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Why are you torturing yourself?

Nick asked himself. Dont even think about it.



He tried not to. But he kept picturing Kristin, glowing and beautiful in a long white dress and veil, slowly walking up the aisle.



Waiting at the foot of the altar would be the man who would forevermore have the right to touch Kristin, to kiss her, to love her.



Nick gritted his teeth.



No. No. No!



Then what are you going to do about it?



What could he do? It was too late to do anything.



Was it?



Are you nuts? This is her wedding day. You had your chance. You blew it. And now its too damned late to do a thing.



But she wasnt married yet. She wouldnt be married for eight more hours.



Opening the front door, he began to run.



He would never know until he tried.
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Prologue

From the pages of the Green River Gazette

Around the Town by Deena Bartholomew


Our town has been eagerly awaiting the much-heralded wedding of Kristin Forrest Blair and Douglas Jessup Llewellyn, which will take place two weeks from Saturday at St. Pauls Episcopal Church, with a reception following at the Green River Country Club. As you all know, Kristin is one of the beautiful Blair girlsthe oldest daughter of Edmond and Meredith Blair, one of Green Rivers most prominent families and the owners of Blair Manufacturing.

Doug is the son of Bill and Cecily Winthrop Llewellyn, and holds the position of Vice President of Operations at Blair Manufacturing, where one of my town spies tells me he is the fair-haired boy and slated to take over as president when Edmond Blair retires.

Other spies tell me Kristins wedding gown will knock our eyes out. What it looks like is a closely guarded secret, but I can fell you it was designed by Priscilla of Boston and does full justice to Kristins delicate blond beauty. Sigh.



Nick Petrillo stared at the gossip column, which went on in this vein for several more fawning paragraphs. Emotions hed thought long buried pushed up out of his past to engulf him.

Bitterness, pain and anger vied for domination. The anger won out as he swept the newspaper and its offending article off his desk in a gesture furious as well as futile, since there was no one in his office to witness it.

Clenching his jaw, he stalked over to the big window that overlooked Wall Street to the southwest and Nassau to the north. Normally, the busy streets below served as a soothing reassurance of his brilliant success in the financial capital of the world and reminded him of how far hed come from his less-thandesirable origins.

But today, with just a few printed words, hed been rudely thrust back to the days when he was nobody.

Less than nobody.

Trash.

Youre trash, boy, not fit to lick the shoes of my daughter, let alone marry her! Edmond Blair had said, lip curling in distaste.

Nick closed his eyes.

He was no longer the kid from Green River, Connecticut, whose father was the town drunk and whose mother cleaned the toilets of rich people. He was no longer the upstart who thought he could actuatly have the daughter of the towns most prominent citizen.

He opened his eyes. Gazed down again. This time the view worked its magic. He was once more Nick Petrillo, boy wonder. Wall Streets whiz kid. The manager of the single most successful mutual fund to dazzle the financial world in recent yearsa man who had the kind of genius to triple and quadruple fortunes.

At the age of thirty-two he earned a seven-figure income, owned a showplace three-bedroom apartment on East 66th St near Madison Avenue, and numbered among his acquaintances most of the young movers and shakers in New York.

So what if Kristin Blair was getting married?

So what if he had once given her his heart and she had trampled on it?

So what if she had hurt him and betrayed him and lied to him?

Those days were long gone. Twelve years had passed since hed last seen Kristin, and he was not the same person. He didnt have to take a back seat to anyone. He had accomplished great things. He had made it in one of the most competitive environments existing anywhere», among brilliant and accomplished people.

Yet even as he told himself all of this, he knew it wasnt enough.

It would never be enough.

Not until Kristin Blair and her arrogant bastard of a father were made to suffer as hed been made to suffer would Nick be satisfied.

For years he had dreamed of the day hed return to Green River, of the satisfaction hed feel when he had destroyed Edmond Blair and his family the way theyd tried to destroy him.

Then, and only then, could he put the past where it belonged.

Nick strode back to his desk. Stared at the phone for a long moment. Then he picked up the receiver and punched the intercom for his secretary.

