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BITTERSWEET

When Desiree focused on Gerard again, he was walking toward the stands with a ball in his hand.

His well-conditioned body looked magnificent in his uniform, Desiree thought. He was strong, with every muscle outlined against the fabric. He tossed the ball toward Desiree and surprisingly she caught it. “Thank you,” she called out. By the way her pulse raced, she would have thought she was available. She had to glance at her engagement ring to remember she was marrying Paul.

Desiree shivered. She felt as if a change was in the air.
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To my son, Gerard,
 for his love of the game.
 Thank you for answering so
 many questions about baseball.
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1

Desiree Prescott heard the phone ringing even as she tried to twist the key in the lock of her sixth-floor apartment on Manhattan’s West Side. Dropping her purse on the foyer table, she sprinted to the kitchen and caught the phone on the fifth ring. It must be Paul, her fiancé, making sure she’d cleared her schedule that weekend for his mother’s visit.

She didn’t believe that every mother-in-law was the devil incarnate, but Paul’s mother was the exception to the rule. Mrs. Tremain wanted her stamp on every part of the wedding, as if it were her wedding, and that just didn’t sit well with Desiree.

“I’ve been dialing this phone all night trying to reach you. It’s a work night. What you doing out so late?” It was her aunt Nadine Smith from Macon, and dreaded anguish soared through Desiree.

“Had a late dinner meeting, and then I stopped by Paul’s place.” Aunt Nadine didn’t call unless there was a problem.

“It’s nearly about midnight.”

“I know. The city never sleeps, Aunt Nadine.” There was no need to check the answering machine. Her aunt never left messages.

“Well, we got trouble.”

“Daddy’s off his medication?”

“Stopped that couple of weeks ago. But he got this call today. At least I took the call. He won’t talk on the phone when he’s in one of his moods.”

“What call?” Desiree asked. Her aunt could go off on a tangent for an hour of complaints before she got to the subject.

“This lawyer fellow in Atlanta called. Said your daddy had a son by some woman when he was in Vietnam. Name’s Jordan Payne.”

Desiree stumbled into a chair. “What?”

“Yeah. Your daddy’s name is on the birth certificate. Can you believe it? He grew up no more than an hour and a half drive from here.”

“Is it true? Is Daddy his father?”

“Levi said it could be true. He met the woman while he was there. Timing’s right. Got pictures and stuff stored in his trunk. He pulled that stuff out. Every five minutes he came running over here to show me a picture of the woman or something from that time. You know how sentimental he gets.”

“I know.” His sentimental outbreaks had been commonplace when she was growing up. Especially when he wasn’t on his meds. He liked to talk about the good days, before the war.

“Problem is, the boy and his wife died four months back. Bless their souls.”

“Oh no... .”

“Yes, Lord. What a crying shame. They left three young-ins behind. The wife was an orphan, so she’s got no family except for some distant relative who took the kids in. But they were strung out on something. The baby was crying one night and the wife went crazy and hurt him.”

“Oh my gosh. How bad?”

“Broken arm. Can you believe someone would hurt a defenseless baby? I don’t know what this world is coming to. Social Services took ’em away, and a good thing, too. But I don’t know about having ballplayers keeping them.”

“Ballplayers?”

“They’re looking after ’em till the lawyer hunted up family.”

It was too late at night for Desiree to absorb all this. “How is the baby?”

“Out of the hospital, thank the Lord. I guess he isn’t in any worse shape than he was before, but I don’t like it. I tell you, folks need to get into the church. That’s where your salvation is. All this mess in the streets isn’t good.”

Desiree’s head swam with the information thrust at her. Maybe the sports players were married. She cut into her aunt’s sermon.

“What’s the lawyer’s name? Did he leave a phone number where I can reach him?” Desiree searched for a pen and pad.

“Honey, since your daddy’s been off his medicine, he can’t go. And you know he can’t keep those children anyway. I got my hands full with keeping an eye on him.”

“I know.”

“Let me get my glasses so I can read the number to you. Be right back.”

Desiree heard her aunt mumbling in the background while she searched for the eyeglasses. She imagined her in her gown and housecoat, a satin cap covering little pink rollers in her hair.

“They were right on top of my head,” she said when she finally returned. “If it had been a snake it would’ve bit me.” She read off the information, including the address of the lawyer’s office.

“How is Daddy taking the news?” Just one more thing to send him into depression.

“He’s holding on. Clammed up. Never know what he’s thinking. Especially since he’s off his medicine. I tried to get him to take a pill, even got the pastor to come out and talk to him, but he wouldn’t listen. He pushed the man right out of his house and shut the door in our faces. Told us not to come back. I’m his sister. How could he say such a thing to me? I told him he had the pure devil riding in him. Embarrassed me so bad I can barely hold my head up in church.”

“I don’t know why you did that.” Aunt Nadine should have known better. Desiree had been embarrassed plenty of times when her father was off his meds.

“He won’t do a thing till he’s good and ready. You know how he is. Stubborn. But I pray for him anyway.”

Desiree’s heart sank. Her father had fought in Vietnam. He came home with PTSD. After more than thirty years, her father was still going through his episodes. Post-traumatic stress disorder wasn’t something you got over. As a child she’d wished for miracles. Every time her father had an episode—and it seemed she’d lived through a million of them—she wished there was something she could do to fix him, and she prayed that he would improve, that he would be made whole again. As an adult she learned there weren’t little magic formulas that fixed the ailments of the world.

Yes, Desiree knew. She’d lived a lifetime with her father’s illness. But Aunt Nadine would deal with him. He would recover. Eventually, he’d apologize and get on her right side. Right now she focused on the children.

An aunt. Desiree was an aunt. She didn’t know how she felt about that. As an only child, she’d never even considered it.

“Does Mama know?” she asked quietly. Her mother had suffered most of all. Years of being both father and mother to Desiree. While she lived with her husband, she never knew what each day would bring. Until finally one morning, he just walked out. A few days later, he turned up in Macon. Aunt Nadine called to let them know. He carved out a place in the shabby home, a house a stiff wind could blow down. Room by room, board by board, he began to fix it up.

A month later a lawyer contacted her mother telling her Levi Prescott had filed for a divorce.

Although her father had never completely dissociated himself from her mother’s life, he left no room for her to seek a relationship with another man. Every couple of months he came back for a week or two.

Jacqueline Prescott’s love story had been brief, but she’d loved someone who’d loved her for a lifetime. Yet after the war, he returned home a changed man. And as much as he loved her, he couldn’t live with her. And now, Desiree wondered how her mother was going to digest this news—another kick in the teeth.

“I was going to let you call her,” her aunt was saying. “She’s out of town at a convention anyway.”

Desiree’s mother still kept in contact with Aunt Nadine and Levi.

“The last thing she needs is more pain,” Desiree said.

“She’s sacrificed her life for you and your dad. She deserves some good now. At least he didn’t betray her. The boy was born before they met. He was thirty-seven when he died. Well, I don’t usually stay up this late. I’ve got to get up early to try to get Levi to take his medicine.” They both knew he wasn’t.

“Get some sleep, Aunt Nadine. Thanks for calling.”

“You take care of that mess in Atlanta and I’ll hold the fort here.”

As soon as Desiree hung up, she made a to-do list. By rote, she made reservations to Atlanta, called a car service to take her to the airport, and reserved a car at the airport in Atlanta. She got directions to the lawyer’s office off the Internet and left a message on her supervisor’s answering machine. Then she called the lawyer’s office and left him a message, giving him the flight information and approximate time she’d make it to his office.

A thought suddenly struck her. How old were the children? She forgot to ask. They could all be under five. They could be two-year-old triplets for all she knew. She shuddered at the thought.

In the bedroom she tossed clothes into a suitcase and thought of three frightened children struggling to deal with their grief for the only two people who loved them and with what must be unbearable fear for their future.

Moving quickly between the bed and the dresser, she bumped her toe on the dresser and hopped around like a rabbit, rubbing it until the throbbing lessened.

She could barely move in her closet-sized bedroom. Her only bedroom. The bed took up most of the available space. To accommodate three children, she’d have to find another apartment or buy a house farther out.

But first she had to get to Atlanta.

 


 



“You’re never going to marry me, are you, Gerard Kingsley?” Andrea Warner, his girlfriend of the moment, asked with her hands on her hips. She was dressed in jeans and a pretty green top. Her short black hair was done in a feathery do. And she was steaming.

