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“I’M GLAD YOU’RE BACK, NICK,” MAGGY SAID SUDDENLY IN A LOW VOICE. “I’VE MISSED YOU.”

“I’ve missed you, too, Maggy May,” he said.

The name, which she suspected he used deliberately, made her wince. She would have turned and walked away, but there was nowhere to go. She was stuck, stuck with him and the memories he deliberately invoked. Memories of the night they had become more than best friends, more than family to each other. The night they’d become lovers.…

She searched his eyes to see if he remembered, and saw that he did. His gaze held her immobile, reminding her silently of just how much they had shared. He never touched her. Yet Maggy felt as though every part of their bodies were in contact. They stood unmoving, a pair of small dark human silhouettes suspended against the pale stone of the cliff, for an instant out of time.

While their souls embraced.

Without words or touch or anything except the memories in her eyes, Maggy finally welcomed Nick home.
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“Remember Tia Gloria saying that a body’s sins always come home to roost? She was right: here I am.”

The voice in her ear was husky, amused—and devastatingly familiar. For an instant it seemed to Maggy Forrest that the world stopped spinning on its axis. The solid oak of the bar against which she leaned, the infectious twang of live country music, the dark, smoky atmosphere of the nightclub itself all seemed to disappear.

Nothing was left in the whole world but Nick’s voice in her ear.

One hand clenched around the cool brass bar rail as she turned slowly to face him. There was no mistake: Her mind was not playing tricks on her. On an instinctive level she had known it even before she turned around, before her conscious mind registered the thick crop of rough black curls and the broad-shouldered football player’s physique.

“Nick.”

He was as tall as she remembered, and as handsome, too. Sinfully handsome, she had always thought, though with his tough pugilist’s face he shouldn’t have been. His features were too rawly aggressive, his jaw and cheekbones too broad, his lips too thin for true masculine beauty. His nose still listed slightly to the left, the victim of one too many street fights in his teenage years. Above the crooked nose, his hazel-green eyes gleamed down at her. Heavy-lidded and usually seeming almost sleepy, they were the key to the devastating effect he had on the opposite sex, she had decided long ago. Nick had always looked as though he knew everything there was to know about women, and once Maggy had been no more immune than any other member of her gender to that.

“Hello, Magdalena.”

Even the smile was unchanged, sexy and wicked and tender all at the same time. She’d once been the biggest fool in the world for that smile.

Ah, Nick. Twelve years seemed to vanish as she stared up at him. She forgot that he was thirty-two now and she herself was almost thirty as a rush of memories swamped her: Nick showing up with a bag of groceries when there was nothing left to eat in the tiny apartment she had shared with her father; Nick helping to drag her drunken father home when, time after time, he passed out on the street; Nick siphoning gas from a stranger’s car so that she could drive to work in the old wreck he had managed to get running for her when she turned sixteen; Nick waiting up for her when she sneaked out at night, warning off the importunate males who were always sniffing around her. Nick always protecting her. He had been the one solid thing in her world as she had grown up. She had always, always, loved Nick best.

Nick. At the realization that it really was he standing there before her, pure involuntary joy shone out of Maggy’s eyes and curved her lips into a smile. Then the reality of the situation hit her, and with it came an icy wave of horror: Nick was back. Her arms, which had lifted instinctively to hug him, dropped. Her smile wavered, then firmed again. But in its new incarnation it wasn’t the same smile.

He had never in his life missed a trick, and he didn’t now.

“Not glad to see me?” His smile widened, and took on a cat-with-a-mouse quality. “Why, Magdalena! You’re hurting my feelings.”

“Of course I’m glad to see you. It’s been—ages.” It was her social voice, the one that had been drummed into her by a vocal coach in the months after she married Lyle, and it made his eyes narrow.

“Twelve years. And to think you’ve managed to stay married to Lyle Forrest all that time. Wifey number three bats a home run! I hear you gave him a son.”

Oh, God. Maggy felt as if a huge hand had closed around her chest, crushing it, keeping her from drawing air into her lungs. Grimly, she battled the sensation.

“We have a son, yes.”

“I saw him.”

“You saw him?” Maggy couldn’t have felt more shocked if he had hit her over the head with a baseball bat.

“This afternoon. At Windermere. I came calling, but you weren’t home.”

She’d been at the hairdresser’s. The hand crushing her chest tightened its grip as she thought of Nick at Windermere without her. With David—and maybe even Lyle.

“You came calling?” It was ludicrous, the way she kept parroting everything he said, but she couldn’t seem to help it. She knew she was gaping at him, but she couldn’t seem to help that either. She’d always known, somewhere deep in the recesses of her mind, that she would see Nick again. But she wasn’t ready. Not now, not yet! He had caught her totally by surprise. Her defenses weren’t in place.

