s true. All your fondest dreams realized. I promised to get rid of my old wardrobe. Are you happy now?”


“Hey, I’m not brokenhearted,” Ian said, shrugging. “You look good, Maddie, damn good. Except I never realized you’re so skinny.”

Madeline’s mouth dropped open, and she blinked several times. “Skinny? You think I’m skinny?”

“Well, maybe not skinny-skinny, if you know what I mean. I just didn’t realize you had any shape at all.” He winced, obviously knowing he’d stuck his foot in it, badly. “That is, I know you’ve got legs. Great legs, Maddie, honest. It’s just the rest of you that I didn’t know was there. No! That’s not right. I know you’re here, Maddie. I’ve always known you’re here. You’re my girl, right? You’ve always been my girl. I just didn’t realize you’re also a girl. No! I don’t mean that, either. Oh, dammit, Maddie, let’s go eat, okay?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Madeline said, grabbing her new purse—much smaller than a feed bag. “It’s either that, or we stay here while you make a jerk of yourself. Come on, I’m starving.”

Ian spread his arms, looking sheepish and silly at the same time. “Isn’t that what I’ve been saying?”

Madeline rolled her eyes and headed for the door, hiding her smile. Skinny. Ian thought she was skinny. Did life get any better than this? Happy birthday, indeed!

 

IAN HAD ALWAYS gotten a big kick out of watching Maddie eat.

He’d learned long ago that Maddie compartmentalized her life. At work, neat and organized. In the kitchen, wildly creative and definitely sloppy. Meticulous about her checkbook, her drinking-glasses cabinet, her spice rack…while sometimes he teased her that the housekeeping police were going to come get her if she didn’t stop using her floors and furniture as her personal clothes hamper.

So neat and orderly in some ways, so “oh, who cares?” in others.

Maddie’s food fell into the “Who cares? I do!” category, definitely. It could take her, conservatively, five minutes to explain to the waiter exactly how she wanted her steak cooked, how well-done the onion rings should be, how crisp the spinach salad, how browned the garlic bread. And she’d watch, closely, to make sure the waiter wrote it all down. Ian had long ago learned to tip, heavily, if he planned on ever bringing Maddie back to the same restaurant and actually not have to watch the entire wait staff turn in their aprons and run for the doors.

Then she ate. Heartily. But it was a bite of meat, followed by a bite of potato, followed by a bite of salad. She saved her food, a bit of everything, making sure she got a taste of everything, and all the food got gone at the same time, all while she tsk-tsked at him because he ate his salad first, his potato second and his meat last—and had the nerve to call him compulsive.

Ian, having finished his steak, sat with his chin propped on his hand, his elbow on the table, and watched as Maddie enjoyed the remainder of her meal. Bite of salad. Bite of potato, scraping the inner skin to get all the best bits. Bite of steak. “Good to the last bite?” he asked, grinning at her.

“Delicious,” she agreed, then glared at him. “You’re watching me again, aren’t you? Why do you do that?”

“Because it never ceases to amaze me that you don’t, for instance, run out of potato before you run out of steak. How do you do that?”

“Planning,” Maddie told him. “You should try it. Besides, I’m just naturally a very orderly person.”


Ian sat back in his chair. “Sure, you are. Oh, by the way? If you’re looking for your Rolling Stones CD, it’s under my couch cushion, where you left it.”

“It is?” Maddie leaned forward, her eyes wide—and still beautifully huge. He knew the makeup had something to do with this new look, but he didn’t care. She was still Maddie—she was just, finally, living up to her potential as a woman. “I looked all over for that yesterday. What if I sat down? I could have broken it. Why did you leave it under the cushion?”

He shrugged. “Because you’re such a neat and orderly person? I figured you put it there on purpose. Just like I left your gold signet ring on the bathroom sink. Because you’re neat and orderly and probably want it there.”

“But I wanted to wear that tonight, Ian. I looked all over for that, too.” She closed her mouth, tipped her head as she looked at him. “Are we arguing?” she asked, narrowing those chocolate brown eyes of hers. “Are you trying to tell me I’m taking over your apartment with my stuff again?”

“I like your stuff,” Ian answered, more honestly than he’d intended. “I like seeing it lying around. I may be crazy, but I’ll probably miss it all if it ever goes away.”

“Oh,” Maddie said quietly. “That’s…that’s nice, Ian. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Ian said, trying to smile. Except he didn’t really feel like smiling.

He knew why, too, which was really upsetting.

He wasn’t smiling because Maddie had all but told him during that monologue of hers a few weeks ago that she was going husband hunting. That new hairdo, the makeup, the definitely interesting V-neck tangerine blouse and sexy slacks—they all subtly screamed, “Here I am, Bubba, come get me!”


He couldn’t blame her. She wanted a husband, a home, a family of her own. At thirty-five, it was time, maybe more than time.

