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"Love is the burning point of life.... The stronger the love,

the more the pain."

~

"But love bears all things."



Joseph Campbell and Bill Moyers,

The Power of Myth
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Twenty-five years ago



A piercing wail shattered the dawn air. The waiting crowd, safely restrained behind barriers, began to buzz with anticipation. In the command post, Kate Corsi danced excitedly from foot to foot. "Now, Papa?"

Sam Corsi laughed. "Not yet, Katie. That's just the two-minute warning siren."

She tried to stand still, but two minutes seemed like forever. She'd always known that her father's business was blowing up buildings, had even seen movies of his work. But this was different, her very first live shot. She tugged restlessly at the ribbon that held back her blond hair. "Can I push the button?"

"If you're good, someday I'll let you set off the blast, but not this time." Sam Corsi ruffled her brother's dark hair. "Someday the business will be Tom's, and he has to learn what it's like to control so much power."

Tom put one arm around Kate in an apologetic hug. "Your turn will come, short stuff."

The countdown by Luther Hairston was progressing. When he saw Kate watching, he closed one dark eye in a wink without stopping his steady counting.

"All right, Tom," Sam Corsi ordered. "Put your finger on that button and wait for me to say 'now!' Don't push it before I tell you to."

Looking a little sick, Tom set his finger on the button. But Kate knew he wouldn't make a mistake. He was the smartest big brother in the world.

Seven, six, five, four, three, two....

"Now!" her father barked.

Tom pushed so hard his fingertip whitened. Nothing happened, and for a terrible moment Kate's heart stopped.

Then machine-gun sharp bangs rattled from the tall building across the street, and clouds of dust rolled from the empty windows in the lower floors. Next came deep, deep booms that shook the bones. Walls pitched inward and the huge structure slowly collapsed into its base. Kate shrieked with joy.

Her father swooped her up to his shoulder for a better view. "Take a good look, Katie. This is Phoenix Demolition at work, and we're the best!"

Kate bounced in his arms. "Someday I'll blow up buildings, too."

Sam chuckled. "Demolition is no place for girls. Tom will run the company. If you ask nicely, maybe he'll let you work in the office."

"The times are changing, Sam," Luther said. "That lively little girl of yours might make a fine PDI engineer when she grows up."

"No daughter of mine is ever going to work demolition."

Kate sniffed. Papa was stubborn, but so was she. She'd make him let her into the business.

Because Katherine Carroll Corsi wanted to blow up buildings.
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Present day, outside Washington, DC



One hour until detonation.

Dawn was still a long way off. Donovan entered the warmth of the Phoenix demolition site office, a construction trailer parked near the shabby apartment building that was PDI's current project. His boss, Sam Corsi, poured a cup of coffee and handed it over without being asked.

"Thanks." Donovan swallowed a scalding mouthful. "Damn, but it's cold out there. Hard to believe in global warming."

"Everything in order?"

Donovan nodded. "In order, and even a little ahead of schedule. The only thing left is the final walk-through. Want me to do that?"

"Hell, no. I didn't spend all these years building PDI so that punk kids like you could have all the fun."

Donovan grinned, not having expected any other answer. The last sweep through a structure on the verge of demolition had a special kind of excitement, and Sam pulled rank shamelessly to do the job whenever he could. No way would he let his right-hand man take his place, even on a night that could freeze fur off a bear.

Sam's daughter, Kate, had shared that Corsi capacity for exuberance. Kate, Donovan's long gone but not forgotten ex-wife.

Sam knocked back the last of his own coffee, his gaze on the dark hulk of the Jefferson Arms, silhouetted against the lights of Washington, DC. Closer to hand, police lines kept spectators at a safe distance. Because of the early hour and the bitterly cold January weather, not many people had come to watch the implosion. Voice brusque, he asked, "Ever thought of getting back together with Kate?"

"Jesus, Sam!" Donovan almost strangled on his coffee. "What the hell put that in your head? It's been ten years since Kate and I split up, and as far as I know, she hasn't set foot in Maryland since."

Sam shrugged, his gaze still on the Jefferson Arms. "Yeah, but neither of you has shown any signs of hooking up with anyone else. You married too young, but there was something damned good between you. Besides, Julia'd like some grandkids to spoil."

Donovan winced as the conversation moved onto dangerous ground. "You're right that we were too young. But even assuming that Kate was interested—and frankly, I think she'd see me in hell first—there is the small matter of her living in San Francisco. Not exactly dating distance."

"Things change." Sam glanced at the clock, then put on parka and gloves in preparation for the walk-through. "Maybe I'll give Tom a call one of these days."

That remark was even more of a shock than the wacko suggestion about Kate. Remembering Sam's unexpected trip to the emergency room the month before, Donovan asked uneasily, "Did the doctors find something wrong with your heart that you haven't told me about? I thought they said it was just indigestion."

"Nothing wrong with my heart, and I've got the cardiogram to prove it." Sam shoved his hard hat onto his salt and pepper hair and picked up a big beam flashlight. "But I'll admit that getting hauled off to the hospital got me to thinking. Nobody lives forever. Maybe it's time I knocked a few heads together."

Seeing Donovan's expression, Sam grinned and lightly clipped the younger man's shoulder with his fist. "Don't worry. If I do any head cracking, it will be for your own good." He headed out into the freezing night.

Wondering what the hell that had been about, Donovan did radio checks with the other members of the team. A perfect shot didn't happen by accident, and PDI's flawless safety record was a result of painstaking care at every stage of a job. This implosion was pretty routine, if there was ever anything routine about reducing a massive building to ruins in a handful of seconds. Soon the structure would be swept away, not with a whimper but an almighty bang. Then something better would rise.

A moving beam of light marked Sam's progress through the Jefferson Arms. Inside the echoing structure, he was meticulously checking the explosive charges, the wiring, and even the flour the crew had scattered in the stairwells to reveal if a homeless person or animal had taken refuge in the building.

Twenty minutes until demolition. Restless with the adrenaline of an impending shot, Donovan picked up the microphone of the radio base station again. "How's it going, Sam?"

"Everything's fine," his boss boomed. "This dump might've been a lousy place to live, but it's going to make a great pile of rubble. I'll be out in ten minutes."

Donovan was about to switch off the mike when Sam muttered, "That's odd."

"What have you found?"

"Not sure. Just a second..."

Suddenly the quiet of the night shattered. A series of explosions ripped through the Jefferson Arms, engulfing the building in thunder and flame. Walls pitched inward and the structure majestically collapsed as gritty clouds of dust spewed in all directions.

"Sam! SAM!" Donovan shouted in horror, instinctively hurling himself out the door of the trailer.

But it was too late. A thousand tons of concrete had already crushed down on the man who had been boss, friend, and surrogate father for half his life.

* * *

Three days later



Funerals were hell, and the post-burial gatherings weren't much better. Reaching the limits of her endurance, Kate Corsi slipped away for a few minutes to collect herself before she broke down in front of dozens of friends and relatives. Since the first floor offered no privacy, she made her way through the grand house and up the lushly carpeted stairs, ending in the back bedroom her father had used as a home office.

Everything in the room spoke of Sam Corsi, from the souvenirs of demolished buildings to the faint, lingering scent of cigars. Kate lifted the century-old brick salvaged from the implosion of a derelict factory complex in New England. It was the first PDI project to be featured in a Hollywood movie—an invasion from outer space flick—and Sam had been over the moon. Since then, a number of the company's implosions had shown up on the big screen.

Putting the brick back on his desk, she took a cigar from the walnut humidor and pressed it to her cheek. The tangy vegetal scent reminded her of her father in an intense, primitive way. He'd done most of his smoking in this room, but the faint odor of cigars had followed him everywhere.

She replaced the cigar and crossed to the window, hot tears stinging her eyes as she rested her forehead against the icy glass. Life had been surreal for the last three days, ever since she'd been yanked awake at 4:00 A. M. by a ringing phone.

If she lived to be a hundred, she'd never forget the timbre of her mother's shaking voice as she broke the news that Sam Corsi had been killed in a shot that went wrong. In the space of a heartbeat, Kate's estrangement from her father had vanished as a lifetime of love welled into devastating grief.