Gerard stifled a sigh. “Give me a minute,” he said, easing up from the couch, careful not to jostle the baby.

Andrea had hunted him down at the Paynes’ residence. Gerard had collected Christopher Payne from the hospital that morning, and the eight-month-old had clung to him like a tick ever since. The boy was irritable and probably in pain with the broken arm, and Gerard had the devil of a time getting him to sleep. Dogged if he was going to let Andrea’s snit wake the boy.

Although Gerard’s grandmother had moved in with the children until other arrangements could be made, she’d gone to bed hours ago, leaving Gerard to settle the child. Chris finally fell asleep on Gerard’s chest. He eased the child to his shoulder, careful not to disturb the injured arm, and caught a whiff of baby powder and lotion. He was a soft little bundle, and if Gerard had kids of his own, he’d want one exactly like Chris.

Gerard pressed a hand against the boy’s back for support and carried him upstairs. Gently he laid him in the crib, praying he wouldn’t awaken. The little tyke continued to sleep when he spread a light blanket over him.

Gerard made sure the baby monitor was on before he tiptoed out of the room.

The doors to the other bedrooms were closed, and darkness emerged from beneath. It had taken some time getting the kids to settle in for the night. There was homework to be done and the boys wanted to play catch.

Gerard made it back to the family room to confront Andrea. He already felt like he’d pitched eight innings. Andrea made him feel like he had yet to field a press interview.

Andrea straightened up as he came into the room. Gerard sat on the couch across from her as she glared at him.

“I’m not ready for marriage, Andrea. Why would you want to marry a man who’s away ninety percent of the time? My first game is tomorrow night. I won’t get more than a few days off until late October. Why would you want to be tied to that kind of life?”

The stubborn tilt to her chin was certain indication she wasn’t going to settle for his explanation. “Because I want some stability. I want children. I want to know this relationship is going somewhere.”

Gerard scrubbed a hand down his face. “Children need a father who’s going to be around, not one who’s away nine months of the year.”

“They need a father, period. You aren’t going to play ball forever.”

“I’m playing now. And if my health holds up I’ll be playing for the next five years. What kind of life is that for you or kids?”

She crossed her arms beneath her pert breasts. They could be snuggling on the couch. But no. She had to debate a subject that should already be clear.

“Tony’s married. He and Pat are doing great,” she said. Anthony Parker was Gerard’s best friend and catcher for the Atlanta Eclipses baseball team. Anthony was a lovesick fool. A newlywed, the man still had stars in his eyes.

“They don’t have children and Pat isn’t trying to get pregnant right away.”

“I’m not waiting five years to get married. We’ve been dating for two years now. And I don’t see a future down the road. I know you’re wealthy and women are waiting on the sidelines for you.”

“I’m not looking at them.” But he didn’t love Andrea either.

“You’re giving me excuses and I’m sick of them,” she said. “The bottom line is you don’t love me.”

Gerard saw right then and there she wasn’t going to give up. “I’m not seeing anyone else.”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”

“Why are you trying to back me into a corner?” He’d had enough. She knew the score. “I’ve always been up front with you.”

“I’ve played the cards you’ve dealt so far. You treat me as if you’re the only important one in this relationship. As if my needs don’t count.”

“That’s not true. You have a great career. I don’t stand in the way of your success.”

“All I’m saying is I always have to bend to your will. You’re unwilling to make sacrifices for me.”

Gerard spread out his hands. “I give you what I can. What more do you want me to do?” he asked. He’d made it clear when they started dating that he wasn’t going to marry anyone as long as he played baseball. She assured him she wasn’t ready to settle down, either. With three years of residency to get through, she had little spare time. She still had another year to go. So why was she coming out of left field with this marriage business now?

A sad expression crossed her beautifully made up face. “If you don’t know by now,” she said quietly, “we’re doomed. Maybe it’s time we called it quits. Perhaps we need time apart.”

“Just like that?” He gave her a sidelong glance of utter disbelief. A certain chill hung on the edge of her words. Anger and something Gerard couldn’t identify ripped through him.

“I think this is best for both of us. We need time ... I need time to revaluate what I really want.” She offered a self-deprecating smile. “Would you even care if one of my coworkers likes me? He’s been asking me out for a while.”

“A physician, I’m sure.” Gerard sneered. Of course he was a physician just like she was. “You didn’t have to go through this song and dance. You could have come right out and said you preferred someone else from the beginning.”

She shook her head. “I can’t believe you said that to me. I want to marry you, but since you want to stay single and free, what option do I have?”

“How long have you been seeing him?” Gerard asked with a calmness that belied his inner rage.

“Aren’t you listening to me? I haven’t been seeing him. But you aren’t giving me a reason not to, are you?”

“You know what? If he’s the one you want, I won’t stand in your way.” Regaining some of his composure, he stood, marched to the door, and opened it wide.

“You’re deliberately being obtuse. But I have my answer, don’t I?” In a moment Andrea followed him. He watched her as she got into her car and drove off into the night. Not once did she look back to see him glaring after her.

He shut the door with finality.

In the downstairs bedroom, Gerard stripped down, turned on the hot water, and stood under the spray, letting it fall on his head for several minutes. He couldn’t believe she’d ended things in a matter of moments. He should have known better than to hook up with a woman he’d met at one of his mother’s barbecues. Amanda Kingsley had wanted him to be a doctor, had pleaded for him to attend med school. But baseball was in his system. She never understood what it meant to throw a strike across home plate. She never understood what it felt like to want something so desperately his heart ached without it. To her it was just a game. To him it was more, so much more. It wasn’t as if he chose the profession. It was more that the profession chose him.

Even though he wasn’t looking for marriage, he was at a point in his life where playing the field, going to bed with a different woman each night, each week, each month was as unappealing as it was dangerous. He remembered Andrea’s words as if she’d repeated them tonight. Theirs was a match made in heaven.

He should have known there was no such thing.

 


 



People either loved New York or hated it. Desiree loved it. She loved the anonymity. She loved the noise that swallowed up thoughts. She could be anyone she wanted to be. People didn’t care whether she paraded as a corporate executive or a chimney sweep. They were too busy carving their own path to be overly concerned about their neighbors.

In the bars where loud music blasted, where drinks were passed from hand to hand like dizzying batons, where wall-to-wall people stood trying to outtalk each other, you could forget. Forget embarrassing moments.

It was the defining reason she chose New York in the first place. She yearned for anonymity.

The more the distance between New York and Atlanta diminished, the tighter the fist squeezed Desiree’s churning stomach. The club soda sitting on her tiny tray table didn’t begin to settle her stomach.

Most of the passengers on the early morning flight were sleeping, the lights turned down low. Desiree was uncomfortably squeezed in the center seat between two men. Although she closed her eyes, she couldn’t so much as doze.

She kept worrying about the children. What terrors they’d experienced, and wondering if they were staring into darkness and filled with worry. It was enough that their parents had died. To have been mistreated on top of that ... Desiree shook her head and closed her eyes. But sleep still eluded her.

The bumpy plane ride was much too short. Now that she’d disembarked and was hunting her way through an airport larger than a city, she had decisions to make, the world to face.

On her way to the rental car counter, she dialed the lawyer’s number and identified herself.

“He’s at the airport waiting for you,” his secretary said, so she canceled her rental car and rode the monorail to the luggage carousel. A man was holding a sign with Desiree’s name printed on it. He was a trim five nine with a nut-brown complexion, and his bald head shone in the artificial light.

“I’m Desiree Prescott,” she said, extending her hand.

“Robert Myers,” he said. His handshake was quick and firm. “I’ll carry your luggage. Just point me to the proper pieces.”

“I didn’t bring much. Just a couple of bags.”

They made quick work of getting the luggage and making their way to a waiting town car. The driver hopped out and stored the luggage in the trunk.

“How was your flight in?” Robert asked.

“Peaceful.”

As they drove from the airport in a snarl of traffic, Desiree was glad she didn’t have to navigate.

“Where are the children?” she asked.

“They’re in their home. Gerard Kingsley, a neighbor, and Scott Hayes, your brother’s partner, are with them now, but both of them travel constantly. Gerard’s grandmother is staying with them temporarily. As a matter of fact, both men will be leaving in a few days.”