“You wouldn’t expect me to be in Louisville and not come calling, now would you?” His eyes mocked her. “With us being such old friends and all? The boy—David, is it?—looks just like you. You’ve done old Lyle proud.”

“Yes. Yes, I’m—we’re both, Lyle and I—we are very proud of David.” Maternal affection warmed her for an instant as she thought of her eleven-year-old son. Like her, he was tall and slender, fine-boned, auburn-haired, chocolate-eyed, with dark winged brows and a wide, mobile mouth that at the moment sported a set of nearly invisible braces, about which he was wildly self-conscious. In tennis whites or golf clothes, he looked so absurdly patrician that it was hard to believe that he had sprung from her own far from patrician loins.

Of course, Lyle claimed all the credit for the way David had turned out.

“You’ve done well for yourself, Magdalena. I’ll give you that.” Nick’s eyes ran over her. Maggy bethought herself of the nine-hundred-dollar black suede jeans she was wearing, of the real alligator belt and boots, of the ivory silk shirt, of the six-carat diamond on her finger, of the solid gold watch clasped around her wrist. The ensemble was deceptively simple to look at, but even without the jewelry it had cost more than she had once made in a year. When she’d been Magdalena Garcia. Before she’d married Lyle.

Of course, Nick had no way of knowing how expensive her clothes were, though he could hardly miss the ring, which sparkled with brilliant pinpoints of light even in the semidarkness. Maggy would have felt guilty at being caught by Nick with such material excess had the panic that now filled her left any room for a secondary emotion.

“What are you doing here?” That was the question. Maggy’s hands clenched and her mouth went dry as she waited for the answer.

Nick smiled that devastating smile at her. “Guess.”

Maggy’s gaze locked with his, and her breathing stopped. The possibilities were endless—and endlessly terrifying.

“There you are. We’ve been looking everywhere.” The light, sweet tones belonged to Lyle’s niece, Sarah Bates, who, with her best pal, Buffy McDermott, was pushing through the crowd of people to join Maggy at the bar. Maggy glanced at her friends with a mixture of relief and fear. On the whole she was glad to have her tête-à-tête with Nick interrupted—but what would Sarah and Buffy make of Nick? What would Nick say? Surely nothing personal, now that they were not alone.

Sarah, at twenty-seven, was two years younger than Maggy, though at the moment she appeared older despite the youthfully styled fringed-denim vest and skirt she wore. She was in the midst of an ugly divorce. As a consequence she was both painfully thin and flashily red-haired, neither of which became her. It was her almost desperate need to seek out amusement that had brought the three of them to this little-known country-western bar on the Indiana side of the riverfront.

“Ooh, nice!” Buffy drawled the words as she wedged in beside Sarah and turned to look Nick up and down. Her red-lipsticked mouth pouted provocatively as she glanced from Nick to Maggy and back. “Though I gotta tell ya, handsome, you’re wasting your time with Maggy here. She’s an old married lady. But I’m available.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Nick smiled at Buffy, a very different smile from the one he had bestowed on Maggy. This was a practiced, thousand-kilowatt smile that had once left girls gasping in its aftermath. Maggy had forgotten the effect of that smile on unwary recipients, but watching Buffy’s bedazzled response brought the memories rushing back. But then, she hadn’t really forgotten. She had purposefully banished Nick and everything about him from her mind.

That was the only way she had managed to survive.

“I’m Buffy McDermott,” Buffy said, holding out a slender, perfectly manicured hand with bright red nails. “And you’re new in town.” Slim and attractive with paper-white skin, chin-length black hair, and small features accentuated by skillfully applied makeup, Buffy was used to being admired by men. Tonight, in a red silk camisole beneath a black leather motorcycle jacket, a black leather mini, and heels, she was dressed to thrill.

Nick took her hand, laughed, and shook his head. “I’m Nick King. And I’m a Louisvillian born and bred. I’ve just been gone for a while.”

“Are you any relation to the Kings who used to live out in Mockingbird Valley?”

As Buffy spoke, Nick released her hand. Without ever taking her eyes from Nick’s, Buffy lifted her just-freed fingers to caress the soft white skin just above the neckline of her camisole. Maggy would have had to admire Buffy’s technique—if the woman hadn’t been aiming her efforts at Nick. As it was, she could only clench her teeth and remind herself that Nick was no longer hers.

“Nope. I grew up in Portland. In the projects.”

“Oh.” Buffy was momentarily taken aback, and her hand fell to her side. Portland was the worst section of Louisville. It was a dirt-poor, volatile mix of blacks and whites, and nobody with any pretensions to gentility would admit to growing up there. An involuntary half smile curved Maggy’s lips. How like Nick to tell the truth and shame the Devil!