By mid-morning she'd been on an airplane from San Francisco, flying back to Maryland for her first visit in almost ten years. By the time she landed, her father's body had been found in the rubble and the funeral had been scheduled.

Ever since then, she'd been caught up in chaos as she helped her mother with the decisions and arrangements that surrounded a sudden death. Sam Corsi, like his business, Phoenix Demolition International, had been one of a kind, and his death in a premature explosion was front page news in The Baltimore Sun. Now he lay in the ice-hard earth, after a graveside service that had been rushed because of the bitter winds of the coldest January on record.

She still had trouble believing that someone as stubborn and generous, likable and maddening, could be gone. Unconsciously she'd thought her father would live forever. Or at least long enough for their estrangement to fully heal. She should have worked harder at reconciliation. Now it was too late. Too damned late.

Warned by the tap of high heels, she hastily straightened and brushed at her damp eyes as another woman entered the room. The dark window reflected an image that could almost have been herself. Her mother, Julia, had bequeathed Kate her own height and lean build and fair hair. Only Kate's chocolate-brown eyes were a visible legacy from her Italian father.

Turning, Kate went straight into Julia's arms for a hug, needing to give as much as she needed to receive. "How are you doing, Mother?"

"Enduring." Julia clung to her daughter, brittle to the breaking point. Kate held her close, aching that she couldn't do more.

Tension eased, Julia stepped away, but lines were sharply etched around her eyes and her complexion was grayed by grief and fatigue. "I saw you leave, so I came up to say that after the guests have gone, Charles wants to talk to us about your father's will."

No doubt her mother had also been glad for an excuse to briefly escape the chattering crowd.  "I thought reading the will to the assembled family was only done in Victorian novels."

"This won't be quite like that." Julia's gaze shifted away. "But there are... things that need to be discussed."

Before Kate could ask what was so important that it had to be dealt with tonight, her mother dropped onto the edge of a wooden chair and wrapped her arms tightly around herself. "I do hope everyone leaves soon. I don't know how much more of this I can take."

Kate placed a gentle hand on Julia's shoulder. "Mother..."

Julia clasped her fingers over her daughter's. "It's good to hear people talking about Sam and how they remember him. But it hurts, too. I've spent all day fighting tears."

"No one would mind if you cried."

"I'd mind, because I don't know when I'd stop."

Kate tightened her grasp on her mother's shoulder. Blue-blooded Julia Carroll had been very different from Sam Corsi, an East Baltimore boy and proud of it, but that hadn't kept them from a good marriage. She had the right to grieve in her own way. Kate understood, because she shared her mother's need to face the world with composure.

Julia closed her eyes. "I'm so glad you're here, Kate. Visiting you in San Francisco just isn't the same as having you home."

The reason Kate hadn't visited Baltimore for almost ten years was downstairs, handsome as sin and twice as dangerous. But today, Kate's problems paled next to her mother's loss. "Of course I came. Dad and I had our differences"—an understatement—"but we've been on better terms the last few years. Not like Dad and Tom."

"I wish Tom was here." Julia opened her eyes, her expression wry. "I'll bet you asked him if he would come, and he said that since he wasn't welcome during Sam's lifetime, he didn't think he should come now."

"That's pretty much what happened," Kate admitted. "Are all mothers psychic?"

"It's part of our job description." Wearily Julia rose to her feet. "I can't blame Tom for not coming to the funeral, not after the way Sam behaved. That man could be so impossible..."

Her voice trailed off. Kate guessed that she was remembering the fracture of her family, an event so searing that even a decade couldn't ease the pain. Wanting to avoid that subject, Kate said, "When things settle down, you must visit us in San Francisco. Tom and I would both love to have you for as long as you want to stay."

"He invited me for a visit when he called last night. Perhaps I'll take him up on that." Julia brushed back her hair with shaking fingers. "It will be nice to... to get away."

Kate considered suggesting that her mother not return to the gathering below, but Julia would never abandon an event in her own home. Inspiration struck. "Didn't you always say a hostess should be able to make all her guests feel utterly welcome, and then get rid of them when she's had enough?" Kate gestured toward the frost-patterned window. "This is Maryland—all we have to do is hint that it might snow and people will vanish quicker than you can say 'white terror.'"

Her mother's expression lightened. "Let's do it."

Kate gave her mother a thumbs up sign. Julia returned it, managing a faint smile.

Together they left the office, Julia wearing the calm expression Kate saw daily in her own mirror. The lines in her mother's face brought her maternal grandmother to mind. Kate had a swift mental image of a chain of mothers and daughters going back through the generations, sharing stoic strength and support and inevitable conflicts. Someday, if she was lucky, Kate would have a daughter of her own.

But that was another subject too painful to contemplate. Emotions firmly under control, she followed her mother down the sweeping stairs.
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Kate had returned to the living room—Donovan could sense her presence. Awareness of her had prickled under his skin all day. A good thing he'd been run ragged dealing with the aftermath of Sam's death so he hadn't seen her until the funeral.

Ending his conversation with a teary Corsi cousin, he topped up his ginger ale and surreptitiously watched as Kate made the rounds of the room. She had the same effortless grace and welcoming charm that distinguished Julia. Relatives and longtime family friends beamed at having her among them again.

He toyed briefly with the idea of approaching her and saying something pleasant and casual. After all, it had been almost ten years. They'd both gone on to full, productive lives. Kate was an architect in San Francisco, and he had found emotional and professional success as Sam Corsi's second-in-command.

Then Kate glanced in his direction. As their gazes met, a jolt ran through him. He whipped his head away as if he'd been caught stealing. Better to let sleeping dogs, and ex-wives, lie. His resolution was reinforced when he saw Val Covington speaking with Kate. Of Kate's close school friends, only Val still lived in Baltimore and had been able to attend the funeral. He was glad for Kate's sake, since she needed all the support she could get, but Val and Kate together were a combination he would avoid at any price.

The crowd thinned rapidly, speeded by rumors of snow. Donovan was considering leaving himself when he turned and saw Kate bearing down on him with a determined, let's-get-this-over-with gleam in her eyes. He stiffened, no longer sure he wanted this encounter, but it was too late to escape.

He felt a curious duality. On the one hand, Kate was utterly familiar, the woman he'd loved with the total abandon possible only for the very young. At the same time she was a stranger, shaped by a decade of events and people he knew nothing about.

But he would have known her anywhere, despite the years that had passed. Her coiled blond hair set off by a somber black suit, she was even lovelier than she'd been at eighteen. Of course he noticed—it was a biological reaction. They'd gotten married because of roaring mutual lust, and that hadn't evaporated merely because the marriage had ended in an explosion more devastating than dynamite.

Halting a yard away, she said coolly, "Don't worry, I'm not armed. I thought it was time to be terribly, terribly civilized and say hello. How are you, Donovan?"

"I've been better. The last few days..." His voice broke as he remembered the moment when the Jefferson Arms had collapsed in front of his eyes. "I'm so damned sorry about Sam, Kate. Losing a parent changes... everything." As he knew from hard experience. He'd lost both his parents before he turned seventeen.

"I'm learning that." Her lids dropped over her shadowed eyes for a moment, concealing any vulnerability. "But you're as entitled to condolences as I. You saw him every day. His death will leave a much larger hole in your life."

She was right; Sam had been probably the most important person in his world.  He stared at the glass in his right hand. "Hard to imagine PDI without Sam. He wasn't just the founder, but the heart and soul of the place."

She took a sip of white wine. "How did the accident happen? I thought that caution was the official religion of Phoenix Demolition."

"Damned if I know, Kate. We were taking down an old apartment building outside of Washington. Strictly a routine job. Something triggered the blast when Sam was making the final sweep."

"Any idea what set off the charges?"

He shook his head in frustration. "I really don't know. Some stray electricity, I suppose. That's always a danger when there's a cold, dry wind, but even so, it shouldn't have happened. The state fire marshal is investigating, but so far no conclusions."

"I'm sorry, Donovan. Both that he's dead, and that you were there. It must have been a nightmare."

