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Chapter One
 
The air on the playing field was stagnant and moist, like a sauna. Her eyelashes felt hot. Perspiration dripped down her back; her blue tank top stuck to her skin like a layer of cellophane.
It was definitely not a good day for playing baseball.
To Amanda Foster, no day was a good day for playing baseball.
It was the kind of day to have her hands wrapped around a cold can of anything, silently toasting the man who invented air-conditioning while taking advantage of his brainchild.
Instead, in the name of charity and not a little publicity, Amanda Foster was sitting on a bench whose slates were digging into her bare legs, waiting for her ignoble turn at bat during what had to be one of the hottest days in Dallas history.
She shaded her green eyes, squinting involuntarily as she scanned the bleachers in William Masterson Park. The public never ceased to amaze her. You’d think that on a day like today, people would have the good sense to commune with their pools or at least find some shade, instead of coming to sit and roast at a baseball game. A rather ineptly played baseball game at that.
Granted, it was an exhibition game and the money was going to a good cause. And yes, there was the public’s never-ending curiosity to see television personalities up close. But common sense had to come into play somewhere, didn’t it?
Obviously not. But then common sense really wasn’t all that common. Amanda had learned that a long time ago.
The bleachers were filled to capacity. That meant a tidy profit for the fund-raiser they and the rival news station were sponsoring. That also, Amanda thought dourly, meant a large audience for her next fiasco at bat. She faced strikeout number three with resignation. Her original determination had long since wilted beneath the intense July sun. The only time she had touched a base was when she was accidentally walked.
You’ve done brighter things in your life than volunteer to make a fool of yourself in front of witnesses, she thought.
She saw Paul wave at her from his front-row seat in the stands. The young Hispanic cameraman’s grin was lopsided as he shook his head, feigning disappointment in her.
She wondered how he had managed to get out of this when she hadn’t. God, how much longer would this game take? She wasn’t even sure what inning this was. She looked at the scoreboard. Bottom of the sixth. They were leading, but it didn’t matter. She wanted out of here. Badly. She didn’t like looking like a fool, even if it was all for charity.
Amanda moved her head from side to side. Her neck was stiff. Making a fool of herself always did that. The knots of tension along her shoulders were laced tighter than sailors’ knots. She was probably going to melt away before her next turn at bat.
It was actually a comforting thought. Death mercifully descending before dishonor.
Amanda shook her head. The heat was making her light-headed. Thank God she had had enough sense to tell Carla not to bring Christopher to the game. The poor woman wouldn’t have been able to handle both the heat and Christopher.
Lately, Amanda thought, a swat team would have had difficulty handling Christopher. Whoever coined the phrase “terrible twos” knew of what they spoke. Christopher could have been the poster child for that one.
Maybe, Amanda mused, a smile crossing her lips, the heat might have helped subdue him a little. Probably not. She’d come to the conclusion that nothing would subdue her son short of ropes and tethers—as had her housekeeper. But no matter what state the house was in at the end of the day, Christopher was still a precious miracle. He was the only good thing that had come out of her marriage to Jeff.
Pierce Alexander saw Amanda smiling from where he stood at the makeshift concession stand and wondered what she was thinking. Amanda didn’t smile often. Not like that, with her features relaxed. Her intelligent face was usually serious.
She was a beautiful woman when she smiled, he decided. And it was a beauty far more intriguing than the kind that came from flawless features or a clever, artistic hand.
Crossing the volunteer’s sweaty palm with a dollar, Pierce drank absently, his thirst forgotten for a moment as he thought about Amanda.
He was doing that a lot lately, he realized. Thinking about Amanda.
One would have assumed that after the ugly business with Marsha, he wouldn’t want to have anything to do with women. Marsha had soured him on relationships a lot more thoroughly than he would have been willing to admit. He had never been a great believer in undying love, but he had thought that fidelity within a marriage had its merits. At least, he had abided by it.
His wife, it had turned out, hadn’t.
His ex-wife, Pierce amended, taking a drag of the waning cigarette in his hand. Bitterness still welled up like a hot, jagged ball of fire within his chest whenever he thought of Marsha and the way he had found her. The way he had discovered that their marriage had become an annoying inconvenience to her.
Bringing his thumb and forefinger together, he pitched his cigarette onto the cement and ground it out. And with it, temporarily, all thoughts of Marsha. Because that created a black void he didn’t care for, Pierce filled it with thoughts of Amanda.
She fit the space better.
He had watched her all during the game. Amanda had long, lean limbs and a body a man could find comfort in, comfort and a few hours of merciful oblivion.
That was the best a man like him could hope for, Pierce thought philosophically. And it was enough.
Yes, he thought about her a lot. Amanda Foster was not the type of woman who was easily dislodged from a man’s mind once embedded. And she had been embedded from the first time he had seen her in action at the studio. There was something admirable about the way she went about her job. It was a refreshing change. The female newscasters he knew were more interested in the way they looked than in the copy they were reading.
A mirthless smile creased his generous mouth. That was true of most male newscasters as well. The all-seeing eye of the television monitor made people paranoid about their appearance. The high level of competition for each position had the newscasters looking over their shoulders and guarding their backs. There was always someone more commanding, more attractive in the wings, waiting to take over at the slightest falter. Like hungry vultures circling a dying man.
So far, Amanda hadn’t faltered. That was because she took her work so seriously. She didn’t seem susceptible to the vanities that beset their business. Instead, she appeared obsessed with doing a good job to the exclusion of all else. Pierce had only been at K-DAL for six months, but she had won his grudging admiration right from the beginning.
But not everyone saw it that way. Pierce was aware of the fact that she had her detractors. The copy editor disliked her. Amanda hounded him for her copy hours before the broadcast. She wanted to be familiar with her script. Often she’d edit out what she didn’t care for. And Pierce knew that the station manager hated her. Independent thinkers weren’t cherished, as a rule. Amanda wasn’t a team player, except for maybe today.
It made her different, interesting. And it didn’t hurt that she had the kind of body that just wouldn’t quit, he mused, mentally peeling off her clothing as he watched her on the bench.
A damn good body.
He suspected that was the reason the station manager disliked her so much. Because she wouldn’t share it with him. It was no secret that John Grimsley lusted after Amanda. He was in a position to make things easy for her as long as she assumed the position. Amanda, Pierce had heard, had politely, coldly, told Grimsley to go to hell.
A cry went up as the six o’clock weatherman, Sol Webster, connected with a badly pitched ball. Scrambling, the dark-skinned man stretched his long legs and raced for first base as the shortstop and the outfielder each decided to let the other catch the ball. It landed on the ground between them, untouched. Webster raced for second as both men hurried to rectify their error and smashed heads. Webster threw himself over second base as a precautionary measure. He was safe. And dirty.
Pierce gave an obligatory whistle and cheer.