“How old are the children?”

“Fourteen, ten, and eight months.”

They weren’t all babies, Desiree thought. She could handle that.

“How long will you stay?” Robert asked.

“I’m not sure.”

“Social Services want to make a thorough background check and make sure the kids are in good hands before they relinquish control of them.”

“I’m debating staying at least until the kids are out of school. I should be able to take off from work that long, and that should give us enough time to work everything out.”

“I’ve cleared the way temporarily with Social Services. I had a background check done on you, but they will do their own.” Before she could respond, he continued. “I had to. Jordan asked me to start looking for his family the week before he died. I had to make sure who I was dealing with before I called. The children’s welfare is my first priority.”

Desiree nodded. “Of course.”

“Jordan’s chosen guardian for the children also died in the accident, which is the reason we have a problem. I’m telling you this because the other couple had a son and he’s temporarily staying with Jordan’s children. He’s ten, Justin’s age. Justin is Jordan’s son. Is that going to be a problem?”

What was one more? “No.” Her legs were so weak she was glad she was sitting. Four children, she thought, breaking out in a cold sweat. What she knew about kids would fit on the tip of her thumbnail. She hadn’t babysat in high school like most teenage girls. God, they were going to run circles around her. She was going to wind up as one of those batty aunts at thirty.

Robert pointed out Turner Field and the State Capitol Building, the top of which was solid gold.

“Sorry about the traffic,” he said. “It’s hell times five.”

Desiree chuckled. “I’m used to it.”
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When Desiree rode into a development, passing lavish estates and heading down the stately tree-lined drives, her eyes widened. “What was Jordan’s occupation?” she asked.

“He was a sports agent.”

“It obviously paid well.”

“I would think so with the multimillion-dollar contracts he negotiated for his clients, not to mention product promotions,” he said with pride. “We attended college together, so he was more than a client. He was always on the news here. Obviously you haven’t heard of him.”

“I haven’t. Although I like sports.” Desiree was an avid sports fan, but she followed the games, not the agents.

The driver pulled up into the driveway of a huge stately house and parked behind a black Porsche. They walked up the steps to the double front doors and Robert rang the doorbell.

The door was thrust open by a man carrying a child with a cast on one tiny arm. Desiree focused on the baby. He had what looked like mashed banana on his mouth and on one hand.

Two events occurred at once. The baby was smiling, one fist tugging on the man’s collar, but when he saw two strange adults, he wrapped his arm around the man’s neck and held on. Desiree felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach, because she finally noticed the man and he was the most drop-dead gorgeous male she’d encountered in a very long time. The odor of woodsy soap mixed with the fruity banana aroma reached her. She took a short shallow breath and her heart skipped a beat. It should be a crime to be that male and that potent.

Suddenly he was staring at her, a question on his brow.

“This is Jordan’s sister, Desiree Prescott,” she finally heard Robert say. She summoned her composure.

The man extended a hand. “Pleasure to meet you. I was trying to get Slugger to eat. He doesn’t have much of an appetite. Come in. I’m getting ready to take the other kids to school. We’re late. I let them sleep in.”

His hair was cut short. He stood about six two, had amazing shoulders and a smile to die for.

“Gerard is the lead pitcher for the Atlanta Eclipses,” Robert said. “Biggest mistake Milwaukee made was trading you. Last year wasn’t a good year for them.”

“I always wanted to come back home. It was a good move for me.”

“Your preseason games were encouraging.”

“We have a good team this year.”

“Can we talk about the kids? The things I’ll need to know? I’ll be staying with them. To tell you the truth, I almost don’t know where to start,” Desiree interjected. They had much more important concerns than baseball.

“My grandmother’s in the kitchen,” Gerard said around a sly smile, the devil. “She can fill you in on whatever you need to know. Then Slugger and I will take you on a tour through the house when I get back.”

“Don’t you have a game tonight?” Robert asked.

“Yeah, but I don’t have to be at the ballpark until after four. I try to chill out before the game.”

And then three kids rounded the corner and stopped at the door with their backpacks.

“Meet your aunt,” he said. “Desiree, this is Sherrice, Justin, and Steven.”

“So nice to meet you,” Desiree said.

The children spoke, but they were guarded as they sized her up. What should she expect after their treatment at the last relative’s home?

“Okay, we’ve got to hit the road,” Gerard said.

“Can I back the car out of the garage?” Sherrice asked.

“Heck no.” They all piled out and Desiree found herself holding the baby, who took one look at her and screamed the house down.
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Levi Prescott was holding his own. Hearing he had a son and that the boy was dead had sent a raging storm through his system. But he controlled it. He could do this, he told himself. He wasn’t ready to face anyone, but he got up that morning. He dressed. He’d come to work because he wasn’t ready to confront his grandkids.

Levi wasn’t ready to look at picture albums of the son he’d never meet. A man was supposed to be there for his kids. He hadn’t been much of a father to Desiree, but at least she knew he loved her. At least he saw her a few times a year and talked to her every blessed week when his mind was functioning okay.

He needed time before he faced his grandchildren. How would he ever explain why he hadn’t been there?

So he’d made the only sane decision he could think of. He’d come to work. Most of his coworkers sensed when he needed space. They were sensible enough to leave him alone while he did his job, and he was okay—until the foolish new department manager shipped to Macon from Philly started screaming in his face like he was crazy. He was always hyped up. Adrenaline overstimulated with caffeine. Kept things stirring at work. Didn’t he know this was the South, where the pace was slow?

The man’s shirtsleeves were rolled up. His silly tie was so tight it was bulging at his neck. Levi stifled a laugh. Visions of stringing him up by the necktie danced in Levi’s head, but he wouldn’t look at him. He hunched his shoulders and continued to type on his computer.

“I’m talking to you. You hear me?” the man said, getting in his face.

“Leave me alone,” Levi told him.

“I need the report like yesterday.”

Levi had asked for the work a week ago and he’d kept sending him out of the office, telling him he’d get the data to him when he was ready. You don’t need to keep reminding me. I’ll give it to you. Then Levi had e-mailed him. He’d shot a missive back saying by now he knew Levi needed the data. So why was he taking up room in Levi’s tiny cubicle wanting him to work like hell to get a week’s worth of work done in a day? Wasn’t going to happen.

“You get it when it’s done. I’m going to lunch.” Needing breathing room, Levi slid his chair back.

“Lunch! Are you crazy?”

That’s when Levi closed his fist and popped him, and before Levi could register his actions, the young up-and-coming pup was lying flat on the floor with his eyes rolling back and forth, his face as red as a lobster’s.

“Yeah,” Levi said, calmly looking down on him. The man had that dazed look, as if he’d been shot with a stun gun. His eyes didn’t blink.

Several heads had popped above the cubicle dividers to see what had hit the floor. Their eyes moved from the fallen man to Levi.

Levi grabbed his jacket from the coat tree. “See y’all later,” he said pleasantly as he marched down a corridor of cubicles. The action had released the tightness in Levi’s chest. He felt marginally better.

The room had grown still and quiet. He liked the silence. Now and then he heard rustling like that of a slight breeze flowing through the trees and rippling over the water.

Nobody stirred to help the fallen man. Nobody spoke to Levi. He felt several pairs of eyes on his back as he shut the office door behind him.

Coming in to work had been a mistake.

His fists were still bunched at his sides. He couldn’t be around people. Once he made it to the parking lot, he stood motionless, contemplated his directions. He should go to Atlanta to his grandkids. But he knew Nadine had called Desiree. He knew his daughter would take over, like she always did in a crisis. In his frame of mind, he would be no good around his grandkids.

He should call Veronica, his significant other. Told him she was too old to be referred to as a girlfriend. But she got scared when his moods hit. He nixed that idea.

His sister would tell him to grow up and take one of his pills, but he got sick of taking pills all the time, every damn day of his life and feeling like he was swimming through cotton. He wanted a clear head, to feel normal sometimes. He deserved a break. Besides, this mess wasn’t his fault. If his supervisor had left him the heck alone to do his job, everything would have been okay. He should go back to the office and tell him so, too, but he wasn’t going back in there because he’d end up punching the fool again.

He arrived at the decision he should have made last night. The woods and wide-open spaces drew him. The heck with lunch. He was taking a vacation.