The image of the collapsing building seared his mind again, as it had done repeatedly for three days. "I keep wondering if there was something I could have done."

"Maybe it's better not to know." She glanced down at her wineglass, subtle highlights shimmering across her glossy blond hair. Several heartbeats passed before she raised her head. "You're looking well." Her gaze went over his formal suit. Quite a bit different from the jeans she'd usually seen him in. "You've made the transition from wrecker to executive very nicely."

"Don't let the outfit fool you. I'm really just a construction worker." He offered a tentative smile. "Or rather, destruction worker."

So politely that he wasn't sure if it was a dig, she said, "Quite in line with your natural talents." She started to turn away. "Good to see you. Now if you'll excuse me, there are some other people I must talk to."

"Wait." He raised a hand, suddenly unable to let her go without acknowledging the abyss that lay between them. "Ten years ago you left so fast that I never had a chance to say that... that I was sorry."

Her brown eyes turned black. "Don't worry, I knew that. You were always sorry."

He flinched as if she'd slapped him. There was a long, tense silence. Then she bowed her head and pressed her fingers to the middle of her forehead. "Sorry, Patrick. I shouldn't have said that. But I do not want to talk about this, now or ever."

She turned and walked away, her slim frame erect and unyielding. He drew a slow breath. Kate had only called him Patrick when she meant business, so the subject of their ill-fated marriage was permanently closed. He supposed he should be grateful.

Yet his mind could not be stopped as easily as the conversation. How many times had he dreamed of seeing her again? Even after she walked out on him, he'd been sure that if they could talk, if he could apologize, explain, everything would be all right. He'd searched for her with increasing urgency even after she filed for divorce.

Not until much later did he learn that she'd left immediately for San Francisco. He'd never had a chance of changing her mind once she decided the marriage was over. Typical Kate—a long period of tolerance and good nature until she reached the breaking point. Then she'd slammed the door shut forever.

Once he realized that, he'd shattered into bleeding pieces. If not for Sam, who'd treated him like a beloved son, he might not have survived. He probably would have ended by crashing his car into a lamp post at ninety miles an hour, like his old man had.

Now Kate was physically within touching distance, and emotionally further away than ever. His gaze followed her through the room as she moved from group to group, giving people the chance to tell her what Sam had meant to them.

Her black tailored suit was the exact opposite of what she'd been wearing the night they met. He'd been parking cars at the Maryland Cotillion Ball, where young ladies of good breeding were presented to society. When the job was offered, he'd been incredulous that such events still existed. He accepted because his college scholarship covered only tuition so he worked as many hours as he could spare to earn book and spending money. Besides, he was curious about how the other half lived.

The ball was held at a historic theater in midtown Baltimore. Though the location wasn't particularly glamorous, the guests made up for that. He got a kick out of watching proud fathers and anxious mothers arriving with their daughters. Since the evening had been mild for December, the debutantes didn't have to swaddle up like Eskimos. Even the plain girls glittered like diamonds in their pristine white dresses. He hadn't known Maryland had so many natural blondes.

That is, if they were natural blondes. He knew damned well that none of them were as innocent as they appeared. Most were college freshmen and there probably wasn't a virgin in the lot, but he enjoyed the illusion of a simpler, purer age.

The Corsis arrived in a limousine. Julia was all aristocratic elegance, while Sam radiated the confidence of success and wealth. And Kate knocked him for a loop from the instant she slid from the limo, her blond hair swooped up, her slim neck decorated with pearls that had to be real, and wearing a smile that warmed the winter night. Grace Kelly at eighteen and wearing a frothy, snow-white dress.

She was tallish, maybe five foot seven. A good height for him. He was so dazzled that he almost forgot to close the car door. Then Kate glanced over, not like a rich girl looking through a menial, but at him.

"Thanks." And she winked. For that instant he felt as if they were the only two people in the world.

He'd have followed her into the theater like a moth after a candle if her mother hadn't asked, "Did you remember your gloves, Kate?"

Kate stopped and stared at her bare hands with dismay. "No. Sorry, Mother, I left them at home. I'm just not cut out for Victorian formality."

Terrifyingly elegant but with an amused glint in her eyes, her mother murmured, "Why am I not surprised?" as she pulled a pair of gloves from her beaded handbag.

Kate laughed. "For the same reason I'm not surprised that you came prepared."

Donovan watched in fascination as she worked the white kidskin gloves over her hands and up to her elbows. They fit like a second skin. As her mother fastened several buttons at each wrist, Kate glanced at him, her expression saying, You and I know this is kind of silly, but I have to humor my parents. Then she glided into the building like a royal princess, her mother and father a step behind.

As the next car in the line pulled up, he sent a last yearning glance after Kate, wanting to imprint that laughing image on his mind forever. Girls like her were not for guys like him, who parked cars and worked construction to earn college money.

His imagination hadn't been good enough to guess the way the night would end.

But that was then, and this was now. He turned away, hoping no one had noticed him staring at his former wife. The old Kate had been something special, opening her arms to embrace life with a blend of innocent trust and intelligence that had entranced him. Now she wore the same impenetrable calm that was so characteristic of Julia.

Not that resembling Julia was bad—he loved his former mother-in-law. Despite her reserve, she had been a warm, supportive presence in his life. Not precisely like a mother—more of a wise aunt who accepted everything about him.

But where Julia had reserve, Kate had wariness. And most of that was because of him. Oh, no doubt she'd experienced her share of ups and downs since their divorce, but he knew damned well that he was the one who'd destroyed that innocent openness. Over the years he'd done his best to fix his flaws, but nothing could change the past. Kate was a beautiful, excruciating reminder of the worst time of his life.

Thank God she'd go back to San Francisco in a few days.

* * *

The rumor of snow had produced a general exodus. The last to leave was Kate's cousin Nick Corsi and his quiet, dark-eyed wife, Angie. Nick had worked for PDI for years until leaving recently to start his own demolition business. His face was somber. Kate suspected that like Donovan, he was wondering if it would have made a difference if he'd been at the fatal shoot. Death and guilt were natural partners.

After giving her cousin a farewell hug, Kate closed the door against the piercing cold. With Sam dead and Nick out of the firm, Julia was the owner of PDI, and Donovan was the obvious choice to run it. He'd do as good a job as Sam. Maybe even better, because he was less volatile. Most of the time.

She thought with a flash of bitterness that Donovan had done a lot better from their ill-fated marriage than she had. He'd acquired a second family and an exciting career, while she'd ended up three thousand miles away in a profession that hadn't been her first choice.

It had taken death to bring her back to Maryland, and not only because she hadn't wanted to see Donovan. The greater reason was to avoid seeing how much she'd walked away from. Yet if she had to go through the dissolution of her marriage again, she'd probably make all the same decisions, so there was no point in self-pity.

She returned to the living room, pausing in the doorway. Even with empty plates and cups littering every flat surface, she was soothed by the timeless elegance of her mother's lovingly polished antiques and the richly colored patterns of the Persian rugs. The design of the room was pure Julia, yet Sam had loved it, too, as a sign of how far he'd come from East Baltimore.

Seeing Kate, Julia emerged from the temporary refuge of a wing chair. "Since Janet will be cleaning in here, Charles suggested we meet in the family room."

Kate sighed. She'd forgotten that the lawyer wanted to talk to them. As she and her mother crossed the sprawling house, she asked, "This won't take long, will it? Surely most of the estate goes to you. Given his disapproval of Tom and me, I assume that neither of us will get so much as a shilling for candles."

"You should know better than to try to predict your father. Though it was hard for him to accept some of your actions, he never stopped loving you and your brother."

Kate didn't really doubt that her father loved her, though he'd never forgiven her for divorcing Donovan and leaving Maryland. Over the years of her self-imposed exile, they'd made their peace. There had been visits in San Francisco and regular phone calls. Though their discussions didn't go very deep, they had become friends again.

But Tom was a different matter. Sam hadn't spoken to him in almost ten years. Kate uttered a fervent prayer that he'd left her brother something—anything—as a gesture of reconciliation.