Paula? he said when shed answered. Cancel all my appointments for the next two weeks. Im going out of town in the morning. He paused. Listened. Its personal, he answered in a tone that did not invite further questioning.

When he hung up the phone, he smiled.





Chapter One

Which one should I wear tonight? Kristin Blair asked. She held up two cocktail dressesa sequined red chiffon and a ruffled black taffeta.

Definitely the red one, her younger sister Brooke said.

I dont know. Kristin studied the red dress doubtfully. Blondes arent supposed to wear red.

Brooke laughed. Why did you ask me if you didnt want my opinion?

Kristin smiled. Brooke always made her smile. You really think the red?

Yes, I do. Youre right, some blondes cant wear red, but were lucky. We dont have that washed-out look. So we can wear fire-engine red if we want to. She grinned, stretching out full-length on Kristins canopied bed, but carefully, because she was almost seven months pregnant and beginning to get unwieldy, although in every other way, she looked wonderful. Her skin glowed and her blue eyes sparkled in the sunlight cascading through the bay windows fronting the Blair estate.

It would be easy to be jealous of Brooke, thought Kristin, except that her younger sister was so nice and so generous and so happy, you couldnt help being happy for her.

Whyd you buy the dress, anyway, if you thought it wasnt a good color for you? Brooke said.

Kristin grimaced. You know me. Im a soft touch. And Mae Zelinsky talked me into it.

Brooke laughed. I swear, if she wanted to, Mae could sell the Brooklyn Bridge. But this time she was right. Trust me. Wear the red. Red is a whole lot sexier than black. Doug will want to jump your bones when he sees you.

Kristin gave her sister an obligatory return smile. She wasnt sure Doug Llewellyn would ever be eager to jump her bones, as Brooke had put it. For as long as shed known him, he had seemed to reserve all of his stronger emotions and desires for his business deals.

For about the hundredth time, she wondered if she were doing the right thing in marrying him. She wasnt in love with Doug, and she didnt think he was in love with her, even though hed said the words.

At least Ive never lied to him. Ive never said I loved him.

Kristin no longer believed in love. What was the phrase so popular now?

Been there. Done that

Yes. She had been there and done that, and look where it had gotten her.

Look what it had gotten her.

Heartbreak.

Agony.

Hurt beyond hurt.

True enough, but it also got you Lindsay.

The thought of Lindsay brought a powerful rush of love. Lindsay. To all the outside world, Lindsay Blair was Kristins eleven-year-old sister, the last of the beautiful Blair girls. Even Lindsay believed the fiction so hastily concocted by Kristins parents.

Oh, my darling, did I do the right thing?

As always, when Kristin began doubting her choices, she shoved her misgivings away. What was done was done. Nothing could change the past, so there was no sense gnashing her teeth over her youthful folly or the path shed chosen. The important person in this whole sordid story was Lindsay, and she was happy and secure. That was what counted.

Why so pensive? Brooke asked. You having prewedding jitters?

Kristin shrugged. Something like that

Brooke sat up carefully, ever mindful of her pregnant state. Her eyes were earnest as they met Kristins. Kris, listen, Ive been thinking.

Thats dangerous, Kristin teased. She walked to the closet that took up one whole wall of her bedroom and carefully hung up the dresses.

No, listen, seriously

All right, seriouslywhat have you been thinking about? She fingered the satin folds of her wedding dress, which was hanging on the back of the opened closet door. She wished the sight of the beautiful dress brought her more pleasure.

You know, Brooke said slowly, marriage is so important. Believe me, living with someone elsewell, its very different from dating them. Its hard. Even the littlest things can irritate you, and if you dont truly adore someoneWell, what Im trying to say is, if youre not sure you want to marry Doug, its not too late to change your mind.

As her sister spoke, tears filled Kristins eyes. She blinked rapidly, willing herself not to cry. Ever since accepting Douglas Llewellyns proposal six months earlier, Kristin had toyed with the idea of backing out of the marriage more times than she could count.