“Then you must be a self-made man. How exciting!” Buffy made a gallant comeback after a swift, futile glance that sought to appraise the quality of Nick’s clothes. He was wearing jeans and an olive-green crewneck sweater under a brown leather bomber jacket. Typical bar-hopping garb that gave no indication as to the net worth of the wearer. Buffy clearly chose to be optimistic.

“Isn’t it?” His slow smile was calculated to set Buffy aflame, and as far as Maggy could tell, it succeeded. Buffy positively oozed sexuality in response. Maggy’s teeth clenched tighter.

“Mr. King, Mr. Casey just walked through the back door.” A nervous-sounding middle-aged man in a dark suit came up behind Nick and touched him on the shoulder. “He’s in the manager’s office. I’m sorry to interrupt, but I thought you’d want to know.”

“You’re right, Craig. I do want to know. Ladies, if you’ll excuse me.” His eyes had grown hard, but he smiled at Buffy and Sarah before his gaze collided with Maggy’s.

“Magdalena. Stick around. I’ll be back.”

Before Maggy could decide whether that was a threat or a promise, Nick turned, and, following in the smaller man’s wake, made his way through the crowd toward a door at the very back of the room. Unable to take her eyes off his broad back, Maggy found herself fighting a wave of dizziness. Glancing almost blindly around, she discovered Sarah’s and Buffy’s eyes fixed on her. She knew it was essential that she snap out of it, that she present a normal appearance to her companions. But such poise was, at the moment, beyond her.

The door closed behind Nick, shutting him out of her sight. Awareness of the world around her returned with a jolt. The sound of laughter and the clink of glasses, the growl of a male voice singing “… call someone who cares …” over a throbbing guitar, the smell of cigarette smoke and the warm crush of bodies packed in around her assaulted Maggy without warning. Faded into nothingness by Nick’s presence, they burst upon her consciousness now that he was gone, and she felt as if she were drowning beneath the onslaught.

“Magdalena?” asked Sarah quizzically.

“Who is he?” Buffy breathed.

“Nobody, really. I used to know him a long time ago, before I married Lyle.” Maggy called on every inner reserve of strength she possessed to present a picture of nonchalance. What she wanted more than anything else in the world at that moment was to turn tail and run as fast as she could. But the surest way to draw attention to herself and Nick was to let her companions see how shaken she was by their encounter.

“And you still married Lyle?” Buffy snickered, clapped a hand over her mouth, and rolled her eyes in exaggerated apology without looking the least bit repentant. Her hand dropped away from her mouth, and she added with a sly grin, “Of course, even I can see that all that money does great things for Lyle’s sex appeal.”

“Buffy! That’s not nice,” Sarah chided with a quick glance at Maggy.

“I know it. Lucky for me both you and Maggy already know I’m not a nice person.” Buffy glanced at Maggy’s still-white face. “I’m sorry, Maggy. I didn’t mean anything, you know.”

“I know.” Buffy’s real consternation penetrated the cold shock that held Maggy in thrall, and she managed a smile. “It’s okay. I’m not offended.”

“He looks like a thug. A divinely sexy thug. Just looking at him was enough to give me the shivers.” Reassured, Buffy returned to the subject of Nick with a vengeance. She hitched herself up on the bar stool behind her, crossing her slim legs and leaning avidly toward Maggy. “So tell me all about him. Did he really grow up in the projects?”

The words so did I sprang of their own volition to Maggy’s lips, but fortunately a distraction kept them from ever being uttered.

With a nerve-jangling crash of chords the band left the tiny stage, and an announcer jumped up to grab the microphone.

“Ladies and gentlemen, or whatever y’all want to call yourselves, this here is amateur night at the Little Brown Cow. Any of you gals out there in the audience, this is your chance to strut your stuff and earn a little money at the same time. Our regulars know how this works. We get a bunch of gals to volunteer, and they get up here and start dancin’. You wanna strip, do a little bump and grind, that’s fine, we don’t object. Do we, boys?”

A majority of the men in the place clapped and yahooed vociferous approval.

The announcer resumed. “Every few minutes, we’ll eliminate a gal by having the audience clap for their favorites. Whichever gal’s left shakin’ it at the end wins two hundred dollars! Now how’s that sound? Where’s our volunteers?”

Women were laughing and squealing as some headed for and others were pushed protesting toward the stage.

Maggy, still feeling wildly disoriented, seized the opportunity with silent gratitude and glanced at Sarah. “I can’t stand this. I’ve got to get out of here.”

“I’m with you,” Sarah said with feeling, turning away from the spectacle to head for the door.