He noticed Amanda shifting uncomfortably as she slid along the bench and closer to her turn at bat. Amanda was a puzzle with significant pieces missing. Pierce had a fondness for puzzles. All he had to work with in this case was studio hearsay. It was minimal at best. He knew where she had been, but not who she was. Her studio bio was brief. She was divorced, had a young son, and had come to K-DAL three months before he had. She had left a position as anchorwoman on the late-night news at a local station in Taos, New Mexico. Before then, she had been at a string of even smaller stations.
The words could have fit anyone. They didn’t begin to explain who and what Amanda Foster was. He took another pull of his bottle. Maybe it was better that way. Hell, if he didn’t know her as a person, there was less chance of getting involved. He had made a strict promise to himself not to get involved again. It wasn’t worth the trouble.
That didn’t mean, of course, that he had to remain celibate, although that state was a hell of a lot easier to maintain. Since Marsha had stripped him of the few illusions he had still harbored regarding the opposite sex, Pierce hadn’t met a woman who aroused his interest, only his appetite.
Amanda Foster might be the exception that proved the theory.
She had rebuffed his advances when he had asked her out nearly five months ago. There had been no reason attached to the rejection, just a polite, distant “No, thank you,” uttered in that sexy, contralto voice that reminded him of a black cat nibbing up against a velvet curtain.
Normally, that would have been enough to make Pierce forget about her entirely. It wasn’t as if Amanda was the world’s most ravishing beauty.
But she continued to linger in the back of his mind, like the refrain of a song that his brain wouldn’t let him forget. No, Pierce decided now, there was something more to Amanda than just looks, something far more attractive. There was an honesty to her, a spark of something that he didn’t quite know how to describe just yet, but that set her apart, made her interesting.
Made him want her.
He was patient when he had to be. And daring when the situation called for risks. His stint as foreign correspondent had demonstrated that. His job and an assorted number of wars and politely termed “conflicts” where just as many people died as in battles labeled “wars” had given him a blase attitude about life in general and sex in particular.
At the age of thirty-two, Pierce had few illusions about people. The ideals he vaguely thought he had once possessed had been completely reworked long before he had ventured into manhood. He could now accept reality as it was without being unduly bitter about it. Reality was harsh, and usually cruel, without any pretty ribbons to offset the picture. He survived it because he relied on a sense of humor—sometimes black, sometimes offbeat, but humor nonetheless. It was his saving grace and kept him sane and functioning.
He looked over to where Amanda was sitting. Her long, pale blonde hair curled about her shoulders, tied back from her face with a blue ribbon. He wondered if she was wearing her usual perfume today. The distinct scent preceded her whenever she entered a room. It was a blend of sexuality and innocence that appealed to his sense of irony.
The chemistry was there, all in place. He knew something would happen between them. Something hot and potent and fleetingly satisfying. All that was needed was the right time, the right place. The right match to set to her fuse.
He could wait. He wasn’t going anywhere. At least, not yet.
Amanda pulled her hair up off her neck, wishing she still had her hair clip. She had lost it running toward third base after Kyle Anderson had hit that double. At least she thought it was called a double. Baseball didn’t interest her in the slightest. Why grown people thought it was entertaining to sit with their behinds growing numb waiting until someone with a stick hit a ball was beyond her.
When Jonathan Fennelli, the station’s PR man, had approached her about coming out today, she’d had every intention of turning him down. But he had hit her where she lived. Tall, handsome, Italian, Jonathan knew how to persuade.
“It’s not just for fun, Amanda.” He had flashed two rows of perfectly aligned teeth that had come to him thanks to the generosity of the good-humored wealthy widow who enjoyed his regular nocturnal visits. “We’re playing for charity. We’ve got a benefit game set up against the Channel Five newscasters and the money collected from attendance is all going toward the Disabled Children’s Fund. You can’t turn down a bunch of little kids, Amanda.”
She had known it was useless to argue from that point on, but she had tried. “Jon, I don’t know which end of the bat to aim.”
He had laughed, displaying the charm that had gotten him out of a tiny town in Georgia, and into a lucrative position with K-DAL. “You don’t aim it, and it’s the large end that hits the ball.”
Amanda sighed in defeat. “Not if I’m swinging it. I really think you should ask—“
“I’ve gone through everybody, Amanda,” Jon told her, taking her hands in his familiar supplicatory fashion. “But Chuck pulled a tendon and is going to be out of condition for the game and I can’t get Egan to budge.”
That had sounded about right. Egan Simeon was gaining weight lately. A lot of it. He had been sampling far too much at the restaurants he reviewed for the Friday features. She suppressed a grin.
Jon’s soulful brown eyes began to shine. “Ah, you’re weakening, I can see it.”
“Jon, I don’t—“
“Don’t” was a word Jonathan didn’t allow to get in his way. “No” was another. 
“Please? I’d take it as a personal favor, and it would look good in your personnel file.”
So she had agreed, not because she cared about notes in her personnel file, but because she couldn’t bring herself to say no to the cause they were playing for.
Now she wished she had.
She could be sitting in her air-conditioned home, listening to Carla moan about how homesick she was, or hearing Christopher scream with glee as he found something new to shatter. Even those irritants seemed welcome right now in the face of the oppressive heat and her public humiliation.
She didn’t do humiliation well. Or humility, as her father had pointed out time and again. He was good at that, pointing out what he referred to as her failings. From early childhood, Amanda had known that she was a disappointment to Henry A. Foster because she wasn’t as malleable as her mother was. A disappointment because she hadn’t gone to law school the way he had wanted her to, with the ultimate goal of joining his firm. A disappointment because of a hundred different reasons that had grown too numerous to catalogue.
Amanda sighed as she thought of the slight, slender man with iron-gray hair and patrician features that inspired trust and respect in clients and juries across the country. Trust and respect, but not love.
Old Henry wouldn’t have known what to do with it if he had it. Her mother had loved him to the last breath in her body and he had treated her with the same indifference that he showed to the lowest clerk in his office.
Henry Foster’s treatment of his wife had been a bone of contention between father and daughter. The last time Amanda had seen her father was four years ago, at Sondra Foster’s funeral. He hadn’t shed a single tear, hadn’t behaved as if someone who had shared thirty years of his life had passed away. There was no grief, no emotion, almost no interest. Only a show of duty. The rift between Amanda and her father had grown immeasurable in the space of that afternoon.
Amanda had left home that same afternoon, with her father’s prophecy of failure ringing in her ears.
Her father definitely wouldn’t have understood roasting in the sun, “making a public spectacle of herself”’ either, she thought now, not even for a good cause.
Almost in defiance, Amanda stuck out her chin and tried to pay attention to the game. God, she wished she had something to drink. The inning progressed in slow motion. Hernandez hit a single. That left just Rafferty between Amanda and her turn at the bat.
Time to strike out again, she thought wryly.
“You look as if you could use this.”