Yet she always reached the same conclusion. She wanted more out of life than she had. She wanted children she could openly acknowledge as her own. And since she didnt expector even wantto fall in love again, Doug Llewellyn was a perfect choice for a husband.

He was steady, reliable and hardworking. He came from the samekind of family background and had the same kind of values. He had money of his own, so Kristins money was not the reason for his interest in her, unlike someone elses had been, she thought bitterly.

Doug wanted children, too, and her parents approved of him wholeheartedly. And most importantly, Green River was his home and would remain his home.

Kristin could not leave Lindsay.

She could never leave Lindsay.

Lindsay was the reason Kristin, at twenty-nine, still lived in her parents home. She was also the reason Kristin had gotten her teaching degree at a local university where she could commute on a daily basis instead of going away to college as shed always imagined she would.

As long as Lindsay was in Green River, Kristin would be in Green River.

So she always came to the same conclusion. Doug would make her a good husband. They could build a good life. She was doing the right thing.

But even as she reminded herself of all this, a tiny secret part of her heart ached. If only she could claim Lindsay as her own. If only she could tell Doug the whole story. If only they could start their married life with total honesty and a clean slate.

Kris? Brooke murmured. You okay?

Kristin hastily nodded. Yes, she managed to answer in a steady voice. Taking a deep breath, she turned and walked to the bed. She sat on one corner and reached for Brookes hand. Thanks for being so concerned.

Brooke nodded, but her eyes were thoughtful. I just, you know, think you deserve to be happy, the way Chandler and I are happy. So if you have doubts

Kristin smiled and shook her head. No. Its okay. I might have had some doubts earlierI did have some earlierbut I dont any longer. So please dont worry about me. Im going to be just fine. Just fine.



Nick Petrillo drove slowly past the sign at the Green River city limits. During the three-hour trip from New York, hed gone over his plan dozens of times, and in the process had gotten his emotions under steely control.

His plan was perfect.

He smiled with anticipation. Revenge had been a long time coming but would be all the sweeter for the wait.

First things first, though. He needed to find a place to stay. He wondered if Green River had become any more cosmopolitan during the past twelve years. When hed left, there hadnt been a hotel or a motel in town. Thered been one boardinghouse on Elm Street and a bed-and-breakfast place on River Drive. Of the two, if the bed-and-breakfast still existed, he would consider staying there. If it didnt, he might have to backtrack and stay at the motel hed noticed on the highway a few miles outside of town, even though it hadnt looked very appealing.

He drove slowly along Main Street, scanning the storefronts, noticing that most of the establishments looked a bit older and a bit seedier. The few new businesses were mostly fast-food restaurants.

Typical small eastern town, he thought. Hit hard by the changes wrought by so much foreign competition. He knew that the main employer in the. areaone Blair Manufacturinghad downsized its workforce by more than forty percent in the past five years.

While I was going up, he was going down. And Edmond Blair would soon be going down even farther.

The sign for River Drive loomed ahead. Nick turned left, and as he did, a pedestrian stared at his car. He smiled. Hed be willing to bet the woman had never seen a Lamborghini before. Take a good look, lady, I wont be around here long.

River Drive ran parallel to the Green River, which looked surprisingly clean and unpolluted. It sparkled under the October sun, with the unusual green cast that had given it its name.

This was a pretty part of town, Nick allowed, especially at this time of year. The road was bordered with a profusion of maple trees whose leaves were at their peak of autumn finerya riotous mixture of burgundy, scarlet, and orange and every shade in between.

Sometimes, living in the heart of Manhattan, surrounded as he was by concrete and steel, he forgot how pretty the countryside could be. Maybe one of these days hed buy a weekend house in Westchester or the Hamptons.

He peered down the street. Good. There was the old familiar sign. Mary Anns Bed & Breakfast. Underneath the larger, scrolled name, it said Serving The Best Homemade Biscuits In The State.

Nicks mouth watered, reminding him he hadnt eaten lunch. He wondered if DAmatos Restaurant was still around. They used to have the best ravioli and pizza for miles.

Well, first hed get a room, then hed go on a food search.