He got in his new red Ford Ranger and drove toward his cabin in the woods, a two-hundred-acre piece of property that had been in his family since the early nineteen hundreds. It had been passed down to his sisters, and brothers, and him. Over time, his siblings had sold out to him, all except Nadine’s fifty-acre piece.

When he left the interstate, the fist clenching his chest loosened. The closer he got to freedom, a semblance of peace began to spread through his body.

The property was a forest of live oak and pine now. From time to time, his sister nagged at him to have the wood cut and sold, but he wouldn’t let her do it. When her friends told her about all the money they made from selling their wood, she’d start adding up what she could do with all that money. Fear or no fear, she’d start nagging on and on until he gave her the look. Then she’d leave him alone. She was scared of him. She didn’t realize how much at times like these he needed the cover of the trees. There was safety in the woods.

A son. Dead at thirty-seven, he thought as he navigated down a narrow path to the lake where the trees stood like canyons on either side of him. Levi had fought a war and lived to have nightmares about it. A man shouldn’t outlive his children.

Levi didn’t measure up in many ways, being messed up like he was from his tours in Vietnam, but he had always taken care of his responsibilities, and that gave him some small sense of accomplishment.

Sometimes, his sojourn in Hong Kong seemed like yesterday, yet at times it seemed a lifetime away. Now and then, he pulled out the memory like a faded photograph.

Levi parked his truck by the cabin, but stayed outside. He sat on a stump and gazed at the rippling waters. Two summers ago the lightning had struck the tree and split it. Eventually—during one of his spells—he’d taken a saw to it, and piled the wood for his nephew, who liked to build things. It was a pretty piece of wood.

He’d left enough of a stump to sit on. It had been an old tree. By the size and circles of darkened lines, he estimated it to be several hundred years old, so his seat was nice and wide.

He inhaled a deep breath, smelled the sap from the pine trees, observed squirrels scampering in the light spring breeze, listened to the birds singing above, thought about his grandchildren ...

And waited for his mind to settle.

 


 



She wore an engagement ring, Gerard thought as he navigated the heavily trafficked streets. And she was downright sexy without even trying to be.

Plenty of guys picked up groupies waiting in hotel lobbies, each waiting for the one player to pick her out of a sea of willing women. One-night stands were good enough for some guys, something many young women were willing to accept just to say they went to bed with a star, or if she was lucky, if she turned up pregnant by him, she’d own a piece of his paycheck for the rest of his life.

He prided himself on the fact that he wasn’t attracted to any of that craziness. But after meeting Desiree, he wondered if she was one of those women, if he’d be able to walk away from her so easily.

Sherrice’s sigh tore his attention away from Desiree, and he glanced over at her. Rightfully, she was leery of her aunt, and who could blame her after what they had experienced with their cousin? She sighed again. Her hair was straight, just touching her shoulders. His grandmother had taken her to the hairdresser for a touch-up and she’d dragged him one evening to a mall to replenish her wardrobe.

He’d never go shopping with a teenager again. Not if he could help it. She’d dragged him from one store to the next. She’d grab a handful of clothes and try on every last piece and not select one. Shopping was worse than pitching against Barry Bonds. After the fourth store, he’d told her to make a selection or do without.

“What’s wrong, Sherrice?” Gerard asked.

She glanced at him out of wide imploring eyes. “I don’t like the looks of her. Why can’t you take care of us?”

“Honey, I’m not a blood relative and I travel too much.”

“We don’t care about that.”

“You need a real family and stability. You can’t have a neurotic sports agent and a ballplayer taking care of you.”

“My dad was an agent. And most ballplayers are married and have families.”

“Your mother was here to plug up the holes.”

“You can hire a nanny. Please? We can afford it. Our cousins are always talking about how rich we are.”

She broke Gerard’s heart. Their cousins had only wanted them for the money they got. Hardly a dime of it was spent on the children. The older kids managed because they hadn’t outgrown their clothes, but poor Chris had outgrown all his clothes. Gerard’s grandmother had had to go shopping yesterday for outfits that fit the boy.

“I’m not abandoning you, Sherrice. You’ll see me as much as you always have.” Stopping at a red light, he chucked her under the chin and smiled. “Just you try to get rid of me. Seriously, give your aunt a chance, okay? The moment she heard about you, she got on a plane and flew here. She cares. That goes for all three of you.”

He got a grudging agreement before he dropped them off at school. Then he drove back to the house, where he saw Desiree again. The truth was, he was stunned and bemused by his reaction to her.

She’d already unpacked her bags in one of the bedrooms and he gave her a cursory tour of the house, very aware of the scent of the subtle perfume she wore. Gerard loved the physical pleasure women offered, but he’d yet to meet the one he couldn’t walk away from, including Andrea.

A man didn’t easily walk away from a woman like Desiree unscathed. Bless one foolish enough to get caught up with her.

He was stunned at how much he wanted to be around her. She seemed to wake up dormant desires he hadn’t experienced in many years, if ever.

 


 



Gerard’s grandmother prepared a hearty lunch and Gerard ate in the Payne household before he left.

“I promised the kids I’d take them to the game,” he said. “I have enough tickets for all of you. I hope you don’t mind. They don’t have school tomorrow.”

“I’m sure the kids will be disappointed if they don’t go. I don’t mind,” Desiree said.

“I’ve arranged it so that Jordan’s partner, Scott Hayes, will take you, but you’ll return with me.”

“Sounds like a winner. I noticed cars in the garage, so with directions I can drive.”

“You don’t want to negotiate highways in this area on game day, especially when you don’t know your way around.”

“The kids should be here soon,” Mrs. Kingsley said from the doorway. “They only have half a day because of spring break. Good thing, too. Gives them a chance to get to know you.”

Desiree nodded. She was apprehensive after her cool reception earlier. Christopher was just beginning to let her near him, although he still wasn’t completely comfortable.

“I hate to leave you so soon, Desiree, but I’ll be leaving today,” Mrs. Kingsley said. “I had planned to visit my cousin. She had knee surgery yesterday. In a few days she’ll be home and I want to be there to help out.”

“I’ll be fine. Thank you so much for taking care of the children.”

“They’re fine kids. You’ll be okay with them. You look like you’re plain tuckered out.”

“I didn’t get much sleep last night,” Desiree said.

“Well, the little one’s going down for his nap soon. I usually take a short nap when he takes his. You should do the same.”

“Sounds like a great idea.”

But Desiree didn’t get to sleep for another two hours because by the time Christopher fell asleep, the other children had arrived from school. They looked at her as if a demon from hell had descended on them.

 


 



On game day Gerard usually stayed in bed until nine thirty because of the long day before him. He ate breakfast and played with Christopher to give his grandmother some time for other things. He spent some time with the older children, got them settled in with their aunt before he left. He was worried about Sherrice most of all.

Desiree Prescott’s eyes were as clear as glass. She wasn’t on dope. He didn’t have to worry about a straitlaced woman being strung out and slinging Chris against the wall. He wouldn’t have to worry about the boy going hungry.

Gerard was used to beautiful women. They made a play for him like men were going out of style, but rarely did a woman turn him on like Desiree. He wanted to kiss the stiffness right out of her.

He didn’t have time to think of her now. He had to get his head straight for the game. He was the starting pitcher.

He arrived at the stadium around four, after most of his teammates were already dressed and making preparations, stretching and having batting practice. After he spoke to the staff, the massage therapist gave him a complete work over—arms, legs, back.

“So tell me about your new lady,” Gerard said. His therapist had been going on about her for a couple of weeks now. His relationships rarely lasted longer than three or four months before they were hitting the door.

“She’s pretty straight up, you know. Her folks live in Virginia. When I get a day off, I’m going there to meet them.”

“It’s that serious?”

“Man, when it hits you, it hits you.”

Gerard flashed back to Desiree. But she was engaged.

“It can happen that way.”

After the work over, Gerard sat in the hot tub for a few minutes and began his stretches. He talked to teammates who passed through the room. When he was starting, he was off-limits to the press.

Tony was today’s catcher, and while Gerard was getting taped up he and Tony went through the batting lineup of the opposing team, hitter by hitter. They discussed how they wanted to pitch to each man.

 


 



With a knock on her door, Desiree awoke from a sound sleep and bolted up in bed. It took a moment for her to get her bearings.