Amanda started, surprised that someone had come up so close to her without her having heard him. Shading her eyes, she looked up. Pierce Alexander was standing next to her, his tall, well-muscled body blotting out the sun. He would have liked that image, she thought. He was offering her a bottle of soda.
Beware of investigative reporters bearing gifts, she mused.
But the orange soda looked tempting. As did, she thought with a critical eye, the man who was offering it. She knew there were a lot of women at the station ready and willing to catch Pierce Alexander’s eye. A lot of women who would probably think she was crazy because she was trying to avoid him.
But a lot of women didn’t have her drive, her goals, or her temperament. And they didn’t have her background. She’d been burned enough.
The last thing she needed was a smoldering male in her life who thought life was the biggest joke of all.
Though he was good-looking in a dark, dangerous sort of way, that didn’t negate the fact that she found him exasperating. He went about his job in an entirely different fashion than she did. While she struggled, he leaned back. And frequently enough, their results were about equal.
Because of his looks, Pierce received more recognition than she did, even though hers was the prime spot on the air. Last month, a popular women’s magazine had run a contest asking women to write in and name the man they would most like to be marooned on a desert island with. Pierce had come in third.
As far as she was concerned, he came in dead last. She had more important things to do than opt for a quick tumble between the sheets, satin or otherwise. And that was all, rumor had it, that the man was interested in. Quick, impersonal sex with no strings. Well, she had strings, and they were all going to stay tied.
Raging thirst or not, she ignored the bottle of soda. “No, thank you,” she answered, turning her face away.



Chapter Two
 
On any other day, Pierce would have just shrugged and walked away, disinterested. But that was just it. He wasn’t disinterested. So instead, he eased his six-foot frame next to Amanda on the bench. Ken Riley shifted aside to make room.
It amused Pierce that she stiffened ever so slightly, as if she was bracing for something. Maybe they both were, he thought.
“Is that all you can say to me?” he asked.
Ignoring him obviously wasn’t going to work. So she turned and looked at him. “What?”
He took another long pull on the bottle. Amanda watched, despite herself, as his mouth drew away from the lip of the bottle. Though unintentional, it was still a very sensual act. She flexed her shoulders, feeling the tension heighten.
Pierce looked at her for a long moment before explaining. “That’s what you said to me when I asked you out. ‘No, thank you.’”
“I was taught to be polite.” Taught was the wrong word. It had been drummed into her head, time and again, she thought, turning away. She was raised to be polite, so as not to reflect badly on her father and embarrass him.
The count was three and two. One more pitch and she’d be up, one way or another. The tension progressed from her shoulders in a ragged path down to her stomach.
Her face was shiny with perspiration. For some reason, that aroused him. She’d probably look that way, he mused, after having hot sex. And someday, he was going to find out if his estimation was accurate.
“Were you taught to be stubborn, too?”
The man didn’t give up, did he? It was what made him a good reporter, she supposed. It also made him damn annoying. She waved away a fly that buzzed by her head.
“Turning down a soda is not being stubborn.”
And turning you down is being smart, she added silently.
He liked the slight flash in her eyes as annoyance registered there. She was doing a slow burn now, like a curling iron that had been left on to heat up. He found that attractive and had no idea why. It made no sense, but then, people rarely did. And he was a card-carrying member of the species.
“It is if you’re thirsty.”
Go away, Alexander. She dug in obstinately. “Who says I’m thirsty?”
The laugh was short, mirthless, and, she felt, at her expense.
“In this heat, lady, the buildings are thirsty. Here. I haven’t got anything that’s catching.” Pierce took her hands and put them around the neck of the bottle, wrapping his own over them for a brief second.
It was enough. It wasn’t only the pavement beyond the park that was sizzling.
His crystal-blue eyes mocked her gently, as if daring her to run away. Daring her to stay. Her eyes held his as she took the barest of sips, her lips touching the opening of the bottle where his lips had been just a fraction of a second before.
It was stupid to suppose she felt something. And yet, she couldn’t really deny that she had. There had been a jolt, a streak of electricity. Something. The skin on the back of her neck prickled.
Just the heat. Pure and simple.
Her stomach knotted. Okay, maybe not that simple. And not that kind of heat.
She blew out a small breath as she lowered the bottle, hardly having drunk at all.
Pierce had something that was catching, all right, or at least dangerous. She was not blind to the fact that he had his own brand of charm. It was different from Jon’s. Jon’s was easy to detect. Jon’s was blatant, and as such it was harmless. Jon was affable, funny. He didn’t make her feel uneasy, as if nuclear warheads were about to go off all along the coastline.
Pierce did.
Pierce’s charm went deeper, ran a subtler course. Maybe it wasn’t even charm at all, but something more. Amanda had seen him out in the field with the cameramen. Had seen him talking to people at the scene of a disaster. He had a way of saying a few words and getting people to trust him, getting them to talk to him when they might have completely shut out someone else. It wasn’t so much what he said as the way he said it. His manner drew people out. It offered them a sympathetic ear, sanctuary, whatever they needed at the moment.
And yet, despite all that, there was something about the man that threatened her, that threatened her peace of mind. Made her restless without her being able to put it into words. It was like pouring vodka into a bowl of punch. She couldn’t smell it, couldn’t see it. But she knew it was there.
“The best way to drink,” Pierce began slowly when she made no move to do so, “is to lift the bottle to your lips and tilt it. Otherwise, the relationship never gets off the ground.”
In a heartbeat, as everything grew still around her, he leaned forward and lightly touched the outline of her mouth with his finger, as if to reinforce his words.
The day became ten degrees hotter.
Amanda pulled back. Her lips burned as if he had used the tip of a match to touch her instead of his finger. It took her a moment to find her tongue.
“Maybe that’s the whole idea.”
From a million miles away, she heard Jon’s voice calling her. “Amanda, I said it’s your turn.”
With a sudden burst of energy, Amanda thrust the bottle back into Pierce’s hand, grateful for the excuse to break eye contact. She felt like a mongoose escaping a deadly cobra.
She rubbed her damp palms against the back of her shorts. It didn’t help. Amanda could feel Pierce watching her as she stepped up to the plate.
With a sigh of resignation, she took the bat from Jon’s hands. “Are you sorry you talked me into this yet?” God knew she was sorry he had.
“Not yet,” he laughed. ‘We’re still leading.”
No thanks to me.
Amanda wound her fingers around the bat the way Paul had coached her. Another trickle of sweat slid down from her forehead and zigzagged along the hollow of her cheek. Her throat felt parched, dry. It was the only part of her that was.
“Strike one!” the tall, reedy man behind her in the umpire’s suit announced.
Damn, she hadn’t even moved a muscle. The ball had appeared low when it had come sailing toward her. Paul had told her to only hit the ones that looked as if they were going to smash her chest.