The lights in the family room were restfully low, and Oscar Wilde, the elderly family sheltie, lay dozing in front of a crackling fire. This was the true heart of the house, and a more interesting showcase for Julia's homemaking skills than the formal living room. The solid, comfortable furniture she'd chosen when her children were small had survived years of bouncing, television watching, and Sunday newspaper readings. The pile of large colorful pillows in one corner had accommodated endless sprawling young bodies, since Julia had welcomed all of her children's friends.

The wall around the fireplace was the family photo gallery, with dozens of pictures highlighting decades of living. Kate's gaze went from snapshots of Tom as an altar boy and playing lacrosse, to Kate and her mother working in a garden glowing with spring flowers. Julia had the greenest thumb in Roland Park.

Flanking the garden picture was a handsome portrait of Sam and Julia taken the night they went to a White House dinner, and a shot of Sam helping his mother move into the house he'd bought for her in East Baltimore, aided by at least twenty other Corsis, including Kate and Tom.

Her gaze stopped when it reached her wedding picture. Lord, she and Donovan seemed young, and so happy that it hurt to look. It was characteristic of Julia not to remove that picture, or the ones of Tom. Good and bad, the history of the Corsi family was written on that wall.

Kate blinked back stinging in her eyes as she remembered the good times. They all had a share of blame for shattering what had once been a happy family.

As they entered, Charles Hamilton was closing the fireplace doors, his craggy face illuminated by the flames. In his late fifties, he had the same kind of lean, aristocratic build as Julia, and exactly fit the image of an establishment lawyer.

The stereotype did Charles less than justice. Once, long ago, he and Julia had been engaged. It would have been an eminently sensible alliance between two blue-blooded Marylanders.

Then Julia kicked over the traces and broke the engagement when Sam Corsi swept into her life. Instead of languishing from unrequited love, Charles had dismayed his relatives by swiftly marrying Barbara Kantor, a smart, tough, warm-hearted Jewish lawyer.

Traditionalists predicted that both marriages would fail. Instead, both flourished, producing two children each. The families had always been close. Tom and Kate had been friends with the Hamilton daughters, Sandy and Rachel, almost from the cradle.

Kate felt a pang as she thought of Barbara, whose down-to-earth directness had made her more approachable than Kate's own mother, who was sometimes too... perfect. Barbara had been killed by a drunken driver two years before, leaving Charles well qualified to offer Julia sympathy for the sudden death of a spouse.

Oscar rose from his warm spot by the fire and trotted over to greet the newcomers, tail wagging. Kate bent to stroke the silky fur. Old Oscar seemed to remember her, even after so many years. Then she straightened and saw a fourth person pacing restlessly at the far end of the room. Donovan.

She froze, her pulse spiking. A good thing she'd broken some very thick ice by speaking to him earlier. Otherwise this unexpected meeting would be unbearable.

He gave her a casual nod, but he was fidgeting with a half-empty glass, less relaxed than he pretended. She inclined her head as if expecting him, and took a seat as far away as possible.

Actually, his presence made sense. Sam had probably left his former son-in-law a piece of the company, since Donovan had been a much more satisfactory "child" than either Kate or Tom. He'd stayed and worked in the business, providing the affection and companionship that Sam had wanted.

For the thousandth time she thought that it was a great pity that neither of Sam's children had turned out as he'd hoped. It was an even greater pity that he hadn't been able to accept either of them as they were.

After Julia and Kate settled themselves, Charles said, "It's late, we're all dead tired, so I'll get right to the point." His brows drew together as he ordered his thoughts. "Sam's will is unusual. Julia's financial security has already been assured, and of course she'll get this house. A substantial sum has also been designated for charity, and there are bequests for several other relatives. The rest of Sam's financial assets are to be divided equally between you, Kate, and Tom, while Phoenix Demolition will go to Donovan—but only if certain conditions are met."

Kate stiffened, amazed that her father had made her and Tom heirs. This would mean so much to Tom, and not because of the amount of money involved.

She glanced at her former husband, who looked startled and pleased, but also wary. His expression gave her second thoughts. There had to be more to the will, or Charles wouldn't have called this meeting. "What conditions?"

The lawyer gave her a level look. "That you and Donovan live under the same roof for a year."
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"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!" The paralyzed silence was broken by the sound of smashing glass as Donovan dropped the tumbler he'd been holding.

Kate sprang to her feet as waves of horror swept through her, coming from so deep inside that she almost blacked out. "No!" she said in a choked voice. "That's crazy. Not in a million years!"

Her gaze whipped over to Donovan. His stunned face mirrored her own shock.

They were supposed to live together? The thought made her blood freeze.

"The will is entirely legal," the lawyer said. "Including a provision to disinherit anyone who contests it."

Kate closed her eyes, feeling the hammer of blood in her temples. Her father hadn't known why she'd divorced Donovan, of course, and whose fault was that? She had chosen silence over public scandal. Talk about no good deed going unpunished!

She began to shake as the swift fury Sam had called an "Italian moment" swept through her. Opening her eyes, she glared at Donovan. "Did you put Sam up to this?"

"Do you think I'm insane?" His voice rose incredulously. "I'd sooner share a den with a wolverine."

Much as she wanted to rip at him, it was impossible not to recognize his shock, or a revulsion equal to her own. Kate spun to face her mother. "Did you know about this?"

"Yes. And really, Kate, do try to control yourself. You're making a spectacle."

"Good! I want to make a scene." Kate's fists knotted at her sides. "How could you have allowed Sam to draw up a will that's so... so outrageous?"

"Sam was a devout Catholic who believed in the sanctity of marriage," her mother said. "Though you're not Catholic, Donovan is, and you married in the Church. Since the marriage was never annulled, to Sam it still existed."

"Sam could be pretty medieval, but even he knew that divorce was a fact of life," Donovan retorted. "He couldn't possibly have believed that a damned will could resurrect a marriage ten years dead."

Kate couldn't have agreed more. She should have insisted on an annulment. Donovan had never asked for one, and she hadn't wanted to initiate anything that might require communication between them. Her failure to force the issue gave Sam an excuse to claim the marriage was still valid.

Not that her father needed an excuse. Despite his very real faith, he hadn't married in a Catholic ceremony himself because Julia had wanted the rites of her own church.

Nonetheless, he was quite willing to use his daughter's Catholic marriage as a bludgeon to get his own way one last time. Bitterly she said, "What if Donovan or I had married elsewhere? Would Sam have expected us to get divorced?"

"I insisted there be alternative provisions in case there was a change in marital status between the time he drew up the will and his death," Charles said. "However, that's moot since you're both single and able to comply with the conditions if you choose."

"If I choose." Kate's seething gaze returned to Donovan. It had been hard enough to speak to him in a roomful of people. The idea of living with him was....unthinkable. "Sam didn't know what he was asking."

But Donovan did. From his refuge by the fireplace, he watched her as if she were a ticking grenade. Reluctantly Kate recognized that he had been betrayed as badly as she. Instead of inheriting the business that by right of dedication and hard work should be his, Donovan was being victimized by Sam's last ghastly whim.

Pulling herself together, she said through gritted teeth, "Well, be damned to the money and Sam's attempt to control us from the grave." She headed toward the door.

"Wait," Charles said forcefully. "I know this is a shock, Kate. But remember that if you refuse to comply, it isn't just your own inheritance you're throwing away. Tom will also be cut out entirely, and Sam specified that PDI would be sold to Marchetti Demolition."

Donovan swore when he heard that, and Kate came to a halt. Bud Marchetti was an old friend of her father's and had regularly tried to buy PDI and turn it into a division of his conventional wrecking firm. Sam had always laughed off such offers, but obviously he'd reconsidered.

"I don't blame you for being upset," Julia said quietly. "As you said, the will is outrageous, but Sam never gave up hoping that the two of you would get together again."

Kate's eyes narrowed. "Surely you didn't share his delusion."

"No, but I thought his idea had merit." Her somber gaze went from Kate to Donovan. "Not because there is any chance you two will reconcile. I don't know what went wrong with your marriage, but it obviously left deep scars or you wouldn't both be so determinedly single ten years later. Maybe if you spend a year together, you can come to terms with whatever happened, and get on with your lives."

Restraining the urge to swear violently, Kate bit out, "Never!"