He parked the Lamborghini in the driveway of the bed-and-breakfast. No way he was chancing getting it scratched or dented by leaving it on the street. Then he walked up onto the shallow porch of the old Victorian house and rang the bell, even though he could see the screened door was open.

From somewhere inside, a small dog barked and a woman said, Shush, Poopsie. Now what did I tell you about barking?

Moments later, the screened door was opened by a middle-aged woman with a friendly smile. Yes? May I help you?

Hi, Nick said, returning her smile. Im looking for a place to stay for the next couple of weeks. Have you got a room available?

No, sorry, she said with obvious regret. Im full up right now.

Damn, Nick muttered. I dont suppose you know of anything else that might be available?

You say you need something for a couple of weeks? The womans thoughtful gaze moved past him to the Lamborghini. You could practically see the dollar signs in her eyes. Tell you what. Why dont you go talk to Glenda at Albritton Realty? Theyre just up the street about two blocks. She might be able to help you.

Glenda Albritton, huh? Nick remembered her. He remembered her well. Shed been a hot number in high school. Had even given him the eye a couple of times, but hed never been in a position to take her up on her interest. Hers or anyone elses. Dating a girl took money, and Nick had never had any.

Thanks. Ill do that.

He smiled as he walked back to his car. Glenda Albritton. It would be interesting to see how shed turned out.

A few minutes later Nick walked into the realty office. A pretty blond receptionist said, Oh, you mean Mrs. Carroll, when he asked for Glenda. Ill buzz her for you.

Moments later, a model-thin redhead with sultry golden brown eyes, dressed impeccably in a pale yellow wool suit, walked into the reception area. Hello, she said, extending her right hand and giving him a practiced smile. Im Glenda Carroll. What can I do for you?

Nick stood. Smiled. Took her hand and shook it firmly. Hello, Glenda. I see you dont remember me.

Her eyes narrowed as she carefully looked him up and down. You do look familiar, but Im embarrassed to say I dont know why.

Dont be. Ive changed a lot since high school. Nick Petrillo.

Her eyes widened. Now her smile was brilliant. Nick! Holy smoke. I guess youve changed. She gave a low whistle.

Nick grinned at her lack of inhibition. ThanksI guess.

Lets go back to my office where we can talk. I cant believe it. Nick Petrillo! You look like you hit the lotteryor something.

Its or something he said dryly, following her lithe figure down a carpeted hallway and around to the right where she led him into a large corner office filled with sunlight and French antique furniture.

Have a seat. Would you like some coffee? Or a drink? Ive got some J & B and Stolichnaya. She headed toward a delicate rosewood sideboard whose surface held several crystal decanters and a silver coffee service.

Coffee would be great. He sat in one of the two Louis XV armchairs placed in front of her desk and looked around with pleasure. The agency was obviously doing well if the caliber of furnishings and objets dart were any indication. He particularly admired a small Lalique cat adorning her desktop and doubling as a paperweight.

Once shed gotten them both cups of coffee and was settled behind the desk, she said, What brings you back to Green River?

Business.

Oh? Her topaz eyes were frankly curious.

Ill be here for about two weeks. He purposely did not elaborate on the nature of his business. Mary Ann at the bed-and-breakfast suggested you might be able to help me find a place to stay.

She leaned back in her chair, pursing her lips. Two weeks. Hmm. Thats tough. Most people want someone to stay longerI dont thinkbut wait a minute. Maybe I can help you. Would you be willing to pay a premium price?

Depends. How much are we talking about?

Well, a really beautiful small house in the Cityside area is availablefully furnished. The rent is three thousand dollars a month. If you were willing to pay for a month and still allow me to show it to prospective tenants, I think the owner might agree to let you have it.

Cityside. That was where all of the old money in Green River lived. That was where Edmond Blair and his family lived.

Done, Nick said.

Tell you what. If you dont mind going back out to the reception area, Ill call the owner now. If she agrees, Ill take you over there immediately.

An hour later, the deal was clinched, and Nick found himself in possession of the keys to a beautifully renovated home that had apparently once been the carriage house for the larger estate next door. It was even furnished to his taste, with a blend of comfortable, traditional furniture and interesting modern pieces.