“But what about your sexy friend? If we leave, we’ll miss him,” Buffy wailed as the other two started to wriggle their way through the crush of bodies swarming to surround the stage.

Maggy heard, but pretended not to. Booming music as the dance contest started drowned out any other protest Buffy might have made as she slithered off the bar stool and followed them.

Once outside, Maggy drew in great gulps of cold night air. It was early April, and they’d been having an unseasonably warm spell, but it was almost midnight and the temperature had dropped almost thirty degrees since sundown. Behind her, the sounds of ribald revelry swelled and then were abruptly cut off as Sarah and Buffy stepped out onto the cracked sidewalk and the bar’s double doors swung shut behind them.

Tipton was waiting in the Rolls under a lone street-lamp. Seconds after Maggy spotted it, the sleek navy car purred toward her.

“Don’t bother to get out, Tipton,” Maggy said as the car stopped and the driver’s door started to open. The door continued to open as if she had not spoken. Tipton got out and reached back to open the rear door without a word, his pale face wooden. He was a small, neat man in his late forties, as bald as an egg beneath his uniform cap. A shaggy, grizzled moustache adorned his upper lip. He was Lyle’s man all the way, and as such Maggy counted him as her enemy. Tipton was Lyle’s spy, and the reason he drove her when she went out was simple: so he could report back to his boss where she had been. Maggy pretended not to be aware of this—to admit that she knew and yet was unable to do anything about it would be to destroy what little dignity she had left—just as she pretended to believe that Tipton had not heard her request that he not get out. She knew that in any confrontation between herself and Tipton, or any of Lyle’s hangers-on, she would come out the loser. Lyle would see to that.

Sarah and Buffy, though, were blessedly oblivious of the undercurrents swirling around them as they piled into the soft-leather interior. Maggy, without so much as another glance at Tipton, slid in behind them, fastening her seat belt as Tipton gently shut the door.

“So tell us about your friend,” Buffy said when they were settled. The car had swung about in a wide circle and was just nosing onto the six-lane bridge that spanned the dark waters of the Ohio River. Glancing forward at Tipton—though there was a partition between the front and back sections of the car, and he appeared deaf, dumb, and blind to everything but the road, she had learned that it was impossible to be too cautious—Maggy silently cursed Buffy as she fought to keep her face and voice serene.

“There really isn’t much to tell.”

“Oh, that’s obvious. Especially since you’re just now starting to get some color back in your face. You were white as a ghost while you were talking to him, and when he left you couldn’t drag your eyes away. So what gives? Is he an old flame? You can tell us. We won’t tell Lyle.”

Fat chance. Buffy was an incorrigible gossip, Maggy knew. She might not tell Lyle herself, but she would tell enough people so that word would eventually reach his ears. She had to face it: there was no hope of keeping Nick’s presence in Louisville a secret. Lyle undoubtedly already knew that Nick was in town anyway. Nick said he had stopped by the house and somehow seen David. Nothing happened at Windermere that Lyle did not know about, not even an unweeded flower garden nor a too-high grocery bill. Certainly the advent of someone like Nick would be reported to Lyle with all speed. But Nick’s mere presence, though it would anger and displease Lyle enormously, was not enough to precipitate a crisis. Not the crisis, the one Maggy had lived in terror of for years.

With a sinking feeling Maggy realized that too many people—two too many, to be precise—knew about her encounter with Nick at the Little Brown Cow for her to be able to keep it from Lyle. Her best course of action was to tell him about running into Nick herself, in a very casual, by-the-way style, before he heard of it through other channels.

The prospect made her palms sweat.

“Maggy!” Buffy was impatient.

Maggy took a deep, silent breath. “He’s a face out of the past, is all.”

“That’s right, you grew up in the projects yourself, didn’t you? I remember Sarah telling me about it, years ago. Was there ever a lot of gossip about Lyle marrying someone from that kind of background! Not that anyone could tell it, now, of course,” Buffy tacked on hastily.

“That’s rude, Buff,” Sarah chided her. Her voice was resigned. Outspokenness was one of Buffy’s inherent characteristics, and her friends had long since decided that it was incurable.

“It is not rude. I said no one could tell now, didn’t I? Just like no one could tell that that hunk came from the projects.”

“Maybe that’s because you have a few preconceptions about the projects that aren’t necessarily true.” Maggy’s rebuke was mild. She would by far rather talk about the projects than Nick.

“So I’m a snob, right?” Buffy said with the refreshingly honest grin that was the reason people put up with her. “I can’t help it, I’m the product of my environment. Anyway, tell me about the hunk.”

Maggy repressed an inward groan. Buffy was like a bulldog. There was no dragging her away from a subject once she got started on it. “There’s really nothing to tell. We used to know each other, when we were kids. But that was a long time ago.”