"Note, the condition is living under the same roof, not sharing the same bed. In effect, you'd merely be housemates." Charles spoke as calmly as if they were discussing tax strategy. "Sam went into some detail about what is acceptable. In a hotel, a suite can be used rather than a single room."

Kate's jaw clenched at this evidence of how carefully Sam had plotted this. He must have spent the last ten years figuring out ways to force his daughter and former son-in-law together again.

Charles finished, "Incidentally, Sam also specified that you would live in the house you occupied during your marriage, which Donovan still occupies."

Absurdity piled on insanity! Sensing her distress, Oscar trotted over and began rubbing against her ankle. She stroked his head, her chilled fingers warmed by his small furry body. Straightening, she pointed out, "I'm not the only one who would have to agree to this. Donovan can't be any more willing to cohabit than I am."

Instead of the instant agreement she expected, his expression became troubled. "Kate, we need to talk."

"An excellent idea." Julia rose wearily. "Charles, let's go find something alcoholic. I could use a drink. A large one."

Before following her, Charles pulled a letter from inside his suit coat and handed it to Kate. "Your father left this for you."

She stared at the letter, then jammed it into her jacket pocket. Julia and the lawyer departed, leaving Donovan alone with Kate. She stalked to the window and gazed out, her back rigid.

* * *

What the hell had gotten into Sam, Donovan wondered? To the extent that he'd thought about it since Sam's death, he assumed that Julia would inherit the company, and put Donovan in charge. Even if Nick Corsi hadn't already left to start his own company, Donovan would have been the best choice. He'd worked endlessly to master demanding technical skills until he was as good as Sam, maybe better. He'd developed new methods to drop structures that at first glance had looked impossible, and spent much of what spare time he had earning an MBA.

He sure as hell hadn't worked his ass off to end up as one of Bud Marchetti's employees. But because of Sam's whim, the firm would be lost, and Kate would have still more reasons to hate her ex-husband.

Breaking the silence, she said without turning from the window, "It's starting to snow. Time for you to go home."

"You can't get rid of me that easily," he said, trying to lighten the mood. "I have four-wheel drive."

She wrapped her arms around her waist, shivering. "Surely you can't want to take part in this... this travesty, Donovan. It would be sheer hell."

"At first," he agreed. "Still, maybe... maybe we should at least consider doing it."

She spun around, horrified. "You can't be serious!"

Starting with the one thing he was sure of, he said, "I want Phoenix Demolition, Kate." He began to pace about the room, keeping his distance from her. "I've given PDI most of my time and energy for a dozen years. We're the best in the world at explosive demolition. With Sam gone, no one can run the company better than I."

"I also have a business that I've sweat blood over, and it's three thousand miles away," she shot back. "I can't just walk away from that, or let down my partner, Liz."

"It's a bitch, Kate, and far more disruptive for you than me." He stared into the fire. "But forget PDI, forget the arrogance in what Sam is trying to do. The real issue is exactly what Julia said—the fact that you and I are still hung up on the past." He glanced at her, hoping she would understand what he couldn't bear to put into words. "At least I am. You probably are. too, or you'd have settled down years ago. You... you were good at marriage."

"Maybe my mother has a point. But if I ever decide I need help, I'll go to a good therapist, not move in with you. We almost destroyed each other before, Patrick. We'd be mad to get so close again."

"Not necessarily. Through most of our marriage, you and I were good friends. What broke us up was all related to the fact that we were also mates. Man and wife. This would be different. If we can become friends again, maybe we can get beyond what happened. It's worth thinking about."

Dear God, Kate thought. Yes, they'd been friends, sharing laughter and cooking and the creation of a home. But did he really think they could spend a year falling over each other and not end up in bed? Had the red-hot frenzy they'd called love died in him?

As she studied the sharply planed face of the man she'd loved and hated, adored and feared, her mind slid back to the night when it all began.
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"Did you see that gorgeous guy parking cars?" Laurel Clark, the only one of Kate's closest buddies to share the debutante game, rolled her eyes meaningfully as she freshened her lipstick in the ladies' room.

"Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome?" Kate replied with a grin. "I told my parents that I wanted him washed and fluffed and brought to my tent. Dad was not amused."

Laurel chuckled. "He's taking this debut business more seriously than you are."

"It's a symbol of worldly success. Not only has he done well with his business, but he married a woman from the Baltimore Blue Book. He loves the fact that his one and only daughter can be presented to society. Not bad for a guy from Little It'ly."  She dug into her silver handbag for her compact. "Not that I expect society to be impressed, but now that I've buttered Dad up by being a good little deb, I think the time is right to ask for a summer internship with Phoenix Demolition."

"What if he says no?"

"He won't. Ever since I was a tyke, I've known I'd work there when I grew up."

"I do not understand your desire to blow things to bits."

Kate hesitated. "The buildings are going to come down anyhow. Isn't there more dignity in going with one last, glorious bang rather than being slowly smashed to bits with a wrecking ball?"

"When you put it that way, it does sound more interesting. But better you than me. I hate loud noises." Laurel turned and peered over her shoulder to check the back of her gown. "In these fancy white dresses, we look like wedding cakes."

"Speak for yourself." Kate powdered her nose, then snapped the compact shut. "When I get married, my cake will be chocolate."

"I want two slices when the day comes. Still, there's something to be said for tradition. This particular ritual—presenting young people to society—is centuries old. It survived the revolutionary '60's and swinging '70's, which is pretty impressive."

"To tradition, then, even if the 'Baltimore bachelors' we're introduced to tonight are old enough to be our fathers!" Kate caught up her full skirts and curtsied deeply. "And now it's off to sweet-talk Dad into giving me that summer job."

Laughing, they left the ladies' room and were presented to the crème de la crème of old Maryland society. As the evening progressed, Kate had to admit that even though the tradition was archaic, it was also fun. By the time her father collected her for the father-daughter dance, she was bubbling with confident good humor. As they moved into the music, she asked, "Does the cotillion live up to your expectations, Dad?"

He gave her the high-voltage smile that could charm a stone statue. "I know you're just humoring me, but yes, it's what I hoped for. I read about this ball in the newspaper when I was a kid, and it was like... reading about Versailles. I never thought I'd have a daughter who would be part of this world." He brushed a kiss on her forehead. "You look gorgeous, cara. Just like your mama."

"And you're the most distinguished looking father in the room." It was the honest truth; he'd always been handsome, and the gray at his temples only enhanced his appearance. She felt a rush of pride. In a room full of men who maintained their fortunes by shuffling papers, Sam Corsi actually did things. He'd invented a business, and was the best in the world at it. Even the King Louis who built Versailles couldn't have said that.

Time to make her pitch. She fluttered her lashes, half teasing and wholly in earnest. "Dad, I want to be a field intern at PDI this summer. It's time for me to start really learning the business."

His smile disappeared. As he spun her around to avoid hitting another couple, he said, "I thought you'd given up that foolishness. You haven't mentioned it in years."

"I was biding my time," she said cheerfully. "I understand why you didn't want me doing fieldwork when I was in high school—high explosives aren't to be taken lightly. But now that I'm in college, you can't say I'm too young. You couldn't have been much older than I am now when you learned blasting."

"That was different. I was in the army corps of engineers. I was also a man, and demolition is a man's business. That's why the company will go to Tom eventually."

She'd known he'd say that. "Tom doesn't want to spend the rest of his life wrecking buildings. He's only working for you this summer because he can't resist the prospect of computerizing the office. Since he doesn't want PDI, the company should come to me. I'm as much your child as Tom."

Ignoring what she'd said about her brother, he said, "Demolition work is dirty and dangerous, and I won't have my daughter doing it."

She felt a stab of exasperation, but kept her voice even. "Times have changed, Dad. Women do just about everything but play professional football. I've hung around PDI long enough to know there isn't a job in the company I can't do. Heck, I'm better qualified than Nick, and you're taking him on this summer."

Her father's jaw tightened. "Your cousin is male, a qualification you'll never have. Be grateful I'm letting you study architecture. Frankly, I don't approve of that, either, but you need something to keep you out of trouble until you get married."