Amanda rotated one stiff shoulder, trying to get comfortable. She was dirty, grimy; the bat felt as if it weighed a ton; her eyelashes were sweating. And for some unknown reason, Pierce Alexander was stalking her. It was not her definition of a good day.
She took a swing at the next ball and missed it by a huge margin.
“Strike two!”
Amanda glanced at Jon, who patiently shook his head.
For one irrational moment, she felt like feeding the bat to him. It was his fault she was in this ridiculous situation in the first place.
No, Amanda, she upbraided herself the next moment, it’s your own fault. No one was responsible for what she did or didn’t do but her. That was the way it had been since she was twelve and made up her mind not to be manipulated for anyone’s benefit any longer. She had no one to blame but herself for standing here, dripping while she waved a stick impotentlv through the thick air.
She watched the pitcher, the six o’clock anchorman on the other station, wind up. The confident, five-thousand-dollar smile he wore told her that she was as good as out. For one brief, futile moment, she wished for Jose Canseco’s eye, but there was no use fighting the inevitable.
The pitch came. Amanda swung. And missed.
Her side had two outs.
When she returned to the bench, Pierce was still there. There were three other batters on the bench, but she saw only him. Only he annoyed her.
As she approached, he shook his head. Undoubtedly, something male and decidedly chauvinistic was about to come forth, she thought. She was already tuning him out when he opened his mouth.
“Want some advice?”
The smile she wore for the camera’s benefit, the one without any emotion behind it, fell into place. “I’ll pass, thanks.”
She could be cold when she wanted to be, he thought. And he’d be willing to place a large bet that she could be just the reverse if a man were to press the right buttons.
Finding the buttons was the challenge.
“Your form is all wrong,” Pierce told her as if she had enthusiastically accepted his offer.
Amanda let out a short breath and raised her chin.
“Not the obvious one,” Pierce continued, the soft burr of a southern accent evident in his voice. She knew that Pierce was from Georgia, but he usually kept his accent under control. It obviously suited his purpose to let it seep around his words now, like a fog wrapping itself around the coastline as it rolled in at dusk.
A lazy smile curved his lips as his eyes rolled over her body. “I don’t think there’s much room for improvement there.”
“Thank you for sharing that,” she said icily. She started to walk away.
Pierce caught her hand. She glared at him accusingly, reluctant to cause a scene in front of so many people. But she would if she had to.
He spoke in a soft, moderate cadence, as if they were exchanging recipes for tall, cool drinks to be shared under the shade of an old magnolia tree. “But you’re holding the bat all wrong.” There was a bat leaning against the bench, and he picked it up. “Here, take this.”
She resisted the temptation to use it in a distinctly unsportsmanlike fashion. “Look, I am—“
“Going to be stubborn about this, too, I can see, but everybody should know how to hold a bat.” He shoved it into her hands.
She wrapped her hands around it as if it were a weapon. “Why?”
“It’s the American way.” Amused, he winked.
She watched as he ran a hand through his dark hair. She personally knew of seven women at the studio who would have loved to have done the same, or been the recipient of that wink. If Ryan, her plastic-perfect co-anchor, got a sackful of mail, Pierce’s mail seemed to breed in the mail room. His loyal fans were increasing at a steady rate, slain by his slate-blue eyes, the cleft in his chin, and the way he tended to smile during each broadcast, a combination of bad little boy and lover at the same time. That quality was not lost on her.
“I don’t think our national borders will be in jeopardy if I never learn to hold a bat correctly.” She shoved the bat back to him.
He didn’t accept it. “You’d be surprised. Here, let me show you.”
Before she could stop him, he was behind her, his arms covering hers. She felt his chest, broad and hard, pressing against her back. The smell of sweat and cologne combined to yield something tantalizingly male and dangerous.
He moved his face closer, close enough for her to feel his cheek near hers. Close enough to make her want to feel his cheek against hers.
Uh-uh.
Amanda gritted her teeth together, noting with chagrin that an entire section in the bleachers was taking this performance in. “I thought you were going to show me how to hold the bat,” she said, “not waltz with it.”
“Do you?”
She twisted within his arms and realized her mistake. She had managed to twist against his entire torso. Contact had to be at a minimum. “Do I what?”
“Do you waltz?” He could see her, gliding sensuously to three-quarter time. The image was soothing and arousing at the same time.
Why was he doing this to her? Was it some sort of game that gave him a perverse sense of satisfaction? “I know how, if that’s what you mean.”
“What else do you know how to do, Amanda Foster?”
“I know how to hit a man in his solar plexus with the point of my elbow,” she answered sweetly. “Care to learn first hand?”
He moved his head back slightly and released his hold on her arms. “I’d like to learn a lot of things about you, Mandy. But none of them involve combat.”
Mandy. No one had ever called her Mandy except for Brenda, her parents’ housekeeper. The only person who had ever made time for her as a child. She didn’t want him to call her Mandy, didn’t want anything nearly that personal between them. He belonged on the outside of her circle, not within it.
“Well then, you’re out of luck. Combat is the only thing you’re going to get out of me,” she informed him tersely, still keeping her smile in place for the benefit of those who were watching.
She didn’t like the way his smile slowly spread over his lips, as if he knew something she didn’t. “We’ll see.”
Another cheer went up. Jon, on the sidelines, pounded someone Amanda didn’t recognize on the back. Ken Riley, the eleven o’clock sportscaster, had made a solid connection with the ball and sent it flying, driving in two more runs.
Riley ran loose-limbed and awkwardly, like a baby giraffe just gaining its legs, Pierce thought, watching the young man. “It looks as if Riley knows how to play a good game as well as talk it,” Pierce commented.
He was still close enough for Amanda to feel his words vibrating against her ear. And she didn’t want to hear them. Or feel them.
She attempted to move away and realized that, though lax, Pierce’s hold on her arms was still firm. “I’m going to dissolve in a puddle if you don’t let me go.”
She heard his laugh as it rumbled deep in his throat. “Why, Mandy, I didn’t know you felt that way.”
“The heat, Alexander,” she said through gritted teeth. “The heat.”
She could all but feel his smile. “You noticed it too, eh?”
Her frustration was welling up. And yet, something small and almost intangible within her didn’t really want to break contact.
It’s been too long between men, Amanda, she told herself sternly.
But it was going to have to be even longer. Pierce Alexander was not her choice of bed partners. Choosing him would be tantamount to picking up a revolver and playing Russian roulette with six loaded chambers. She had no taste for trouble. She’d had more than enough of it in her life. A spate of tranquillity would be nice for a change.
Someone behind them was elaborately clearing his throat. As they turned simultaneously, Jon walked up. “Our side’s retired, you two. Are you going to wrestle or play ball?”
Jon made no effort to hide his surprise at this unexpected coupling. He had been under the assumption that, though attractive and friendly up to a point, nothing except ice water ran through Amanda Foster’s veins.