Thanks a lot, hetold Glenda as he looked around the well-appointed living room. Its perfect.

It is, isnt it? She smiled, her eyes speculative. So, Nick, what do you plan to do for fun while youre gracing our town with your presence?

He shrugged. I havent thought about it.

Well, Ive got a suggestion. Im on the committee for the annual symphony benefit, and tonights the big dinner-dance. I was supposed to go with Keith Fergusonremember him?but his grand-mother died suddenly yesterday morning, and he left earlier today to fly to Orlando for the funeral, so Im currently without an escort. Why dont you come with me?

I take it Mr. Carroll is out of the picture?

She rolled her eyes. Thank God. Ive been divorced for three years.

Nick didnt have to think about her offer very long. A benefit dinner for the Green River Symphony meant attendance by every mover and shaker in town, including the Blairs. In that case, I accept. Only, I didnt bring a tux with me.

Doesnt matter. Lots of men will be wearing suits. She flashed him another of her big smiles. Pick me up at seven. She gave him her address, which was in an area he recognized. When she walked away, he could hear her murmuring, Nick Petrillo. My, my, my



After Brooke left to go home, Kristin curled up on the cushioned window seat of the big bay window in her bedroom and tried to shake her melancholy. A naturally optimistic person, she told herself to count her blessings and focus on the positive things in her life. For some reason, today those old standbys didnt work.

Sighing deeply, she gazed out at the autumn landscape. The Blair mansion sait on three acres of impeccably manicured lawn dotted with stately maple, elm, pine and birch trees. Today, two men from the lawn-care service her parents used were raking leaves, and another was mulching flower beds in preparation for the winter.

Exactly two weeks from today she would become Mrs. Douglas Jessup Llewellyn, and she would leave her parents home forever. She thought about the house waiting for herthe house she and Doug had chosen together. He had moved into it six weeks ago, when the builders had finished the last of the interior work. If only the prospect of joining him there brought her the same kind of excitement and joyous anticipation she had once felt about sharing a home with someone else.

Stop it! she told herself. Stop thinking about the past. Stop tormenting yourself. The past is over and done with. And you should be glad, not sad. You wouldnt have wanted to spend your life with someone who cared more for money than he did for you, so things worked out for the best. But no matter how many times she lectured herself, the words failed to bring her comfort.

The problem was, her upcoming wedding had brought back memories shed thought long since dealt with and banished. Well, never completely banished, because Lindsay was a constant reminder of the past. But Kristin had truly believed the pain of Nick Petrillos desertion was gone. And now, these past few months had proven to her that it wasnt

Restless and unhappy, she jumped up, walked over to the closet and took out a jacket. Then she grabbed her purse and hurried out.

She took the back stairs. She didnt think her mother was home, but she was taking no chances. If her mother saw her, she would be sure to ask where Kristin was going and she did not want to be questioned.

She was in luck. The only person she saw was Milly, the familys live-in housekeeper. Milly looked up from folding towels and smiled as Kristin passed.

Bye, Milly. Kristin waved. Im going out for a while. See you later.

Bye, Miss Kristin.

She pointed her little green Mazda toward Primrose Hill, the place that had been her refuge from the moment she was old enough to drive. At its crest stood an enormous copper beech tree, and when Kristin sat under its sheltering branches, she could see all of the Green River valley spread out before her like the colorful pieces of a quilt

The spire of the Congregational Church and the top of the First National Bank were easily identifiable, as were the sprawling buildings that housed Blair Manufacturing, the high school, the football stadium, the golf course and the adjoining country club.

Primrose Hill was the place where Kristin had worked out her knottiest problems. It was also the place where she and Nick Petrillo, the first and only man shed ever loved, had always met. It was there theyd first made love, and it was there hed asked her to marry him.

And it was there shed sobbed her heart out after hed left her.

Twenty minutes later, Kristin rounded the last curve before the summit. She pulled off the road and walked toward the huge old tree that dominated the landscape. Its smooth, gray bark still bore the remnants of the initials carved there so long ago: NP &. KB.