“It’s only me,” Mrs. Kingsley said, peeping in the doorway. “I wanted to let you know I’m leaving. Sherrice has little Chris. He’s being a lamb right now.”

“I’ll get up,” Desiree said.

“I fixed a stew with my homemade biscuits for supper, so you won’t have to cook dinner. The kids have eaten and I dressed Chris. You better eat fast and get ready for the game. Scott will be by soon.”

“Thank you.”

Desiree stood by the closet and picked out a casual outfit to wear. The night before she’d quickly tossed a few things in the suitcase. She had very little to choose from. After a shower, she went in search of the kids to make sure they were ready.

When she passed the great room, she noticed a family photo on a table. She walked through a room decorated in French Country, but she took none of that in as she focused on her target. Gerard had raced them through the house so quickly she barely had time to scan the opulently decorated rooms. Desiree’s hand trembled as she gathered the frame in her hand. The bottom dropped out of her stomach as she gazed at her brother and his wife for the first time.

There was no question that Jordan Payne was Levi Prescott’s son. From what seemed an impressive height to the broad width of his shoulders. From his serious expression to his medium brown complexion. From his full lips to his high forehead, and even his nose.

He was the spitting image of his father. How would her father respond?

Desiree had almost sunk into her own depression when she heard a noise. Christopher, the little scamp, had crawled around the corner, and her heart lightened. He stopped when he saw her. She smiled and said, “Hi.”

Indecisive, he used the wall to stand. He seemed to contemplate whether he should flee or continue into the room.

Gingerly, Desiree set the picture back on the table. She still couldn’t get over how small he was. There were still fresh bruises on him. She wanted to hold him and make all the pain vanish.

Speaking to him softly, she slowly approached him.

Suddenly his face scrunched up and he turned and fled, tripping over his feet.

When he howled, he sounded as if she’d attacked him. The other kids come running toward them.

“What did you do to him?” Sherrice asked.

“He fell.” She was rocking him in her arms, but he didn’t want a stranger. He wanted someone familiar. He reached toward Sherrice. Cutting her eyes at Desiree, she gathered the boy in her arms.

At the same time, the door opened and a handsome older man flew in like a whirlwind with a cell phone glued to his ear. After a moment he flipped it closed.

“Sounds like World War Three in here. What’s going on?”

“She let Chris get hurt.”

“He just fell,” Justin said. “She didn’t do anything to him.”

The man extended a hand. “Scott Hayes.”

“I’m Desiree Prescott.”

“So are you ready?”

“Let me get the baby’s things.”

“Mrs. Kingsley packed the diaper bag,” Justin said.

“Good.” Before Desiree could move, Scott gathered the bag and hustled them to the car.

Desiree sat in the front seat beside Scott, catching her breath. She had not fared well on her first day in Atlanta.
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Desiree and the kids arrived at the field a half hour before the game began. Excitement was in the air. The aroma from the concession stands made her mouth water. Huge food courts supplied everything from barbeque ribs and pulled pork sandwiches, to chicken sandwiches, burritos, pizzas, chili cheese fries, grilled Cuban sandwiches, and every type of hot dog and sausage sandwich under the sun. For drinks, they served lemonade, beer, wine, sodas, and coffees. Desiree chose lemonade. A glass of wine might settle her nerves, but the last thing she wanted the children to think was they were passing from a drugged-out cousin to an aunt who was a lush. The kids made a beeline to the stands. Surprisingly, Christopher let her hold him while Sherrice and a friend talked and ate their snack.

Desiree was introduced to some of the players’ wives. Spirits were high. Animated conversations bubbled over about the success of last season and the hope for this season. Desiree couldn’t help riding on the joy.

When Gerard walked out onto the field for practice throws, Desiree’s breath caught in her throat. He looked toward the stands where she was sitting. Of course he was looking for the children, not at her, but it seemed his eyes met hers for a second before he approached the pitcher’s mound.

With Gerard’s sure expertise, the ball flew toward home plate with a power that took her breath away. He was amazing, Desiree thought. Not that she had any business thinking of Gerard that way. She had a nice reliable fiancé back home and she was looking forward to a lifetime of happiness with him.

Gerard’s family arrived and sat nearby.

“Desiree, meet Nolan and Amanda Kingsley,” Scott said.

“You’re the aunt.” Amanda Kingsley wore a neat pair of black slacks with a black and beige sweater. Gerard’s eyes were the same shade of brown as hers.

“That’s right.”

“I hope you enjoy Atlanta. If there’s anything I can do for you, please don’t hesitate to call me or my husband.”

“Thank you.”

“What did you do in New York?” Nolan asked. Nolan was clean-cut in slacks and polo shirt. Gerard was built like him, except with the excessive exercise, his shoulders were broader. Their facial features were similar as was their medium brown coloring.

“I’m part of a retirement fund investment team,” Desiree responded.

“Interesting,” Scott said just as a man sat in the seat on the other side of Desiree.

“This is our son, Chad,” Amanda said with a smile. “He’s a resident at Atlanta General.”

Chad smiled. Christopher reached for him and the older man slid the child into his arms.

“How are you, sport?” he asked. Chad was a couple of inches shorter than Gerard and not as broad about the shoulders.

“I thought you were scheduled to work,” Nolan said.

“I switched with another resident. Guess I won’t get another day off this week.”

When Desiree focused on Gerard again, he was walking toward the stands with a ball in his hand.

His well-conditioned body looked magnificent in his uniform, Desiree thought. He was strong, with every muscle outlined against the fabric. He tossed the ball toward Desiree and surprisingly she caught it. “Thank you,” she called out. By the way her pulse raced, she would have thought she was available. She had to glance at her engagement ring to remember she was marrying Paul.

Desiree shivered. She felt as if a change was in the air.

As Gerard walked away, she noticed a woman who sat on the other side of Chad.

“Desiree, meet Andrea, Gerard’s friend.”

The bubble inside Desiree burst and it seemed a cloud had covered the sunlight.

Gerard left the field wondering what was happening to him. When Desiree smiled at him, he didn’t have a clue why his heart turned over. It was several heartbeats later before he put her out of his mind and entered the bull pen.

 


 



The last time Desiree went to a ball game where she actually knew the players had been in high school. Even though she’d just met Gerard, her throat tightened every time he went to the pitcher’s mound. He was so obviously on display. It seemed it was him against the world. A lonely spot if there ever was one.

The first seven innings he pitched, Desiree couldn’t eat. She could barely swallow her lemonade. She could always tell when the wives’ husbands or friends were at bat, made a play, or fumbled. There was always that little catch that kept them on edge.

It was the eighth inning when the relief pitcher finally took Gerard’s place. There were ovations for a job well done as Gerard made the lonely trek to the bull pen.

This was work, not just for the players but for families and friends too.

Desiree finally took a full breath and glanced at Andrea. She was the perfect trophy girlfriend. A beautiful ornament on his arm.

Stop it. You’re being catty, Desiree admonished herself. A woman’s beauty was no reflection on her brain. Besides, it was none of her business. So why did she feel this horrible catch in her throat?

By the time the Atlanta Eclipses won the game three to one, Desiree was whipped. She clapped and screamed louder than anyone. Wives and friends were in good cheer.

“Desiree, we’re having a cookout soon. I hope you can attend,” Amanda said. “And bring the children.”

“I’d love to, thank you.”

Desiree didn’t have a clue where she should meet Gerard.

“Chad, show Desiree to the clubhouse,” Scott said. He was up and running.

“Well, I have to go.”

“You’re not going to wait for Gerard?” Chad asked Andrea.

“No. I have to get to the hospital.” She hugged Amanda and then she was gone.

“Andrea is also a resident. She and Chad attended college together.”

“How wonderful.” Brains and beauty. So much for first impressions. Desiree felt like a fool.

 


 



On the late-night news Desiree watched Gerard’s muscled frame fill the TV screen in an after-game interview. He wore a dark suit that appeared tailored specifically for him. His answers were intelligent and his composure unwavering as question after question was fired at him like volleyballs across the net.

As soon as Gerard’s face left the screen, Desiree flicked the TV off and wandered to the patio outside her bedroom. Suburban Atlanta was so different from New York and Washington, D.C., where she’d lived before she moved to New York. She’d lived in the city her entire life. Sirens and horns screaming were lullabies lulling her to sleep.