But what about him, dammit? What was he supposed to do without her? What would he do without her?

Could he do without her?

Ian protectively caught himself against the edge of the table as a sudden, hearty slap on his back sent his upper body forward.

“Ian, you devil, you! I haven’t seen you in a while. How’s it going?”

Using the arms of the chair to boost himself to his previous position on the seat, Ian turned his head, looked, then stood up, held out his hand. “Blake. Good to see you. I thought you were out of town this week.”

“I was, I was, but I was able to take an early flight back from Phoenix this morning. I was going to call you later, so this is lucky. Are we still set for that meeting next Wednesday? You’ve definitely talked my board into taking you guys on for the Lattimer project. You’re quite the salesman, Ian, although you might want to think about catching up on your social skills. For instance, who is this lovely lady? Aren’t you going to introduce us?”

“Oh, sorry,” Ian said. “Maddie, I’d like to introduce a business associate of mine, Blake Ritter. Blake, Dr. Madeline Sheppard.”

“Doctor? No,” Blake said, bending over the hand Maddie extended to him, making a total ass out of himself—in Ian’s opinion—by kissing it. “You couldn’t be a doctor. You’re not old enough to be a doctor. Ian, it isn’t like you to rob cradles.”

“Down, boy,” Ian grumbled, taking his seat. “Maddie is most definitely a doctor—a fertility specialist, as a matter of fact—and most definitely all grown up.”


Blake was still looking at Maddie, still smiling at Maddie. “She most certainly is. Well, please don’t let me interrupt your date.”

“Oh, it’s not a date,” Maddie said, and Ian fought the sudden impulse to kick her under the table, warn her to shut up. “Ian is just treating me to a birthday dinner. We’re old friends.”

Blake—handsome in a blond, surfer-boy-cowboy kind of way—looked at Ian. “Old friends? Ian, buddy, have you considered getting glasses?” Then he turned to Maddie while reaching in his pocket, pulling out his business card, employing a gold pen to scribble something on the back. “Dr. Sheppard? I’m having an open house at my new place tomorrow afternoon and would be honored if you could join the party. Two to five, and the two of us could go to dinner afterward—to help celebrate your birthday. I’ve written the address on the back of my card. Ian? You’re coming, aren’t you?”

“I can’t,” Ian said through clenched teeth. “I’m in a two-day golf tournament, and my tee time tomorrow isn’t until eleven. Sorry.”

“I’m not,” Blake said, carefully placing his business card in Maddie’s hand, gently closing her fingers around it. “Old friends, huh?” he said. “Ian, I think you’re losing your touch.”

Ian watched Blake, his custom-made suit and lizard cowboy boots snake their way through the tables to join a willowy blonde at a small table in the corner. Bubba, called up as if by magic, to hit on his Maddie. Damn.

Then he looked at Maddie, who had popped the last piece of steak into her mouth as if nothing was wrong. “You’re not going, right?”

“I’m not? Why not? Isn’t he a business associate? He seems very nice. And quite handsome. I even have an outfit in mind.”

“He’s…he’s a lech,” Ian heard himself saying, just like some Victorian father warning his daughter away from the local Lothario.

“A lech. Oh, right.” Maddie rolled her eyes. “Come on, Ian, he’s just a man. And that was the point of all this, wasn’t it?” she asked, indicating her new hairdo, her new clothes. “April and Annabelle will be so pleased. It’s just what they wanted to have happen.”

“Bully for April and Annabelle,” Ian muttered under his breath. “Come on, we’ll have dessert at home.”

“At home? Ian,” Maddie said, her face lighting with pleasure, “did you buy me a birthday cake?”

“Something like that,” he said, calling the waiter over so he could pay the bill. “Well, actually, no, I didn’t. But you’re inventive, Maddie. I bet you’ll figure out a way to put a birthday candle in a bowl of popcorn.”

“We’re staying home and popping popcorn?” Maddie asked, and her eyes were dull, clouded. “I thought—oh, never mind. Sure, let’s go home.”

Ian felt like a rat, which was happening entirely too often, and had yet to be the least bit comfortable. “You wanted to go somewhere else?” he asked. Where would he take her? He never took Maddie anywhere. They just went places together. Now, if she was his date, he’d know what to do. He’d take her dancing. Definitely dancing.

“Maddie?” he asked as they walked to his car. “How about we go dancing? After all, it is Saturday night, and it is your birthday.”

She stopped beneath one of the overhead lights in the parking lot, looked at him. “Dancing? Ian, we’ve never gone dancing. In fact, the only time we’ve ever danced together was three years ago, when we took those western line-dancing lessons at the YMCA.”

He shrugged, grinned. “There’s a first time for everything, Maddie. What do you say?”

She looked at him, her eyes shining, and nodded. And Ian began to wonder just what he’d gotten himself into this time…and if it was a good thing or a bad thing.
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