“Used to know each other? Is that all you’re going to say? When he calls you Magdalena in that sexy way?”

“It’s my legal name,” Maggy replied with a brittle edge to her voice that she immediately strove to banish. Let Buffy get the idea that she was hiding something, and the fat would be in the fire for sure. Every tongue—or at least all the ones that counted—in Louisville would wag. The best defense was a good offense, or so she’d always heard. She tried it: “Besides, I think you would have thought anything he said was sexy.”

“The way you were drooling over him was embarrassing, Buff,” Sarah agreed.

“I wasn’t drooling over him.” Buffy sounded indignant. Then she grinned again. “Well, he is a doll baby. If he gets in touch with you, Maggy, do you suppose you could give him my number?”

“I doubt he’ll be in touch. But if he does, I certainly will.”

To Maggy’s relief, she realized they had reached the gates of Windermere. She hadn’t even registered that they had left the expressway upon reaching the Kentucky shore and traversed the ten or so miles along River Road to the well-hidden estate entrance, so caught up was she in her own inner turmoil. The car slowed and turned right at the old abandoned gatekeeper’s cottage, pausing while the electronic gates opened. Then they edged past the stone pillars and iron gates that marked the beginning of the long drive and headed upward with a whoosh of tires on pavement. The drive was steep and narrow and S-shaped. The first dozen times Maggy had driven herself along it she had done so with her heart in her mouth for fear she would miscalculate and end up a hundred or so yards below in Willow Creek. Over time she had gotten used to the hair-raising approach to the house, and now she scarcely noticed it, except to register in passing that the light that usually illuminated the most treacherous curve was out. But Tipton, well accustomed to the drive, didn’t even slow down. Moments later the car reached the level ground at the top of the hill that formed the front lawn. Seconds after that it nosed around the paved circle leading to the wide stone stairway that provided access to the six-columned porch and the heavy oak front door.

The outside lights were on, illuminating the cascading fountain that was the centerpiece of the still-dormant rose garden around which this part of the driveway circled, and shining up on the smooth white stone facade of the three-story house. But except for the chandelier in the front entryway, visible through the leaded glass transom above the door, the inside lights appeared to be off.

Even as Tipton swung open the door beside her, Maggy felt an easing of the tension that had held her in thrall. From the look of the house, Lyle had gone to bed. She would not have to deal with him until morning.

She smiled faintly with relief as she slid out.

Sarah and Buffy didn’t move. They were houseguests at Windermere for the festive month leading up to Derby, which in Louisville was a gala event centered around a horse race on the first Saturday in May that eclipsed even Christmas for parties and preparation. They were staying with Sarah’s mother, Lucy Drummond, for the duration of the festivities. Lucy, Lyle’s only living sibling, had resided for the past six months in the estate’s guesthouse, which was a charming, two-story frame farmhouse not far from the main house. She was at Windermere because her and Lyle’s mother, Virginia, who lived year-round in her own luxurious apartment in one wing of the main house, was gravely ill. Virginia’s doctor predicted she would not survive the summer.

“Good night!” Buffy rolled down the nearside window to wave. Sarah echoed the words and motion.

Maggy, standing on the cobblestoned driveway, waved back with false gaiety as Tipton got in the car. She kept waving until the Rolls pulled slowly on around the curve in the drive and headed east. The guesthouse was located there, beyond the swimming pool and tennis court and dog kennel, hidden from view of the main house by a sheltering stand of shaggy hemlocks. Her smile fading at last, Maggy watched the car until she could see no more than a pair of red taillights glowing faintly through the darkness. Her cheeks hurt from the effort of smiling, and she rubbed them.

A single drop of icy water hit her left hand, splattering just below the huge diamond that was Lyle’s brand. Glancing up only to be pelted by a second and then a third, Maggy realized it was beginning to rain. She turned and ran up the well-worn stone steps, key in hand, as the rain commenced in earnest. Though she reached the sheltering portico in seconds, she was already thoroughly wet. It was quite a trick to let herself in the massive door, close and lock it again, and race over the slippery wood floors to the security alarm hidden in the dining room closet before it could notify the police of an intrusion. But she managed it, punching in the code that would pacify the pesky thing with a second or two to spare.

That done, Maggy leaned against the exquisite, hand-painted paper that covered the walls of the dining room, uncaring that her damp clothing might leave a smudge for Lyle to find and scold about, and caught her breath. Shivering as her body registered just how chilled it was, she wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes.

Immediately a darkly handsome face appeared on the screen of her closed lids: Nick. Nick was back.