Well, well, well. Jon felt his own hormones stirring with promise.
“Actually we’re going to—“ Pierce began, an amused spark entering his eyes.
“Play ball,” Amanda concluded, breaking free of his hold. The bat fell on the ground, unheeded. Grabbing her glove from under the bench, Amanda ran out onto the field without so much as a backward glance.
She didn’t have to look to know Pierce was watching her. She knew.
“You’re going to strike out, you know.” Jon tossed Pierce his glove. It irked Jon that Pierce attracted women without any effort. Jon had never liked sharing center stage. Or coming in second in anything.
Pierce pulled his cap down over his eyes. “Never consider the game to be over until after the last ball’s been thrown.” And he hadn’t even wound up for the pitch yet, Pierce thought, watching the sway of Amanda’s hips as she took the field.
Jon shrugged, broad shoulders courtesy of a Nautilus machine from his enamored wealthy widow rising and falling. “It’s your funeral.”
Pierce arched a brow, still looking in Amanda’s direction. From here she was all long, tan legs topped off with white shorts that barely qualified for the term. He envisioned those same legs wrapped tightly around him, her low voice moaning his name.
“Yeah, it is. Might be worth the price at that.”
Jon smiled as they parted at second base, but he didn’t mean it.
“Care to go somewhere and celebrate?” Pierce asked Amanda as they ran off the field for the last time forty-five minutes later. They had beaten the rival news station by one run. All around them grown men and women were hugging and cheering. The heat and misery were all but forgotten in light of the victory.
She shook her head. “I didn’t do anything to contribute,” she pointed out.
Pierce shrugged carelessly. “You showed up.”
“That might have cost us a run or two.”
Pierce laughed as they reached the bench. “You take things far too seriously, Mandy.”
She sidestepped an enthusiastic crew member who was heading right toward her. The man threw his arms around someone else instead and hugged indiscriminately. Just beyond the fringe, the other team was licking its wounds and muttering about unfair playing conditions.
“And you don’t,” she countered, taking off her cap. She wanted a shower. Badly.
“Absolutely.” He watched as she gathered up her tote bag. Every movement had his full attention. “Life is too damn serious to take seriously.” A glint entered his eyes a moment before he looked at her face. “Think a compromise might be in the offing?”
She’d give him A-plus for determination, but that was all. She had already given. Once was enough for anyone. “Not a chance, Alexander.”
With that she slung her bag over her shoulder and started to weave her way through the tangle of bodies.
“You might be surprised,” he called after her.
She stopped only long enough to glance over her shoulder, her words as final as a judge passing sentence. “I sincerely doubt it, Alexander.”
Don’t, Pierce thought as someone grabbed and pumped his hand. Don’t count on it at all, Mandy. It won’t be today and it won’t be tomorrow, but someday, somewhere, it’ll be.



Chapter Three


Like the hot weather that wrapped itself around her body, refusing to recede, thoughts of Pierce stubbornly clung to Amanda’s mind. His image persisted and hovered, his smile just the slightest bit crooked, his eyes slipping the clothing from her slick body. Phantomlike, he followed her all the way home.
In her mind, he looked exactly the way he had in the park when he had surrounded her with his arms. Sensual, unsettling, like a sultry tropical storm that was about to break.
The memory made her even more irritable than the miserable weather did. And itchy. That strange itch that had no origin and existed without an epicenter. It was just there, haunting her. Making her uncomfortable. Refusing to be placated.
Or denied.
The sun beat down unmercifully. The air-conditioning in her car was no match for the hot, glaring sun. She had it turned up high and still it felt sticky. This was hardly more bearable than sitting on that bench, waiting for her turn at bat. Again, her thoughts jumped to Pierce. Her body became tense, rigid as she tried to cleanse her mind.
Amanda squirmed in her seat. Damn that smug son of a bitch anyway; she didn’t need this.
She opened her glove compartment, reached in, and pulled out a handful of orange jelly beans. Waiting until after she made a right turn, she popped them into her mouth. She would have preferred a chocolate bar. One with nuts. A strong love for chocolate was a weakness she shared with her son. But on a day like today, a chocolate bar in the glove compartment would have been nothing more than a brown mess by the time she had a chance to get to it. So Amanda took what she could get. What was important right now was the sugar.
All the jelly beans did was make her vaguely nauseous.
What she needed, she thought in desperation, was a really cold shower and perhaps even a short nap, circumstances and Christopher permitting.
Amanda’s lips curved in anticipation as she brought her car up the short driveway. If she tried hard, she could almost feel the cold spray hitting her body, invigorating it. That’s what she needed, what she wanted, a cold shower and a rest, not some man’s hands all over her. She gritted her teeth as she swung her legs out of the car. A little sleep might even make a new woman out of her. The old one was feeling frazzled around the edges and put upon these days.
She slammed the car door shut and slowly rotated her neck. She could feel the kinks throughout her neck and shoulders, like so many small, hard marbles.
Maybe a long nap, she amended.
Nurturing a small glimmer of hope that her son might actually be sleeping, making her own rest an attainable possibility, Amanda inserted her key into the front door lock.
It was a modest house compared to what she had once been accustomed to. Three bedrooms and a den the size of a walk-in closet, but it suited her needs. More than that, it suited her pocket. Or what Jeff had seen fit to leave in her pocket before he had divorced her.
A bitter smile twisted her lips as it always did when she thought of her ex-husband. Gone, but not forgotten. Unfortunately. Jeff had granted her the divorce on the sole condition that she give up all claim to their house and to whatever money he hadn’t managed to squander away that was still in their joint bank account. The fact that the money was more than half hers didn’t matter.
Or perhaps it did. Perhaps it had given Jeff his incentive to emotionally blackmail her. There was nothing else she could call what he had done. Emotional blackmail. With eyes as pale as ice caps on the Arctic Ocean, he had looked at her over dinner at an exclusive restaurant and coldly promised her one hell of a custody fight for Christopher.
Not that he wanted the boy. He had never wanted Christopher, not from the moment she had gotten pregnant. But he liked the satisfaction of winning. Winning had always meant a lot to Jeff. Almost as much as money did and just a little more than the endless parade of women who passed through his life.
A momentary image of Pierce, his light blue eyes looking down at her, flashed through her mind, and she felt a shiver forming, even as a trickle of perspiration zigzagged down between her shoulder blades.
No, she thought, raising her hair from the back of her neck, she had no use for handsome men with icy blue eyes. The man she would someday put her trust in, if she were so inclined, would look like a troll and have the heart of a prince, not the other way around. Once was more than enough to show her how flawed her judgment could be if she let looks blind her.
Amanda unlocked the front door, but it wouldn’t budge. Instead, it stuck stubbornly in the door frame. Disgusted, she applied her shoulder to the sweltering wood and pushed. The door gave.
“Carla, I’m back,” she announced loudly as she closed the door behind her.