Kate stopped stock-still in the middle of the dance floor. As other couples hastily changed course to avoid hitting them, she sputtered, "Good God, how Victorian! Since when is a penis required to make calculations and load explosives? I didn't choose architecture as a way of killing time until I trapped a husband—I'm doing it because it's great training for PDI."

"Watch your tongue, young lady!" His expression changed to that of a tough businessman. "No way in hell will you work for PDI, and I don't ever want to hear about this again. Is that clear enough for you?"

She stared at her father, her whole body going cold with shock. This couldn't be the end of her dreams—she knew she belonged in the company as surely as that the sun would rise the next day. It was the future she'd craved her whole life. "Working for PDI isn't some whim, Dad," she said, her voice shaking. "I may look like Mother, but at heart I'm like you. I love the crazy mixture of projects, the challenge of getting all the details right, the excitement of a flawless shot. Just give me a chance to prove—"

"Enough, Kate! The only way you'll work at PDI is over my dead body."

Her shock transmuted into rage. "Then I'll do demolition somewhere else! PDI may be the best now, but I can learn to be better. And I will!"

"You will not!" he snapped. "Dammit, I'm your father, and you'll do as I say."

She jerked away, eyes blazing. "This isn't the nineteenth century, Sam, and my life belongs to me, not you. To hell with you and this damned, artificial ball!"

She whirled and stormed across the ballroom, colliding with dancers as tears stung her eyes. It was a family joke that she could always persuade her father to give her whatever she wanted, and she hadn't really believed he'd turn her down now. Oh, she'd expected him to huff and puff a little, but she'd been so sure that he'd be secretly proud that she wanted to follow in his footsteps.

But now he'd issued a public proclamation, and being Sam, he'd never change his mind. Kicking herself for having succumbed to anger, she stalked through the lobby of the theater. Maybe he would have said yes if she'd chosen a better time, or asked differently. Or maybe she shouldn't have mentioned that Tom didn't want to work at PDI. Her brother had quietly made that clear for years, but her father had resisted the truth, as if denial would make Tom's distaste for demolition go away.

No, a different time wouldn't have helped. In retrospect, she saw how badly she'd underestimated her father's conservatism. He was great in most ways, but at heart he was an old world Italian traditionalist who thought that the measure of a man's success was having women who didn't need to work. He'd indulged her in the past because she'd never really asked for anything that conflicted with his view of the way things ought to be. If she wanted to sit at home and... and do needlepoint until some suitable man married her, he'd be delighted.

No way, Kate thought. She wanted action. Challenges. She wanted to blow up a ravaged old building in one beautiful, terrifying instant, and do it with such precision that there would be no need to clear the parking lot next door. She was her father's daughter, and by God, she would prove it!

Ignoring the staring people who'd noticed her fight with Sam, she flung open the front door and marched down the stone steps. The chilly air gave her pause. Now what? She didn't even have her handbag.

There was no way she'd meekly return to the ball for the rest of the evening. Her heart cried out for a grand gesture, even if she froze to death in the process. She wrenched off the tight kid gloves, popping the tiny pearl buttons, and crushed them in one hand before hurling them into the wall. Then she strode down the street. She should have cooled off by the time she reached home. No, not home, she'd go to Rachel's house. It was a small rebellion, but the best she could think of at the moment.

She'd walked only a few steps when a male voice with an East Baltimore accent said, "Can I help you, miss?"

She turned and saw the gorgeous parking valet, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome himself, wearing a gold-trimmed jacket and a frown. The streetlight illuminated vivid blue eyes and crisply chiseled features that could give him a career in modeling if he wanted it, though he might have to cut the dark hair pulled back in a neat little ponytail. Loose, it would make him look a little too much like a Hell's Angel.

Under other circumstances, she would have stopped to admire the view. This time she just said curtly, "I'm fine, thanks," and continued walking.

He fell into step beside her. She guessed that he was about her age, but seemed older. Tough and a little edgy, he also looked sharply intelligent, like a man who could handle himself equally well talking or fighting.

"You shouldn't be walking alone in this neighborhood." He glanced at her bare, goose-bumped arms. "Especially without a coat."

His words made her aware of how much the temperature had dropped in the last two hours. She told herself that it wasn't really cold, probably not much below forty degrees. "By the time I get to Ruxton, I'll be warm."

"Ruxton! All the way out in Baltimore County? You'll freeze to death."

"Then I'll hitchhike! Look, I appreciate your concern, but beat it. You've already gone above and beyond the call of duty. Go park a car or something."

He caught her wrist, his grip light but uncompromising. "Honest, this is not a good idea. A smart-ass cousin of mine used to hitch home from school every day, until she got raped. Go back inside and I'll call a taxi." He glanced at her empty hands. "And lend you the fare."

"I am not going back to that blasted ball!" An involuntary shiver went through her. "I'll take my chances with rape and pneumonia."

Exasperated, he unbuttoned his elaborate jacket and dropped it over her shoulders. "At least wear this."

The garment was warm with his body heat, and scented with some nice, piney aftershave. She slid her arms into the sleeves gratefully. The jacket fell halfway down her thighs. "Thanks. This will stave off deathly illness. Don't worry, I'm quite capable of walking to Ruxton."

"Not in those shoes," he said with a glance at her high-heeled satin slippers. "They're cute, but no good for hiking."

"I'll manage." She fastened the brass buttons on the jacket. "What's your address so I can send this back?"

Instead of giving it to her, he said, "I can't let you do this."

"I've had quite enough of men telling me what I can't do! I wouldn't take it from my father, and I darned well won't take it from a perfect stranger!"

"I'm not perfect." He gave a smile that invited her to join in. "And my name is Donovan, so I'm no longer a stranger."

Trying to resist the power of that smile, she asked, "Donovan what? Or rather, What Donovan?"

"Just Donovan." His smile faded. "Fighting with parents is a bitch. What did your old man do that was so bad?"

For a kid who looked like he'd be more at home in a bar brawl than at the cotillion, he had remarkably kind eyes. Needing to tell someone, she said, "All my life, I've wanted to go into the family business. It's the only thing I really want to do. And tonight... tonight..."—she blinked hard as she felt the blow again—"my father said that the only way I'd ever work in the company was over his dead body."

He pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. "That's rough."

"I've never been so furious in my life." The seething emotions settled into her stomach as a hard, aching knot. Kate didn't like being angry—but her whole life had just been turned upside down.

"How do you and your father usually get along?"

She wiped her eyes with one wrist. "Really well. In a way, that makes this worse. It's a... a kind of betrayal."

"I see." He rocked back on his heels as he considered. "Since you won't go back, I'll take you home myself, if you don't mind riding on a motorcycle."

She hesitated before deciding that she would be better off accepting his offer than risking the streets and the cold weather. He wouldn't be parking expensive cars at the Maryland Cotillion if he wasn't responsible. All her instincts said she'd be safe with him.

Or at least, as safe as she wanted to be. With a slow smile, she held out her hand. "It's a deal, Donovan."

He shook her hand, his clasp warm and strong around her ungloved fingers. She felt a surprising tingle, almost like an electrical shock. Telling herself that her imagination was working overtime, she released his hand and began walking back to the theater. "By the way, my name is Kate Corsi."

"Pleased to meet you. You're not what I expected in a debutante."

"I was faking it earlier."

In front of the hall, the two other parking valets were sheltering from the wind in the corner by the steps. Like her new escort, they were college age. Donovan said, "Sorry to cut out, but I have to take Miss Corsi home."

"Ms.," she corrected.

"Ms. Corsi," he agreed. "If anyone comes looking, tell 'em she's fine."

One of the other valets, a lean redhead, made a face. "With only two of us, it's going to be a zoo when everyone leaves, but you're right, we can't let her walk." He smiled winningly. "I can take you home, Ms. Corsi, and I have a car, not a bike."

She tugged the uniform jacket closer. "Thanks, but I've never ridden on a motorcycle before, much less in a ball gown. How can I pass up such a great offer?"

Donovan led Kate around the hall to the crowded parking lot behind the building. His bike, not new but well tended, was parked to one side. As he pulled his keys from his pocket, he cast a dubious glance at her gown. "Your dress might get wrecked."