What in the name of heaven and earth was she going to do?
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By the time Maggy reached her bedroom—a luxurious suite in the main wing overlooking the huge stone terrace that ran along the back of the house—she had managed to reassure herself to some small degree. Nick would never do anything to hurt her. No matter how angry he might still be.

At least the Nick she had known would not.

But every time she remembered the bitterness of their parting, and the twelve years of silence that had passed since then, she felt a prickle of unease.

Nick had never been one to forgive and forget.

“Guess,” he’d said, when she’d asked him what he was doing here.

The various possibilities made her stomach churn.

The bedroom was dark as she walked across the antique Tabriz carpet that covered the polished wood floor toward the small white onyx lamp on the table beside her bed. Unbuttoning her shirt with one hand, she reached to switch the lamp on—then jumped back, gasping with fright, as the sudden light illuminated the man waiting in the chintz-covered chair in the corner.

“Did you have a nice evening, darling?” Lyle smiled at her, enjoying her obvious fright. His thinning blond hair gleamed in the lamplight. His face was long, thin, and bony, handsome at fifty-two despite its rather prominent nose and square chin. His body was long and thin too, and even clad in a silk robe and pajamas, as he was at that moment, he was possessed of an elegance that he took great pride in seeing copied by David. Her son. Their son.

A shiver of foreboding raced along Maggy’s spine.

She had to look down to meet his eyes, which, since he was still seated, were somewhere at the level of her chest. They were bright blue, cold as ice, and alive with malice.

“It was all right.”

“Meet anyone?”

How could he have found out so fast? Lyle had always been uncanny in what he knew. Sometimes, in her more fanciful states, she imagined he must be a warlock, or a conjurer. He always seemed to know everything she said or did or even thought. It was terrifying.

She took a deep, steadying breath. “Nick King is in town. I—we—ran into him at a nightclub in Indiana.”

Assuming an ease she did not feel, Maggy turned her back and walked toward her dressing room, unbuttoning the rest of her blouse as she went. The thought of undressing in front of Lyle made her skin crawl, but she had already begun and to stop where she was would be a mistake. Lyle fed on fear and loathing, and she had learned the hard way to allow him a glimpse of neither. But she could not keep her body from shivering and only hoped that he could not see the fine tremors that shook her. The dampness of her clothes was surely at least one reason why she felt so icily cold.

“Ahh.”

So he had known and had expected her to lie. She could tell by the tone of that single, drawn-out syllable. Her shivers increased.

“What did he say?”

“Just a minute.” Maggy needed the few minutes it would take her to change to recover her poise. Thankful that Lyle had not followed her, not daring to close the partially open door in case it should provoke him to come after her and watch with malevolent enjoyment of her humiliation while she undressed, Maggy quickly stripped and pulled on the wine velvet robe that hung on a hook behind the door. Tying the satin sash tightly about her waist, she returned to the bedroom, stopping at the foot of the huge canopied four-poster and gripping one of its mahogany posts as she faced her husband.

“I asked you what he said.”

Maggy’s hand clutched the post as if it were a lifeline. “Nothing, really. Just—hello.”

“Did he mention that he stopped by the house this afternoon? I was playing tennis, but he saw David.”

“He mentioned that, yes. He—he complimented me on David.”

Lyle swore, and stood up so abruptly that Maggy released the post and stepped back a pace. He came around the bed toward her with swift, angry strides. It was all she could do to stand her ground, but stand it she did. She didn’t even flinch when his long-fingered hand whipped up to grip her jaw with brutal strength, tilting her head back so that her eyes met his.

“What did you tell him, damn you?”

“N-nothing. I told him nothing! You know I wouldn’t!” She was frightened, but angry, too, hotly, healingly angry for the first time in a long, long while. Something about seeing Nick had awakened shades of the girl she used to be. Fiery-tempered Magdalena Garcia, afraid of neither man, nor God, nor the Devil. Until Lyle had taken her in hand and taught her the meaning of fear.

Lyle didn’t speak, just searched her face with an expression that would ordinarily have made her cringe inside, though she had learned better than to let her fear and loathing show.

“I don’t want him here. Get rid of him.”

But this time Maggy refused to be cowed. She even managed a brittle little laugh. “I didn’t bring him here. I can’t make him leave. It’s a free country.”

Lyle’s fingers dug painfully into her flesh. It was all Maggy could do not to cry out, but she did not. She would not give him that satisfaction. For an instant their eyes clashed.

“If you don’t get rid of him, I will.”

Lyle released her jaw at last, shoving her away from him in the process so that she stumbled back against the footboard. He walked with angry strides toward the door to the hall. She had still not recovered her balance when he swung round to face her.

“I won’t have this piece of trash from your disgusting past messing up our lives. Not mine, not yours, and not David’s.”