The intense quiet, the sounds of crickets chirping, were as foreign as the windmills of Holland.

The kids were in bed. Desiree had showered and donned sweatpants and a short-sleeved cotton top. She could almost fit her tiny apartment in her bedroom suite. An ocean-green spread covered the four-poster bed. The room was decorated in a mixture of midnight blue with turquoise, seaweed, lettuce, and bottle green. The walls were so pale, she had to strain to pick out the hints of green.

The love seat and chairs were covered with silk velvet fabric. Colorful Wedgewood candleholders held several ivory candles prominently displayed on the fireplace mantel. The television was hidden in a heavy armoire. And she still had an ocean of space to spare. She didn’t have to worry about bumping her toes on the furniture there.

Paul had been in a conference all day and she had yet to contact him. After the conference, he and some of the senior members of his firm were entertaining a group of businessmen with dinner and drinks. She knew it would be late before he arrived home. When she finally settled down to call him, it was almost midnight.

“You’re where?” he asked, astonished. She imagined him pacing the floor and pinching the bridge of his broad nose or running a hand over his short-cropped hair.

“I have a half brother.” She gave him some of the details.

“What a shock.”

“That’s the understatement of the century. Can you believe I’m in Atlanta? Staying in my brother’s luxury estate. He was a sports agent.”

“Wow.”

“I’m staying until the kids are out of school at least,” she said.

The silence was loud. “You can do that?”

“Their lives have been turned upside down, Paul. They need me. I can’t yank them out of school and bring them back to New York. It’ll be more than they can handle right now. Anyway, can you imagine five people living in my one-bedroom apartment? A closet-sized bedroom at that. This is the most logical solution.”

“Have you talked to your supervisor at work?”

“He’s okay with it. We’re taking on the retirement account in September. I’ll be back in the Big Apple long before then.”

“But you’re due for a promotion. This could stop it.”

“I hope not. I should still get it when I return. I’ve earned it.”

“It’s a cutthroat world, Desiree. Out of sight could easily mean out of mind.”

“I have to do what’s right by the kids, Paul. I miss you.”

“Miss you too,” he said absently. “What about our plans for the wedding? My mother is looking forward to lunch with you tomorrow.”

“Give her my regrets. We’ll only have to delay the date a couple of months. I can start making plans from down here, but I can finalize things once I return.”

“But you’re talking about starting a new project at the same time you’re planning for the wedding.”

“I’m very organized. It’s one of the things you love most about me, remember? I’ll take care of everything. Don’t worry so.”

“What will eventually happen with the kids?”

“That’s something you and I have to discuss, since we’re getting married. But I’m too tired to think clearly right now. There’s no one else, Paul,” she said softly. “You should see the baby. Poor thing. Not even a year old and he has a cast on his tiny arm. It just breaks my heart. He wouldn’t stop crying because he was hungry, poor darling. The cousin he was staying with hadn’t fed him that day, so of course he was crying.” She blew out a long breath to ease the ache in her heart. “One moment I want to knock that woman’s lights out. The next second I just want to cry for Christopher’s suffering. He’s the sweetest little thing. So small.”

“Don’t get sentimental on me.”

“I’m not the sentimental type. So tell me, is your mother still calling you every five minutes about the wedding plans?”

“She has a list of four hundred guests so far,” Paul said.

“I was hoping for a small wedding with just close friends and family. No more than fifty people.”

He chuckled. “Mother will never forgive you. She wants the society wedding of the year. My brother eloped, robbing her of the opportunity. So it all falls on me.”

Desiree groaned. “I thought this was our wedding. What do you want?”

“We have to invite business associates as well as family. It’s expected.”

“If it’s important to you, I guess I’ll have to resign myself to planning the society wedding of the year.” Desiree felt little enthusiasm for working with his mother, but if he could accept the children, the least she could do was work with his mother on the wedding. The woman always tried to lord it over Desiree because of their wealth—a result of marrying Paul’s wealthy father. You’d think she came from centuries-old money the way she behaved, instead of marrying into it. Desiree knew exactly where she got the idea that every woman wanted her son for his family’s largess and not for himself. She acted as if it was okay for her but not for anyone else.

Desiree wasn’t marrying Paul for his money. She worked hard to take care of herself. As much as the woman got on her nerves, Desiree wouldn’t hold Paul responsible for his mother’s attitude.

She wished he was with her now. She wanted some affirmation that their future would hold all her dreams. She wasn’t looking for the stars to explode as much as she wanted a companion who would hold true through all the trials life would throw them, in the era of explosive divorce rates. At some point, life had to settle into something that lasted more than a few years. Out there somewhere there had to be that one person who believed in trying to make it work.

Comet-exploding passions didn’t last. But a man who appreciated her, respected her, a man who had the same hard-core values that she possessed would last. Someone who’d starve away the bitter loneliness of the dark and lonely hours.

Her mind flashed to Gerard and she didn’t understand why.

“Long day tomorrow,” Paul was saying. “I’m turning in.”

“I’m about to fall asleep on this phone. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Unfortunately, I’m meeting friends.”

“Okay. Call me when you can.” She gave him the house number before they disconnected. As she was nodding off, she remembered to call her friend Deana.

She gave an abridged version of the situation. Deana had a key to her apartment. She’d locked herself out a couple of times and Deana shared a two-bedroom apartment with someone down the hall from Desiree. “I need you to pack up some of my clothes and things and ship them to me.” She gave her a list of what she needed.

“Have you checked out the brothers there?”

“Girl, please. Men are as scarce here as in New York, if not more so,” she said. “I’m not even thinking of that. Once they see me with four kids, their libido will freeze. It’s a good thing I already have Paul.”

“Hmmph.”

“I don’t know why you don’t like him.”

“He’s okay.”

“Well, he’s my sweetheart.”

“I don’t know about that. You could do so much better than Paul.”

“I’m too tired to argue with you. Thanks for packing my things.”

“What are friends for? Get to sleep, girl. You’re going to need it.”

 


 



After Gerard dropped Desiree and her family off, he was too keyed up to go home. Instead he drove to a bar that wasn’t the usual sports players’ hangout. As he sat at the bar, he spotted a Braves player at a table talking to a beautiful woman.

“Scotch and soda,” he told the bartender.

“Coming right up. Hell of a game tonight. Y’all kicked some butt. Starting off with another dynamite year.”

Gerard smiled as the man set the drink in front of him. He’d spotted Andrea after he threw the ball to Desiree. Why did she even come?

He was nursing his drink while he thought of Desiree. Although he was used to gorgeous women, it took all he had to remain calm when he’d met her that morning. Still couldn’t get her out of his mind. And he saw hot groupies all the time hanging around the ballpark and hotels. None of them ever hit him the way cool Desiree had.

Somebody slid onto the stool beside him, but he didn’t pay any attention.

“Virgin piña colada, please,” the melodious voice said. Calm and serene as a waterfall, Gerard thought as he glanced in the woman’s direction.

Their gazes met and she smiled slightly before she turned away. Unfortunately she didn’t kick him in the gut the way Desiree had that morning. But the woman was very pretty with shoulder-length straight brown hair that suited her café au lait complexion.

“Excuse me. Could you pass the nuts please?” she asked after a moment.

“Sure.” Gerard slid the freshly filled bowl of nuts and pretzels to her and she smiled her thanks.

“Thank God it’s Friday. It’s been a heck of a day,” she said.

“Tell me about it.” She didn’t recognize him. He should be insulted, as much as his face was splattered over print and TV. On the other hand, it was refreshing to meet a woman who didn’t have her phone number written on her navel or who was oohing and aahing over him.

She perused him closely. Still no recognition, and he liked that. “Literally or are you humoring me?”

“I’m a great listener.”

She regarded him a moment. “I’m a dancer.”

“No kidding.” He looked her over again. She was thin and shapely. She sat ramrod straight. She moved her hands in a graceful manner.

“I work at a ballet school part-time.”

“Interesting. So what’s your day job?” It was nice not having to be on guard. Of course he never completely relaxed when he was in public. He never knew when someone was setting him up.

“A nutritionist. I spend my days helping people rearrange their diets when they have health problems or just want to change their eating habits.”

“What’s your success rate?”

“Change is hard, but some people get with the program after several sessions. Others never change.”