She looked down at the froth of satin and lace, then shrugged. "This sort of gown is only meant to be worn once. After tonight, it's history."

He flipped up the kickstand with one heel. "I've only got one helmet with me. You wear it." He tried to hand the helmet to her.

She refused to take it. "You're the driver. You need it more."

"Maybe, but I don't like carrying passengers without helmets." He thought a moment. "I know—we can go by my aunt and uncle's place in Hampden. It's only a couple of miles, and in the right direction. I'll borrow Uncle Frankie's car to take you out to Ruxton. It'll be a lot more comfortable than the bike, especially if it starts snowing."

"Fine. This is turning into a real adventure."

He gave her a devastating grin as he slid off the rubber band that held his ponytail in place. Dark hair fell silkily to brush his shoulders. Then he straddled the motorcycle, turned the key, and hit the kick start pedal. Raising his voice over the roar, he said, "Make sure your skirt is tucked in—I don't want you to do an Isadora Duncan."

Where on earth had an East Baltimore guy picked that up? Laughing, she swung onto the saddle behind him and stuffed voluminous folds of fabric under her thighs and knees so her skirt wouldn't blow out of control.

She wrapped her arms around his lean waist. His shirt was a crisp white that crackled with starch and emphasized his broad shoulders. He radiated a male magnetism that would cause a riot in a nunnery. She wanted to rub her cheek between his shoulder blades like a cat.

He glanced back. "You're going to feel real exposed. Have faith in inertia, centrifugal force, and the sissy bar behind you."

"Yes, captain," she said meekly, more interested in the warm, solid feel of his body. No wonder motorcycles were so popular. This had to be the sexiest way of traveling since damsels rode pillion behind knights. And she was sharing the bike with a guy who knew about both Isadora Duncan and centrifugal force!

He pulled the helmet shield over his face, and took off. They went down the alley at a relatively sedate pace. Then he turned the bike into the street and hit the gas. She gasped and clutched Donovan's waist as her knees locked around the bike. He wasn't kidding that she would feel exposed! It felt as if the bike was going to shoot out from under her. They were probably only going about the speed limit, but it felt a lot faster.

She tensed when they whipped around a corner and the whole bike leaned. After a moment of panic, she remembered what he'd said about trusting inertia. This was just physics in action. Since Donovan was obviously in full control of his vehicle, she began to relax and enjoy the speed, the intimacy of the two of them slicing through the night.

As the wind whipped through her hair, she called over the roar of the engine, "What a terrific way to travel!"

"Except when it's raining," he yelled back. "Or in a cicada year!"

As the wind destroyed her elaborate hairstyle, she threw back her head and laughed with giddy delight. Her legs were freezing from the knee down, but who cared? She was doing something outrageous with the most gorgeous guy she'd ever met.

Her distress about the fight with her father began to fade. In her bones, she was sure that someday she would work at PDI. She could see herself there. If she couldn't go in the front door, she'd sneak in the back. For now she'd lie low and study architecture. After she graduated from college, she would just show up at the office and work wherever help was needed. Sam might never publicly retract his opposition, but he'd get used to having her around. Eventually, she'd become part of the company.

Feeling better, she gave herself up to starry night and icy wind and warm embrace.
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To Kate's regret, it wasn't long until they slowed to enter a rowhouse neighborhood with parked cars lining every street. Donovan turned right, then left, before coasting to the curb between two cars. He turned off the engine and lowered the kickstand in the sudden silence. "A great thing about bikes is that there's almost always parking space where you want it."

Kate surveyed the brick rowhouse. The owners were the first on the block to put up their Christmas decorations, and cheerful multicolored lights outlined the roof, windows, front door, and the iron railing that ran up the steps. The bushes hadn't been neglected, either. In fact, she saw with delight, there was a shrine to Mary in the corner of the yard and the Blessed Mother wore a crown of sparkling white lights. "Shall I go in, or would you rather I skulked out here?"

"Too cold for skulking." He hesitated. "I'd better warn you, my relatives can be pretty... overwhelming."

"I'm not easily whelmed," she assured him.

A smile tugged at his lips as he took off his helmet. "Don't say I didn't warn you." He shook out his hair, and she wanted to touch it.

As she swung her leg over the saddle, her skirt slid up to mid-thigh. His gaze locked on her bared leg with laser-like intensity. It was worth half freezing to see that expression in his eyes. She shook her skirts out, then finger-combed her wind-tangled hair in a vain attempt to make it behave. "I must look like the wicked witch of the west."

"Nope. Glinda the Good Witch after a Kansas cyclone."

Helmet under one arm, he guided her up the walk with a hand at the small of her back. His touch was light, but it left her quivering with awareness. She felt... cared for. Though Donovan couldn't be more than a year or two older than she, he seemed more mature than anyone else she had dated. More man than boy, despite his sexy delinquent appearance. She asked, "Where did you go to school?"

"Poly."

"Aha! An engineer. I'll bet you took the Poly A Course."

"My Uncle Frankie says that Baltimore is the only place he knows where people in nursing homes are still asking each other where they went to school, and they always mean high school."

"Of course. It's a great way to figure out a person's neighborhood, social class, and mutual acquaintances." Donovan was a perfect example of that kind of analysis. His accent and appearance said blue collar. The Poly A course said that he was very bright, and hardworking. Her father had graduated from the Poly A course. "The next step is for me to think of anyone I know who went to Poly, then ask you about him. In a matter of minutes, we'll have established some connection. It's the Baltimore way."

He sorted through his keys, chuckling. "So where did you go to school, Ms. Corsi? Bryn Mawr? Garrison Forrest? I've heard every girl there is blond."

"Could be, but not all blondes go to Garrison. I went to Friends."

He found the right key and unlocked the door. "Educated by Quakers. Earnest. Socially committed."

She grinned. "Close enough. What are you doing now?"

"I'm a sophomore in engineering at Loyola." He opened the door for her. "And you?"

"I'm a freshman in architecture at Maryland."

They stepped inside to be greeted by a tall, balding man. "Donovan, you're back early. Who's your friend?"

"This is Kate Corsi," Donovan said. "She needs a ride out to Baltimore County. I hoped you'd let me borrow your car. Kate, meet my uncle, Frank Russo."

She gave the older man her best smile. "It's a pleasure, Mr. Russo."

"Call me Frank," he said in a booming baritone as he waved her into the house. His face showed a faint but unmistakable resemblance to Donovan.

Kate guessed that his sister had been Donovan's mother, which explained why Donovan's complexion was a little darker than his mostly Irish appearance suggested. Probably he was an Irish-Italian blend; Baltimore was full of kids born to mixed ethnic marriages. Russian married Greek, Lithuanian married Irish. Sometimes, even, WASP married Italian.

Frank raised his voice. "Connie, come meet Donovan's friend."

A cheerful alto replied from the kitchen, "He's brought home a girl?"

"Did I say it was a girl?" Frank said with mock surprise.

"You wouldn't have called me if it was a boy." A round, attractive woman with salt and pepper hair appeared and scanned Kate's smudged satin pumps, white evening gown, and borrowed jacket. Not even blinking, she remarked, "This one's even prettier than that German shepherd that followed you home last year, Donovan."

"Oh, I don't know. It was a really good-looking German shepherd." A mischievous glint in his eyes, Donovan introduced them. "Concetta Russo, Kate Corsi."

Kate guessed that he wanted to see how a debutante would react to a household of exuberant Italians. Little did he know.

She took Connie's hand in both of hers. "Hello, Mrs. Russo. I'm really not an escapee from Sheppard-Pratt. I had a fight with my father and was starting to walk home, and Donovan rescued me from turning into an icicle."

His aunt nodded approvingly. "He's a good boy. Frankie, let him take the car. Kate isn't dressed for a motorcycle even if it wasn't starting to snow. But first come eat. We're just about to test a batch of marinara."

Donovan looked at Kate. "Are you hungry?"

"Ravenous." Nothing like a family fight to work up an appetite.