Maggy straightened, holding on to the nearest bedpost for support. From the expression on Lyle’s face, the threat to Nick was very real. For years she had felt protective only of David. Suddenly, a barely remembered sense of protectiveness for Nick was there as well.

“He doesn’t know, Lyle.” Her anger faded, to be replaced by a kind of tired dread. In a physical confrontation between Nick and Lyle, Maggy had no doubts at all as to who would be the winner. Nick was twenty years younger, tough and street smart. But Lyle would never confront Nick himself. That was not how he operated. He would hire thugs to do the job for him.

“And he’d better not find out.” There was a threat in the words and in his eyes too as he held her gaze for a pregnant moment. Then he turned on his heel, opened the door, and exited, pulling the heavy wood panel shut behind him with a softness that was more unnerving than a slam would have been.

With a caution born of experience, Maggy watched the closed door. After a moment or two in which Lyle did not return, she crossed to it, quietly turned the deadbolt, and returned to sink down on the edge of her bed. Her fingers were icy as she pressed them to her throbbing jaw. As she did so, she discovered that her hands were shaking.

The briefly risen shade of the young Magdalena Garcia dwindled away into that remote place in Maggy’s memory where it had dwelt for so long. Once again she was Maggy Forrest, envied wife of the multimillionaire. What was ironic was that she was living her youthful self’s wildest dream: she was rich to the point where money need never concern her, able to buy anything she wanted for herself and her son. Food was still a problem, but not in the same way: instead of worrying each day whether there would be something for supper, she had to watch what she ate to keep from growing plump. She had it all: clothes, jewelry, cars, respect. Everything she had ever longed for.

And she was unhappy to the point of despair. How the fates must be laughing.

Nick’s coming had changed nothing. Nothing at all. For her own sake, and for David’s, Maggy told herself she had to remember that.
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The doorknob rattled.

Maggy jumped, startled, and stared at the door. For one hideous moment she was paralyzed, sure that Lyle had returned.

“Mom, are you in there?”

David. Maggy let out a silent sigh of relief. Thank God. Whatever happened, she musn’t let David know that she was upset. Smoothing her hair and her robe, striving to present an appearance of normalcy, she crossed to the door and admitted her son.

“What are you doing up so late?” Maggy asked, closing the door behind him and turning to lean back against it as she smiled at him with aching tenderness. He was so handsome, with his tousled hair and creamy clear skin and tall, straight body, that she took pleasure in just gazing at him. With a peculiar combination of shock and delight and regret, she realized that she was beginning to be able to see the man he would be already present in the boy.

David wore childish Batman pajamas, but the top of his head now reached her chin, though she was tall herself, and his feet and hands were as big as hers. The thick-lashed brown eyes, so like her own that sometimes she felt, when she looked into them, that she was looking into a mirror, held secrets that she could only speculate about. She loved him so much, this child of her flesh and blood and bone, that it almost hurt her to look at him. Yet she hesitated to hug him as she once would have done without thought. Of late he was Lyle’s son more than hers in his own heart and mind, slavishly admiring of and devoted to his father. His attitude toward her was more and more a watered-down reflection of Lyle’s contemptuous hostility.

She contented herself with touching his hair.

“Don’t,” he said, as she had known he would, jerking his head out of reach and scowling at her. “What was Dad doing in here? Were you fighting with him again?”

“No, we weren’t fighting. We were—discussing something.”

It was an odd feeling, being called to account by her own child. But Maggy answered without anger because she didn’t know quite how else to deal with the prickly stranger her son was increasingly becoming.

“The man who was here today?”

“What man?” Maggy was startled, and it showed in her voice. But she knew who it had been, who it had to have been, instantly: Nick.

“Some man stopped by to see you. He told me his name, but I forgot. He said he was an old friend of yours. Dad says he’s your boyfriend.”

“Your dad means he’s my old boyfriend, David. You know, someone I used to date before I married Dad.”

“Did you used to date a lot?” The notion of his mother as a young girl with dates was obviously foreign to David. He looked at her curiously.

“Not very much. I was pretty young when your dad and I got married. Just eighteen.”

“But you dated this guy.” A hint of jealousy, on his own behalf and that of his father, was there in his voice.

“Yes,” Maggy admitted, taking a deep breath. “I dated him.”

“I bet Dad thinks you still do.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t.”

“I bet he does. I bet he thinks that’s where you run off to at night.”

“David, I don’t run off anywhere at night. I’m almost always home, and you know it.”

“Dad says you sneak out after I’m in bed. He doesn’t like you going out at night. He says it’s trashy, the way you’re always running off to bars and parties and things and leaving me here alone.”