She didn’t want Carla thinking that someone was attempting to break in. Her housekeeper took the stories on the nightly news to heart. Carla was quickly approaching the conclusion that she might be the last decent person left within the city limits. Another reason, as Carla never grew tired of pointing out, to move back to New Mexico. Taos was safe. The double locks on the door were Carla’s idea.
Amanda looked around. She was barely aware of the moan that escaped her lips. “Oh, God.”
Suddenly, she felt twice as tired as she had a moment ago. The living room was just beyond the front entrance. Right now, it looked like a war zone. A war zone belonging to a miniature soldier.
Life had been like this ever since Christopher had pulled himself up into a standing position. Actually, that was inaccurate. Christopher had never really stood. He’d galloped. Quickly. On all fours at first, then on two legs, and always leaving havoc in his wake. Despite pleas and entreaties, Carla somehow could never keep up.
Amanda didn’t feel up to this today.
Being around Pierce this afternoon had done something to her, loosened something that had been tightly coiled inside her. Maybe it was because this was the first time they had ever seen one another outside of the studio. She didn’t know the reason why; she could only guess at it. But the reason didn’t really matter. What mattered was that there had been something about the way he had looked at her that made her uneasy, like he knew things about her that she didn’t.
“Heat frustration, Mandy,” she muttered sternly. “It’s making you hallucinate.” Pierce Alexander was just an ordinary man, with a liver and spleen like everyone else.
Reasoning didn’t help.
She looked around again. She wished she were hallucinating this mess. Toys, crayons, and shredded paper lay scattered as far as the eye could see, littering the floor like the multicolored aftermath of a ticker-tape parade.
Except there was nothing to celebrate.
Amanda yanked off her ribbon and shook out her hair. She spiked her hand through it. It felt gritty, just the way she did. Damn it, why did she have to be such a soft touch? If she’d been stronger, she would have just turned Jon and his bedroom eyes down. She could have spent a more useful four hours here at home.
Charity was supposed to begin at home, and home certainly did need it right about now.
Picking her way over a sprawled fighter pilot in a downed plane, Amanda crossed the threshold into the living room.
“Okay, where are you, Chris?”
As she said his name, she saw him. Her son was balancing himself on his tiptoes. Dusty red sneakers nibbed intimately against beige cushions. He was trying to keep from sinking into the L-shaped sofa that was flush against the far back wall. His object of attack was a large painting that hung just above the sofa. Amanda’s favorite.
Painting was a hobby that used to soothe her, when she’d had the time for it. This one she had painted in happier times. It was a spray of bright blue, red, and yellow flowers centered on a stark white field. The colors were warm and promising.
Muffin, a semiwhite toy poodle, was barking incessantly, cheering Christopher on from the floor. As if the boy needed encouragement.
Oh, damn.
Amanda swallowed the oath as she dashed across the room. Christopher loved to pick flowers. The denuded front yard bore silent testimony to his newly acquired hobby. Well, he wasn’t picking these, she thought with a surge of triumph. She snatched her son away from his target just as his chocolate-smeared fingers were about to make indelible contact.
Frustration passed over the child’s face like a rain cloud threatening a sudden downpour. Just as quickly, it disappeared.
“Mama.” Christopher twisted around in her arms to look up at her. “You here.”
She laughed at the perplexed note of surprise. “Yes, I’m here. And just in time, I see.”
Still holding Christopher, she sank down onto the sofa. It was like trying to hold on to a bale of wiggling worms. Christopher was all arms and legs as he mistook her attempt to restrain him for another kind of game.
It was hard to stay annoyed with her son when he looked so pleased to see her. But Amanda was bone-tired and the mess in the room looked insurmountable.
She tightened her hold around Christopher as the heel of his sneaker made sharp contact with her knee. Amanda winced. “Don’t you ever stop?”
She received no answer, but then, she hadn’t expected one. At two, Christopher’s vocabulary consisted of a limited number of words, the most frequently used being “uh-oh.” It was, Amanda thought, quite appropriate at this stage of his life. On the whole, he was too busy doing to spend time talking.
Like a budding Houdini, Christopher managed to twist out of her arms. Scrambling to his feet, using her body as if it were a mere stepping-stone created solely for his benefit, he directed his attention to the painting again.
“That’s what I like about you, Chris. You never give up. Get that from your mom, you know.”
Amanda rose and scooped her son up. This time he protested a little more strongly. She ignored him. Tucking him under her arm like a dangling, motorized rag doll, she went in search of Carla. Muffin followed, yipping all the way.
“Watch it, dog,” she warned, “or I’ll step on you.”
Uncertain, the dog scurried around in a circle until he was directly behind her.
Christopher was making self-satisfied noises as she crossed the room, heading toward the kitchen. He was pointing to the floor with the sort of pride one would expect from a master craftsman.
Amanda looked down. Batman was locked in mortal combat with one of GI Joe’s men. From the looks of it, each had lost a limb.
“Yes, I see them. Quite a mess you’ve made, isn’t it?” Amanda gingerly stepped around an overturned dump truck. “Where’s your keeper?”
The answer to her question came almost instantly.
She heard the rapid flow of Spanish sprinkled with a seasoning of English here and there. The voice was coming from the kitchen.
With a resigned sigh, Amanda walked into the room, knowing exactly what she would find. Carla Nunez was hunched over the long, gray-tiled counter, holding the base of the telephone against her stomach.
Carla’s bouts of homesickness were making the phone company rich, Amanda thought.
Her dark eyes filled with surprise as Carla looked toward the doorway. The volume of her voice dropped to a near whisper.
“Uh-oh. Yo no puedo hablar mas, Mama,” she murmured into the receiver. “Ella esta aqui.”
“Uh-oh,” Christopher echoed, crowing the word.
Getting his second wind, he began to flap wildly again. Amanda set him down on the floor, too exhausted to try to restrain him any longer. Like a released rubber band that was tethered on one end, Christopher shot back into the living room with a triumphant squeal.
“Yes, she is here,” Amanda repeated Carla’s words to her in English.
With a sheepish grin, Carla hung up the telephone.
“And she’s not happy,” Amanda concluded.
For a moment, Amanda lost her struggle with her temper. She waved her hand angrily toward the living room. “What is all this, Carla? He’s only two years old. Can’t you keep up with a two-year-old?” She scowled at the telephone. “Maybe if you weren’t on the damn phone all the time, you could stay ahead of him once in a while.”
Carla bit her full lower lip as she bowed her head. Tears shimmered on her thick black lashes.



Chapter Four


Amanda sighed as guilt nibbled at her. She wasn’t up to guilt at the moment. She certainly hadn’t meant to make Carla cry. Regret flooded her. Now she felt like a bully.
She laid her arm around the twenty-year-old’s shoulders as comfortingly as possible. “I’m sorry. Don’t cry, Carla. I didn’t mean to lose my temper. I’ve had a rotten morning.”