“So what was so hard about your day?”

“Well, a man who I set up a diet plan for came into my office absolutely livid. He was red in the face because I convinced him to switch to a pure vegetable spray for his bread instead of actual butter. Well, he gained weight on the spray and became indignant. Raving and punching the air. Needless to say his physician wasn’t pleased. He was eating low-fat, high-fiber breads. He cut butter completely from his diet, he said. He was eating carrots and greens using the spray. He was supposed to lose weight, not gain, he emphasized by pounding on my desk. I was ready to jack him up. Finally I asked him which spray he used. Of course he asked me, why did it matter? Come to find out he was using margaine.”

Gerard chuckled. She was very expressive, moving her hands gracefully with her story. She must be a great dancer, he thought, but he flashed back to Desiree’s hand and the engagement ring. For a moment he tuned the woman out, then refocused on her.

“He was quite indignant when I told him he was using the wrong kind.”

“I can empathize with him. This is the South, where butter is king. And you’ve taken it away.”

“It’s time for him to come into the twenty-first century. The South has to change along with everything else. Besides, that was just one of several incidents. And after I finally got him out of my office, I had to rush to dance practice with kids who normally dance as if I’d taught them something, but today danced like they had two left feet. I was demonstrating steps for a recital in June. And if they aren’t in tune by then, we’ll have some very disappointed parents.”

“I can imagine.”

She frowned and watched him closely. “You know, you look familiar,” she said.

“Really?” He’d thought better of her. Here it comes, he thought, disgusted and tired of the games.

“Of course he’s familiar,” the bartender said. “Don’t you watch baseball?”

Her frown deepened. “I don’t think it’s connected with baseball.”

So much for my popularity.

“I know if I’d met you I would have remembered,” Gerard said.

“I know I’ve seen you before.” She sipped her drink and munched on peanuts as they continued to talk mostly about her.

“I knew I’d eventually remember where I met you,” she suddenly said, eyes sparking, but then dimming.

“Where?”

“You know Jordan and Beverly Payne?”

He nodded.

“I’m their daughter’s dance teacher. Sherrice is a wonderful dancer, but unfortunately she hasn’t been back since ... well ...”

“Since the kids are home now with their aunt, she might return to class.”

“I hope so. If she returns soon, she can still participate in the recital. She’s been with us for years. It’s a shame to stop an activity she loved so much.”

“I’ll talk to her aunt. See what we can do.”

“I have an early day tomorrow. I’m Emily Boyd.”

“Gerard. Gerard Kingsley.” He didn’t ask for her number and she didn’t offer. How refreshing.

 


 



Gerard wanted to see Desiree again to measure if the reaction that had blindsided him that morning was still as strong or if it had been a passing thing. He wondered if she and her fiancé had set the date. And what reaction the fiancé would have to starting out as newlyweds with four children in his life.

The key turned in the lock. Chad dragged himself into the house. He was two inches shorter than Gerard, a point they had battled over as kids.

“Got anything to eat?” he asked.

“In the fridge.”

“I’m dog tired. Good thing the mutts are next door. Where has the aunt been all this time? Everybody was whispering about it after the game. Great game, by the way.”

“They didn’t know Jordan was her brother. Long story and I don’t know all of it.”

Chad opened the refrigerator door, pulled out lasagna, and ate it cold.

Gerard forced himself to look away. He knew what tired was, but he never could stomach cold pizza or lasagna.

“I’m glad somebody showed up. I wasn’t up for a steady diet of a houseful of kids.” The kids had started to hang out between Gerard’s place and their own.

“You’re all heart.”

“Hey, I’m single and loving it. Mom’s having a cookout your next day off. Says to make sure you don’t make plans. You can bring your crazy friends too.”

“Can you take off?”

“I’m not scheduled to work. You skipped the last dinner. She wants you there this time.”

“I don’t know why.”

“She’s celebrating the beginning of your season. And she’s happy you finally got rid of your house in Chicago.”

“I’ll be there.” To wade his way through another tedious family gathering.

Wearily, Gerard climbed the stairs to his bedroom. It faced the Paynes’. The light was now off.

So here he was, unattached. Finding an interesting woman who clicked and who wasn’t looking for a husband wasn’t easy.

As he ran the water in the shower and quickly undressed, he wished he had that go-to person whom he could pick up the phone and call. To ask her about her day, to tell her about his. Desiree flashed in his mind again. He wanted to ask if she’d had any problems with the kids.

Damn, he was thinking of Desiree, again. She was engaged and out of his league.

A light was on in one of the guest bedrooms. Must be the room Desiree chose. Then he saw her open the balcony door and walk outside with a glass in her hand. She sat in the chaise and leaned her head against the back as she took a sip. She was talking on a cell phone—probably to her fiancé.

 


 



Christopher roused Desiree at six A.M. Didn’t that kid know he was supposed to let her sleep in on Saturday mornings?

“And good morning to you,” she said as she changed his diaper, cleaned his face and hands, and carried him downstairs. She set him in a corner with his toys while she prepared his cereal, but he was uncooperative. So in one hand she held him and with the other she prepared his oatmeal.

When she tried to feed him, he was cranky and kept pushing her hand away. Desiree debated waking Sherrice. The poor darling had to eat something so he could take his medicine. She got the medicine bottle and read the instructions. It said he could take it with or without food, thank God. By the time she finished fighting with him to get him to swallow the allotted amount, she was his number-one enemy. Gerard walked in on the scene and she gladly relinquished the child into his arms.

“What’s wrong with Slugger this morning?” he asked, planting a kiss on his cheek.

“If you could get him to eat while I dress, I’d be forever grateful,” she said. “I just gave him his medication. It might take a little while for it to work.”

Desiree just took long enough to wash her face and brush her teeth. By the time she returned to the kitchen, Christopher had calmed down and Gerard was feeding him.

“How was your night?” he asked, then glanced at Desiree. “Did he sleep through the night?”

“Thankfully, yes. I think the medication helped.” She felt his gaze following her as she moved around the kitchen.

After he fed Christopher, he pitched in helping to prepare a huge country breakfast. Cheese grits, eggs, bacon, and flaky biscuits slathered with butter and jam. Since the morning was cool, she made hot cocoa. By the time the table was heaping with platters, the aroma brought the other kids downstairs.

“You put marshmallows in the hot chocolate?” Justin asked.

“Something better. Whipped cream.”

He slid into his chair and dug in.

Gerard said grace. Then asked, “So what are you going to do today?”

“Maybe some sightseeing or visit a museum or something.”

The kids moaned.

“The aquarium is always fun,” Gerard offered.

Sherrice moaned again.

“Can we have a puppy?” Justin asked.

“I don’t think so,” Desiree said. “We won’t have enough room in the city.”

“We have plenty of room here,” Sherrice said.

“We’ll see,” Desiree countered.

Sherrice looked at Gerard. “Gerard?”

“It’s your aunt’s decision.”

Gerard held Christopher in one arm and ate with the other. The child munched on a piece of bread, little bits falling on Gerard’s shoulder until he set the child on the floor and he scooted to a corner for a toy.

Sherrice glared at Desiree before she grabbed her little brother and went upstairs. The boys continued to eat in silence.

Well, that went well, Gerard thought.

“Are you pitching tonight?” Desiree asked.

He shook his head. “Normally I don’t start more than once a week. The team has several starting pitchers.” She wasn’t wearing her ring, he noticed. He wished he could linger, but duty called.

“Justin, why don’t you and Steven pack the dishwasher? I hate to eat and leave, but I have to work.” The room cleared out immediately.

“I ran into Sherrice’s dance teacher last night,” Gerard said. “She said Sherrice is a good dancer. She might want to get back into it.”

“I’ll talk to her, thanks. And thanks for coming by.”

“Any time.” Gerard’s gaze flashed on Desiree one last time. Her hair was pulled back in a ragged ponytail. She was still suffering from the lack of sleep, and she still looked like a woman he wanted to take upstairs to bed, but not to sleep.

He retrieved a business card from his pocket and wrote his cell phone and home numbers on the back before handing it to her.

“Call me if you need me.” As much as he wanted to linger at the homey scene, he headed to the ballpark for his workout.

 


 



Desiree helped the boys clean up, then called Sherrice downstairs. Sherrice dragged herself downstairs with Christopher in her arms.