“David, none of that is true!” Maggy had to force herself to take a deep, calming breath before she said anything more. For all his life she had sheltered David, doing her best to insure that he would not be injured in the crossfire of her and Lyle’s private war. Lyle, on the other hand, used David shamelessly as a weapon against her. He always had, because David was both the chain that bound her to Lyle and the one thing that could pierce her to the heart.

“You went out tonight!” There was accusation in his voice.

“You were hardly alone, sweetheart. Dad was here, and Gran, and Louella, and Herd.”

“But you did go to a bar.” His tone wouldn’t have been out of place in a prosecutor.

Maggy strove for patience. “David, I went out with Sarah and one of her friends to try to cheer her up. You know how sad she’s been since she and Tony split up.”

“Are you and Dad going to get a divorce, too? He says you might, if you keep running around at night. He says he doesn’t know how much more of your shenanigans he can take.”

At the fear in his voice that his truculence could not quite hide, Maggy felt a slow anger start to burn in her belly. If there was any justice in the universe, Lyle Forrest would one day suffer the tortures of the damned for what he was doing to David.

“Dad didn’t mean it, David. We won’t get a divorce. I promise you. Now, you need to go back to bed, darling. You have to get up early in the morning.”

“Why? It’s Saturday.”

“You have a golf tournament tomorrow. Did you forget?”

David groaned. “I wish I could. I hate golf! I don’t see why I have to play in that stupid tournament. Anyway, I’m no damn good.”

“You watch your language, young man.” Maggy frowned, and pointed an admonishing forefinger at him to underscore her words. David shrugged in silent, sulky apology. “And you are too good.”

David shook his head gloomily. “Dad says that if I just keep at it I’ll improve. He says that every Forrest is just about pro material on a golf course. But I’m not. He should say every Forrest but me.”

The hurt in his eyes banished her annoyance. Maggy sighed, crossing her arms over her chest to keep from reaching out and drawing him to her, which she knew he’d resist.

“You don’t have to be like Dad, or any other Forrest, David. You’re you. A unique individual. Who doesn’t have to be almost pro material at golf. Maybe you can be just kind of good, and play because you enjoy the game.”

“Yeah, right. Tell that to Dad.” Looking dejected, David reached around her for the knob.

“I will, if you want me to. Talk to Dad, I mean. About how you feel about golf.” At Maggy’s quiet offer as she stepped out of his path, David glanced sideways at her.

“No, don’t. I don’t want you and Dad to fight anymore. You’re always fighting.”

Anger was there in his glance and his voice. Maggy felt a stab of pain.

“Does it seem that way to you? I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not. It’s your fault.”

More pain. Maggy tried not to let her son’s words pierce her so, but she couldn’t help it. As the person she loved most in the world, David possessed the power to wound her as no one else could.

For an instant they were both silent as the aftermath of David’s accusation reverberated in the air between them.

“Mom.” Without looking around, one hand still on the knob, David spoke to the white-painted door in front of him.

“Hmmm?” Maggy looked rather wearily at the back of his head, knowing herself once again defeated. As always, Lyle had won the battle for David’s allegiance. But instead of saying anything David turned suddenly and wrapped his arms tight around her waist, burying his face between her breasts. Surprised, Maggy nevertheless enfolded him against her. With a wordless little murmur she hugged him close, pressing her lips to the tumbled locks atop his head.

“I love you, Mom.” The words were muffled, uttered with a kind of fierce defiance that made Maggy ache. A child shouldn’t have to tell his mother he loved her in that tone. What had she done, to herself and to him, on that miserably humid night twelve years ago when she had forever linked their future with Lyle’s? David was hers, hers, and yet Lyle stood forever between them. Lyle, whom she hated and David adored.

“I know, sweetheart. I love you too.” It was all she could do to keep her voice steady. But for David, she managed it. He was just eleven years old, and she would not burden him with the pain that was by rights all hers.

David gave her a quick, hard hug before shoving free. Then, turning to jerk open the door, he almost ran from the room.

The force of his shove caused her to stagger back a pace. After recovering her balance, Maggy stepped out into the hall, watching him as he vanished into his own room two doors down from hers. A smallish bedroom suite that had once belonged to the nanny Lyle had insisted on when David was younger was located between them. Since Miss Hadley’s retirement two years before, it had been converted into a playroom for David.

David had left his door open. He vanished into his room without looking back, and the door slammed behind him. Maggy stood without moving for a moment longer, hands clasped in front of her, eyes unseeing. Then she turned and reentered her room, locking the door behind her in a gesture that had become automatic over the years.

David had said that he loved her. Well, she loved him, too. Enough to do anything for him. To give up anything for him.

Enough to give up everything for him. Which, she sometimes thought, was just what she had done.
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