Carla raised her head. A small smile of absolution lifted the corners of her wide mouth. “Yeah, me too.”
Pressing her lips together, Amanda struggled to get control of her irritability. Why wouldn’t this feeling leave? It couldn’t be just the weather. This was far from the first day of heat and humidity she had experienced. She had to be feeling this way because she had made a fool of herself in front of people.
What was needed was humor. She looked for it now as she led the way into the living room.
Humor or not, the room looked every bit as awful as it had a minute ago.
She saw a dinosaur lying on its side and didn’t have the strength to pick it up. “So when does the board of health come to condemn the house?”
Carla simply lifted her wide shoulders in reply. Amanda collapsed onto the far side of sofa.
Her eyes were immediately drawn to Christopher. Her son was back at it, tottering on the edge of the sofa, fingers outstretched, reaching for his goal. This time it was Carla who pulled him away. He shrieked in protest, but remained on the floor.
There were times when his tenacity was a little wearing, Amanda thought. She looked around wearily for something to distract him. Oversized blocks were sticking out of the rubble.
She pointed to them. “Make a house for Mommy to move into, honey, since this one’s such a mess.”
Christopher threw himself into the task with glee.
At Amanda’s comment, a guilty flush crept up to tint Carla’s ruddy complexion. She murmured something under her breath in Spanish, careful not to utter the words too loudly, and sank to her knees. Using her apron as a sack, she began gathering up the multitude of toys. It looked as if every single toy in the huge box that stood in the corner had found its way to the floor.
“You’re home early.” Carla took the first armload and deposited the toys with a careless crash into the box.
Christopher looked up, a protest hovering on his rosebud lips. But then he just shrugged and went back to creating a tottering castle. The strap on his bright red coveralls slipped off his shoulder. He yanked at it and a button flew across the room. Amanda could only watch its flight and sigh.
Carla looked over her shoulder. Amanda wasn’t answering her. She tried again. “I thought you’d be gone for at least another hour.”
“We got lucky,” she answered. “The other team played worse than we did.”
Carla saw this as a reason to be happy, not sad. “Then why was your day rotten?’
If she was being completely honest with herself, there was a very basic answer to that. Amanda voiced it aloud. “Because Pierce Alexander was in it.”
At the mention of the investigative reporter, Carla forgot about the toys and visibly melted. She looked at the woman who was half her employer, half her surrogate mother, though Amanda was only eight years older. Sympathy filled her deep brown eyes.
“He ignored you?”
Amanda thought of the look in Pierce’s hypnotic eyes and felt something unwanted stir. It had been over three years since she had slept with a man. She certainly didn’t want Pierce to be the one to overturn that, even though she recognized a very basic strong pull between them. Lust wasn’t her style.
“I wish he had.”
Carla scowled, completely lost. “I don’t understand.”
That makes two of us.
“It’s too complicated to explain.” Amanda rubbed the back of her neck with her hand. She still needed that shower. Badly.
Amanda tried to will energy into her wilted body. She got as far as shifting in her seat. “Well, if I can get up enough oomph, I’m heading for the shower.”
Fisting her hands on either side of her, she dug into the sofa and propelled herself forward.
Carla nodded absently as she continued scooping very worn-looking residents of Sesame Street into the folds of her apron. She sat down on the floor and tucked her legs under her.
As Amanda left the room, Carla glanced over her shoulder at her. “Christopher is really hell on wheels, you know.”
Amanda found that she wasn’t too exhausted to grin fondly as she looked in his direction. “Yes, I know.”
At the moment, Christopher looked completely incapable of causing any problems. Anyone looking at him now, as he concentrated on placing one block on top of another, would have said that he was the embodiment of innocence. The angelic-looking face was wreathed in springy, light brown curls. Just like his father’s.
His hair color was the only thing his father ever gave him, Amanda thought ruefully. She tried to remember if Jeff had ever so much as held the boy in his arms, even once. Not a single memory came to mind. All Christopher had ever been to her ex-husband was a pawn. A pawn he had used effectively in order to get what he wanted out of her.
Which was everything.
Amanda had no doubt that if Jeff could have used the little boy to siphon money from her father, he would have gladly done that as well. But the route to her father’s money had long since been off-limits. Henry Foster had disowned his only daughter when she had turned her back on the life he had dictated for her.
Amanda smiled cryptically. It seemed that the only thing she and her father had ever agreed on was that neither one of them liked Jeff. It had just taken her longer to reach that conclusion.
Some lessons, she knew, took time. But once they were learned, they couldn’t be unlearned.
Like the Cheshire cat, Pierce’s smile, disembodied and beguiling, floated before her. Amanda blinked twice, the second time furiously.
“Hey, something wrong?” Carla stopped in mid-swing, a plastic toy dangling from her fingers as it hovered over the opening of the toy box. She stared at Amanda quizzically. “You’ve got a funny kind of look on your face.”
“No.” Amanda shook her head. “Just preoccupied.” She rotated her shoulders, as if the feeling of pain could bring her back to reality. “I really need that shower.”
She got as far as the stairs.
Carla picked up a yellow plastic telephone and remembered. “Oh.”
Amanda gripped the banister, hoping that whatever had caught Carla’s attention was insignificant. “What?” The word was wrapped in annoyance.
“Someone called to talk to you just before you came home.”
Amanda counted to ten and waited in vain for more information. There were some things Carla was good at. Taking messages wasn’t one of them. Carla hadn’t been functioning at full capacity since they’d arrived in Dallas. She blamed it on homesickness.
Amanda tried to remember what it was like to feel homesick and couldn’t. She had never really had a home or a home life that she had felt attached to. Certainly not like Carla’s. Carla’s family numbered in the double digits. The warmth, Amanda had seen firsthand, was an exponential by-product.
“Did this ‘someone’ have a name?” she asked Carla patiently.
“Yeah.” Carla paused. “Whitney something.” She tossed the name at Amanda as carelessly as she was throwing the toys into the box. She was busy attempting to pry Christopher away from the base of the pole lamp before he managed to topple it
“Granger?”
“Yes, that was it. Granger. Whitney Granger.” She grinned, looking as pleased with herself as she’d have been had she just given the right answer to a particularly difficult question on “Jeopardy!”
Amanda froze.
“Whitney Granger called?” After all this time, why? “You’re absolutely sure?”
“Yeah. Sure,” Carla parroted the word. Her affirmation was punctuated by the clatter of another armload of toys crashing into the box. “With a name like that, how could I forget?”
Easily, Amanda thought.
Lately, there seemed to be gaping holes in Carla’s memory. She tended to forget appointments and errands she was supposed to run. That space in her brain was cluttered with trivial information. In a subconscious attempt to fill the hollowness in her life left by the absence of her family, Carla had adopted the residents of a soap opera. She knew every one of the actors in “As the World Turns” and the characters they played. Not only their names, but each of their individual histories.