The Russos' kitchen was large and shiny clean, obviously remodeled and expanded from the original kitchen. A real estate agent would say the house was over-improved for the neighborhood, but no sane person could not love such a warm, welcoming room, full of oak cabinets and enticing smells.

Connie poured a generous quantity of gnocchi into a pot of boiling water, then stirred the steaming kettle of marinara sauce on the other front burner. "This batch is turning out pretty good. Want to taste it, Katie?"

"I'd love to." Kate blew several times on the spoonful of chunky red sauce Connie offered, then swallowed. "This is great! You use red wine, don't you?"

Connie beamed. "You got it. Nothing like wine to deepen the flavor."

"My mother always puts Chianti in her marinara, even though my grandmother Corsi claims no true Italian ever uses wine. Of course, Nonna is Sicilian, so who knows?" She glanced at Donovan. He was watching her with warm amusement.

"Depends on the family. My mama used wine, my grandmama used wine, every woman in my family since Caesar was in diapers has made her spaghetti sauce with wine." Connie gestured toward a bottle with a handmade label. "I put in some of Cousin Giuseppe's best Chianti, that's why the flavor is so rich."

The chat continued while Connie set the kitchen table, drained the gnocchi, then poured steaming marinara over it. With chunks of bread and glasses of Cousin Giuseppe's wine, it was a feast fit for the gods. Connie gave Kate an amiable grilling as they ate—starting with asking where she went to school.

They were eating Christmas cookies when a toddler pattered into the room, a bedraggled stuffed rabbit trailing from one hand. Connie gave a doting smile. "Meet my granddaughter Lissie, the party girl. Her parents left her here for the weekend in the hope that with a little peace and quiet, maybe they could start a little brother for her."

As the adults laughed, Lissie went over to Kate and looked upward with huge dark eyes. "Princess?"

It took Kate a moment to realize that the question was inspired by her billowing white ball gown. "I'm sorry, Lissie—I'm not a princess."

Lissie looked so crestfallen that Kate decided that honesty was not always the best policy. Dropping to one knee beside Lissie, she said, "At least, not all the time. But every girl can be a princess on special occasions."

Lissie perked up at that, so Kate took off her slightly crushed corsage, removed the straight pin for safety's sake, and gave the lace-trimmed flowers to the child. "Whenever a man gives a girl flowers to wear, on that night she's a princess."

Lissie took the corsage and buried her small nose in it.

"Now that we've settled that," Connie said, "it's to bed with you, young lady."

She was starting to rise when Donovan got to his feet. "I'll take her back to her room, Aunt Connie. I have to get a coat anyhow."

He scooped up Lissie, who shrieked his name happily. The open affection on Donovan's face made Kate melt. He was half-Italian, all right. Adoring babies was in the blood. He was starting to carry his cousin out of the kitchen when Lissie waved the flowers in protest, her gaze fixed on Kate. "Kiss!"

Kate took the child from Donovan's arms, loving the sweet little girl scent and incredibly soft skin. How could anyone not love babies? She kissed the gently curving cheek. "May you be a princess many, many times, Lissie."

Satisfied, her lids already drooping, the child went trustingly into Donovan's arms and he took her away. He returned a few minutes later wearing a dark parka dusted with snowflakes. "I just covered the bike. Now it's time to get you back, Kate."

She rose and put on Donovan's uniform jacket again. "Thanks for supper, Mr. and Mrs. Russo. It was lovely to meet you both."

"Come again, Katie," Frank said. "Anytime."

They trailed out to the front porch. Lacy snowflakes were drifting down and frosting the world with a delicate white haze. Connie gave Kate a hug. "This is a nice girl, Donovan. You should keep her."

"I'm just driving her home, Aunt Connie."

Frank tossed him a key chain. "The blue barge is around the corner."

"Thanks. And don't worry, I won't be out too late." After the door closed behind the Russos, he said, "Don't blame me because my aunt and uncle want to adopt you."

"I wouldn't mind being adopted by Frank and Connie. They're terrific." She looked at him sideways. "You live with them?"

"Sometimes. At the moment." He was silent for a half a dozen steps before saying in a voice that didn't invite comment, "My parents are dead, so I kind of shift around between relatives. I always leave before they get tired of having me underfoot."

Kate was taken aback. How horrible it must be not to have a place of his own, where he'd always be welcome. Wordlessly she slipped her hand into his. He threaded his fingers between hers in a warm, intimate clasp. For the second time, she felt tingles.

They left dark footprints in the snow as they walked around the corner to an enormous, white frosted car. "The blue barge at your service." Donovan unlocked the passenger door and opened it for Kate. "When you said your name was Corsi, I thought it was something WASPy like C-o-u-r-s-e-y. Obviously not."

"Hell, no, paisano." She slid into the car. "I'm half Italian, just like you."

"Corsi. Is the family business Phoenix Demolition?"

When she nodded, he said in an awed voice, "PDI does fantastic stuff. Hell, your father practically invented the whole field of explosive demolition. He's like Red Adair is for oil well fires. Now I understand why he doesn't want you working for him."

"Don't you dare say another word about that! I've had quite enough bossy men for one night!"

"I didn't say a word," he said with a grin.

He closed her door and circled to the driver's side. After getting inside and shutting the door, he turned to look at Kate. The windows were covered with a translucent layer of snow, transforming the glow of the streetlight halfway down the block into a dim, pearly luminescence.

All levity vanished, replaced by a tension as old as Adam and Eve. The expression in his eyes made her feel hot and breathless and a little alarmed. Not fear of him, but of an attraction beyond anything she'd ever experienced. This was happening too fast. She fumbled nervously for her seat belt.

"Don't buckle up yet." He reached out and gently rubbed her cheek with his knuckles. "You're so pretty. Radiant. Not quite real."

The skin to skin touch made her heart beat faster. How could something so simple be so arousing?

He slid across the seat until the hard length of his thigh was pressed along her leg. "Your hair looks better down." His fingers caressed her head with a tenderness that was both soothing and erotic.

She felt fragile, ready to crumble under his touch. She really should tell him to stop. A single word from her would prevent this from going any further. He would start the car, drive her to Rachel's, and that would be that.

She didn't move. Scarcely breathed, her gaze locked on his.

"I've wanted to do this ever since you shimmied out of that limo." He lowered his head and kissed her. His lips were warm and soft, gentle in pressure yet sending hammer-beats of excitement through her veins.

She kissed him back, sliding her fingers into that silky, sexy dark hair. Who would have dreamed that a high IQ Hell's Angel type could be so irresistible?

Hesitant exploration dissolved into fire and desire as reality narrowed to his taste, his touch, his closeness. Every sensation was shockingly heightened. She wanted to devour him, absorb him, learn him so deeply that they would become one.

Her sensual haze was pierced by an internal voice that said very clearly, You will marry this man.

The words shocked her. She broke the kiss and drew her head back to stare into Donovan's shadowed eyes. Marry him? But they scarcely knew each other!

The voice repeated, You have just met your future husband.

She would have laughed, except that her sensible mother claimed to have experienced the same flash of inner knowledge when she'd met Sam Corsi.

But marriage? She didn't even know his whole name! Yet her certainty was utterly convincing, and surprisingly plausible. Under the biker facade he was intelligent and kind, responsible, with a sense of humor that matched hers. Not to mention liking babies and being drop-dead handsome. Exactly what she would want in a husband—when she got around to looking seriously in ten or twelve years.

But maybe her life wasn't going to run according to her master plan. Silently she raised a hand and caressed Donovan's cheek. Warmth and a faint, alluring rasp of whiskers caused flutters deep inside her.

He turned and pressed a kiss into her palm. "Kate," he whispered. "Carissima."

Dearest one. She'd heard the Italian endearment from her earliest days. Desire and tenderness pulsed through her with disorienting force, along with a clear knowledge that he would not always be a comfortable companion, that there was darkness as well as kindness in him.

Struggling for sense, she murmured, "Is it my imagination, or is this something... something special?"

"No. It's not your imagination." He kissed her again, one hand undoing the buttons of her oversized jacket until he could slide his hand inside and cup her silk-covered breast. Mental clarity vanished in a torrent of sensations—and the certainty that her life had changed forever.
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