Kristins sad eyes gazed at the physical reminder of the man shed once trusted so completely, shed given him everything: heart, body, soul.

She sank down, her back against the tree trunk. Then she closed her eyes and let the memories come.

The first time shed seen Nick was the August before her senior year of high school. She had just turned seventeen in June, and she was impossibly romantic. Her two favorite pastimes were reading the novels of Jane Austen and the Brontë sisters and watching old movies on television. She always imagined herself in the role of the heroine.

Someday, she told herself, someday Ill meet the man of my dreams, too.

That night, a sultry Friday in late August, she and Susan Rosenbaum, a classmate and part of Kristins crowd, went downtown to the movies. Susan was the first one to notice the dark-haired, dark-eyed, handsome boy behind the refreshment counter.

Thats Nick Petrillo, she said in a stage whisper. Isnt he the coolest? He was in Edwards class. Edward was Susans older brother.

Hi, Nick, Susan said as they walked up to the counter.

Hello, Susan.

How are you?

Im fine, he said. How are you?

Fine. Um, Ill have some Gummi Bears and a Coke.

Okay. He looked at Kristin.

Kristins heart gave a little hop as she gazed into Nick Petrillos dark eyes. IIll have a bag of popcorn and a Coke, she said.

Buttered? He didnt smile.

She nodded, mesmerized by his eyes. They looked like a poets eyes, she thought Soulful. When he handed her the drink and, the popcorn, their fingers brushed, and a little jolt of electricity zapped her. He felt it, too, because his eyes met hers again, and this time, he did smile. A slow, intimate smile that did things to her stomach.

Whats your name? he said.

Oh, sorry, Susan said. This is Kristin Blair. Kristin, this is Nick Petrillo.

Hello, Kristin Blair.

Kristin swallowed. His voice was like velvet. Soft, low, sexy. H-hi. Oh, she could have kicked herself. What was wrong with her? Why couldnt she say something smooth and smart?

Thatll be two dollars and seventy-five cents, he said, still smiling at her.

She put down the drink and popcorn and counted out the money. She wished she was older and had more experience, because she knew, without a doubt, that she wanted to see Nick Petrillo againsomewhere other than herebut she had no idea how to go about engineering another meeting. It was nice to meet you was all she managed.

Gawd, hes gorgeous, isnt he? Susan said as the two friends walked slowly into the darkened theater. I always wanted to go out with him, but Edward said Nick didnt date much. Course, he was never interested in me, anyway. She gave Kristin a sidelong glance. He seemed interested in you, though.

Do you really think so?

Yeah, I do, but dont get your hopes up. According to Edward, Nick is saving every penny for college.

Is he in college now? Her heart sank. If he was in college, he would be leaving town any day now to go back to school.

I dont know. Since Edward moved out, I dont see much of his friends.

All through the movie, Kristin thought about Nick Petrillo. Aside from the fact that if he were in college, he would be leaving Green River soon, why would he be interested in her, a girl who was just entering her senior year of high school? He probably had tons more sophisticated girls interested in him. It had probably been Kristins imagination, that jolt of electricity and the accompanying jolt of awareness between them. He had probably already forgotten all about her.

But Nick hadnt forgotten all about her.

In fact, when she and Susan exited the theater, he was standing there, leaning against the wall near the exit doors. When he saw them approaching, he slowly walked toward them. He looked at Kristin. You walking home or riding?

Kristin could hardly answer, she was so flustered. I, um, rode with Susan.

Now he looked at Susan. Do you care if she goes with me?

Susan looked. at Kristin. Do you want to? her eyes said. Seeing Kristins answer, she said, No, I dont care.

Again he turned to Kristin. Can I take you home?

All right, she said.

And that was the beginning.

Kristin sighed and slowly opened her eyes. She had fallen in love so quickly and so deeply. She would have done anything, given up anything, for him. Followed him anywhere. He was the center of her universe.

Even now, the pain of his betrayal cut so deep. She had believed in him totally. She had been so young. So naive. And so stupid.
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