She ushered everyone to the family room. Favoring his left arm, Christopher crawled to his toys.

“We need to have a family meeting.” There was so much to tell she didn’t know where to start. When she had everyone’s attention, she continued. “My home is in New York. I have an apartment on Manhattan’s West Side.”

“Do you live near the World Trade Center?”

“That’s another section of Manhattan. You have a grandfather, Levi Prescott, and great-aunts and uncles. Many second cousins. You’ll get to meet them all. Your grandfather will visit as soon as he can.” When he was fully medicated, Desiree hoped.

“How come we never met you?” Justin said.

“We didn’t know your father existed. Your grandmother and my father met during the Vietnam War.”

“That was way before we were born,” Justin said as if they’d met as far back as World War II.

“He’ll tell you about all that. I don’t know very much about that time. I know he has lots of pictures. And he loves to show them.”

“What’s going to happen to me?” The frightened look Steven tried to fight broke Desiree’s heart.

At that moment, Desiree knew she had to keep him. “I’m hoping Social Services will let me adopt you.”

“You’re going to keep me?”

“I’m going to try.”

His smile was like a ray of sunshine.

Desiree continued to talk. The kids asked questions. Even Sherrice stopped sulking and joined in the conversation until it dwindled down to what they were going to do the week of spring break.

“I have a book report to finish,” Sherrice said.

“If you need help, I’m here. We aren’t leaving town, so I think we should entertain ourselves with activities here.”

“We’ve seen everything there is to see,” Sherrice said.

“It doesn’t hurt to see them again. We could bowl, you have a pool, but it’s too cool to swim in it. Perhaps we can go to the rec center. You’ll have to tell me where the closest ones are. This is your city,” Desiree pointed out.

“Steven and I like to skateboard,” Justin added.

“So do I.”

Steven laughed in surprise. “You can’t skateboard.”

“You’re too old,” Justin said around a sly smile.

Desiree took up the challenge. “We’ll see. Loser has to wash dishes for a week.”

“You’re on.” They high-fived, already assured of their success.

“You can invite friends over, too,” Desiree assured them.

For a space of time, the gloom lifted. Christopher crawled over to Desiree and handed her a white bear. She picked up both boy and toy. Suddenly, she had a snapshot of what his life must have been like before.

 


 



No human sounds. Only the noise of nature. Levi thought he heard the chirping of a million crickets. It was a cloudless night and the stars shone brilliant above. He picked out the Big and Little Dippers. Later he caught a glimpse of Mars, and a shooting star. On a night like this when he was alone, he could pretend there were no wars. That there was peace in the world. Until he thought of the trouble he’d left behind.

That asshole would press charges against him. He might even get fired this time. Probably end up in court. He should never have gone in to work, he thought, as he soaked in the atmosphere of the evening and his mind drifted back more than thirty years.

 


 



He was finally given a week’s R and R. He chose Hong Kong. Other soldiers had talked about merchandise you could buy for next to nothing. Women were theirs for the asking.

As he debarked from the plane, two Americans from the USO met him. They took him into the city and told him about the places to go, what to do, and where not to go. At the American hotel he changed his money to the local currency. He was free to do what he wanted to as long as he was ready to leave at the allotted time.

Feelings of relief from worry about flying bullets made him buoyant. Many soldiers went a little wild when they hit Hong Kong, and he was one of them. He wanted two things—drink and women.

He wanted to have fun.

His deepest desires were available—for a price.

He was half drunk when she walked in a few hours later.

She was beautiful and she was black. He had to blink to make sure. Few black women resided in Hong Kong.

When she neared him, he hopped up, nearly fell. “Here’s an empty seat,” he said, pushing off the soldier beside him. The man stumbled off to find another seat.

She shook her head, tried to keep from laughing, but she took the seat.

“So what’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?” He was too out of it for cool, so he stayed with the tried and true.

“A drink.”

“It’s dangerous to drink alone,” Levi assured her.

“From the looks of you, it’s dangerous drinking with company.”

“Me?” He patted himself on the chest and nearly fell off the stool. She caught him before he toppled over. “I’m as innocent as a lamb.”

“Sure. A grasshopper please.”

When she started to pay the man, he said, “Let me.”

“I—”

“No, no. I’m a southern boy. Can’t let a lady pay.”

“It’s a good thing I’m a southern lady, then.”

“Where in the South?” he asked.

“My parents finally settled in Atlanta and I never left until I went to college. I’m an army brat.”

“Atlanta. I’m a Macon boy. Close enough. You never picked up the accent.” Her jet-black hair was twisted up in a French roll. Long dangling earrings hung from delicate lobes, and her face was dark and classically beautiful. She would always stand out in a crowd, Levi thought. He wanted her. Had to have her.

“I teach English to businessmen. I can’t speak with a regional accent.”

He frowned, remembering how the “Heat for the Seat” paddle on his elementary teacher’s desk had cooled his libido. “Are you a mean teacher?”

“Of course not.”

“You look like you’ve whacked a hand or two with a ruler.”

Smiling, she drew back. “Never.”

“Interesting.”

“So did you arrive today?” she asked.

He tilted his glass to his lips. “Fresh off the plane.”

“It shows.” She sipped her drink.

He grinned. “You might not speak southern, but you remind me of home. You’re my Georgia girl.”

“I’m not your anything.”

“I can pretend, can’t I?”

“Well, it’s been nice. Enjoy your R and R.” She got up to leave, and Levi convinced her to stay a little longer and talk to him. Eventually they moved to a table. Although she drank little, he continued to talk. The bar was supposed to close at two, but rarely were the rules followed. It was four when he fell into bed in a drunken stupor that lasted until noon the next day. Over breakfast he made a bet with himself for how long it would take to get Rebecca Payne into his bed.

 


 



Christopher finally fell asleep. He had fought it for so long. Desiree put him in the crib and waited until she was certain he wasn’t going to awaken before she left the room.

When she passed Sherrice’s room, the light was on. With two quick knocks, Desiree entered the room.

“What are you reading?” Desiree asked.

“To Kill a Mockingbird.”

Desiree sat on the side of the bed. “I wanted to talk about the activities you were involved in. Gerard mentioned you used to dance. Did you take piano lessons or participate in sports?”

“Ballet and soccer.”

“Would you like to continue with your classes?”

She shrugged.

“Do you have a number for the dance school?” Desiree asked.

“I have a brochure.” She dug into the depths of her drawer for it.

“What about your brother?”

“He and Steven play baseball and soccer. It’s baseball season now, but they aren’t signed up.”

“Do you have the information for that?”

“It should be in Mom’s things.”

“Why don’t you get it for me?” Desiree said. “And I’ll sign the boys up, too.”

She bit her bottom lip. “I don’t think I should do anything right now.”

“Why not?”

“I need to help you with Chris.”

Desiree weighted her words carefully. “I know how you feel. As the oldest you feel responsible for him. But I’m here now. And I promise to take excellent care of him. I won’t hurt him.”

Sherrice looked down at her book.

“Why don’t we check these out tomorrow? In the meantime, I’ll make phone calls.”

She nodded.

“We’re touring the Coca-Cola factory tomorrow,” Desiree said before she left the room.

Before she went downstairs, Desiree looked in on the boys, who were in Justin’s room on the computer. She finally made it to her room and called her aunt for an update on her father.

“Have you heard from him?” she asked.

“Not a word.” Aunt Nadine told Desiree about the altercation in the office. “He goes off like this sometimes when he’s upset. He should be back in a week or so. I called his lawyer. If the owner of the factory wasn’t a Vietnam vet, Levi would have been fired a long time ago.”

“Doesn’t he have a cell phone?”

“Yeah. But he turns it off when he doesn’t want to be bothered.”

“And he left his medicine home, I take it.”

“Of course he did. He’d be okay if he took it.”

“The kids will be in school next week. I’m coming out there one day and will go to the land where he usually camps out.”

“Just wait until he’s ready,” Aunt Nadine advised. “’Cause he won’t come out until he wants to. If he doesn’t want to see anybody, he stays hidden in the woods and you’ll never find him.”

“I have to try.”

“Be good to see you again.”

“You too, Aunt Nadine. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

“Think nothing of it. He’s my brother. You don’t get over a war easily. My husband was in that war. He didn’t suffer like Levi, though, so we got through it.”
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