Her only saving grace was that Carla truly loved Christopher. In the long run, for Amanda, that was all that really mattered.
But Amanda’s mind wasn’t on Carla’s strengths and weaknesses right now. It was on Whitney. The mention of his name immediately conjured up a collage of memories framed in affection. He was once the most promising automobile executive Detroit had ever produced. Having left his mark on no less than all three of the top corporations, he’d struck out on his own four years ago to begin his own company.
That was Whitney Granger, the public figure. Handsome, dynamic, forceful. A leader.
But Amanda knew him on a far more personal level. Whitney was one of her father’s clients. And one of his friends. How someone as charismatic and genuinely warm as Whitney could possibly find common ground with a dour, straitlaced criminal lawyer like her father was beyond Amanda.
Yet there he had been, Sunday after Sunday, in her father’s house, at his table like an honored son. Charming her mother, bringing the only trace of a smile to her father’s lips Amanda had ever seen. And rapidly becoming Amanda’s hero, her knight in shining armor. She had been, she mused lingering at the foot of the stairs, more than half in love with him for years.
He had known it, she suspected, and had been too kind to squelch it and too honorable to take advantage of the fact, though there was a time when she, young and impressionable, would have gladly given him anything he would have asked of her. She had fantasized about him hour after hour in her room, creating scenarios that were alternately sweet and tender, torrid and passionate.
Nothing ever came to pass.
Whitney was fifteen years her senior and had always been the most wonderful man she had ever known. With a warm stir, she remembered that he had given her her very first corsage and her first kiss, a chaste peck on the cheek. But it had still counted, and it resided in a special place in her heart.
Just as he did.
Although he worked predominantly in Detroit, he had roots in disparate parts of the country. He’d grown up in fairly modest circumstances, though his mother’s side of the family were Whitneys who boasted Senator Whitney in their number.
“I was named after my mother’s family name,” he’d once explained to her. “I think she thought the connection would give me a sense of class my father’s side of the family couldn’t.” He’d laughed. “Poor Mother. I don’t think it took.”
 In later years, he maintained a home in Los Angeles yet had somehow managed to be there for the important times in her life.
Or maybe they were important because he had been there to share them with her. He had been the one to encourage her to follow her heart and become a reporter even when her father had sternly forbidden it.
Busy with his own life, he had tried to act as a go-between to smooth things over between Amanda and her father. But in this one effort, he’d failed. It had bothered him, she remembered. And he had made her promise that if she ever wanted for anything, she would call on him.
She never did, even though she had wanted to. Because by then, he was married.
Though he had been a vivid part of her formative years, after marrying Alicia Buchanan, he had kept in touch only through cards and an occasional letter. It had hurt, but by then she’d been well on her way to creating her own career, her own world.
Through mutual acquaintances, Amanda had heard that Whitney had purchased a house in Dallas, but they had not gotten together in the nine months that she had been living here. She’d been busy, and she had assumed that Alicia was at the root of Whitney’s not calling.
It seemed very odd that he should call her now, out of the blue.
A premonition zipped through her, keen and fast. Ordinarily, Amanda would have been overjoyed to receive a telephone call from Whitney. She loved talking to him. But the huge lapse in time since she’d heard from him created this nameless dread that refused to dissolve.
She was being silly.
Shaking herself free of the feeling, Amanda stepped into the living room again. Whole sections of carpet, in between islands of toys, were emerging. Carla was slowly making headway.
“Did he leave a number?”
Carla didn’t turn around. Like a bulldozer that had been placed in high gear, she pressed on, tossing toys into the box.
“It’s on the blackboard in the kitchen—unless Christopher erased it. He was trying to eat the chalk this morning.”
Amanda merely nodded. Christopher’s eating habits had long since ceased to surprise her. Spiders were his favorite treat, right after chocolate, and he periodically split a can of beef-flavored dog food with Muffin, eating it right out of the dog’s dish.
She glanced toward the kitchen, undecided. Part of her wanted to dash off and call Whitney immediately. Feeling like the little girl she once was, she longed to hear his voice. But her thoughts were colliding into one another as jarringly as Christopher’s blocks had been a moment earlier. Amanda knew she needed a few minutes to gather them together. Those minutes could best be spent under the direct aim of a shower head. With a sudden, unexpected burst of energy, she took the stairs two at a time.
Hooded brown eyes regarded Amanda with keen interest from across the room as she entered the kitchen ten minutes later. Humming to herself, Carla moved about the counter, gathering ingredients to prepare dinner. She was preparing one of Amanda’s favorite Mexican dishes, one that required patience and time.
Carla’s mild expression didn’t fool Amanda. She knew Carla was always on the lookout for another romance, fictional or real.
The number was on the blackboard. Amanda hunted through the “everything drawer,” where miscellaneous items went to die. She found an almost-dried-up pen, but no paper. She tore off a section of paper towel and wrote on that.
Carla looked at Amanda, disappointed. “You’re not making the call here?”
“Christopher’s too noisy for me to concentrate.” Amanda pointed to her son, who was busy dragging out pots from the cupboards.
Taking the paper towel, she closeted herself in the den. There wasn’t a lot of free space in the room, but she wanted privacy, at least for the moment.
She rarely kept things from Carla. In the eighteen months the woman had been with her, Amanda had come to regard Carla as more family than employee. But this was an exception.
Amanda dropped the ragged piece of paper towel on the desk and eased herself into the swivel chair. Despite the air-conditioning, the leather felt the slightest bit clammy against her bare legs and back. There was no reason for her to feel this nervous. Maybe she hadn’t gotten over her teenage crush on Whitney after all, at least not totally, despite the years that had passed.
She shook her head. Her hormones were definitely getting out of hand. “First Alexander, now Whitney. Mandy, you have got to start dating again, before you jump on the next man who smiles at you.”
Amanda could just hear the trailer now: “Five o’clock anchorwoman attacks pizza delivery boy outside of house. Story and pictures at eleven.”
And wouldn’t the station manager just love to hear that? Grimsley had been eager to find a reason to break her contract since she had threatened to take him to court on harassment charges if he didn’t cease literally backing her into corners.
Smiling, feeling somewhat composed, she pulled out her cell phone and entered the telephone number on the keypad.
Whitney answered on the third ring. When she heard his voice, low and resonant, Amanda knew that somewhere within her there still existed a young, awkward girl who was undyingly grateful for the kind attentions of such a debonair, handsome man.
“Granger here.”
She closed her eyes and saw him. Tall and as unsettlingly suave as they came. “Whitney, this is Amanda.”
“Amanda.” He said her name with deep, resounding pleasure. It filled her with a warmth and a sense of homecoming. Speaking to her father had never even begun to approach this. Conversation with Henry Foster, at least for her, was like entering the enemy camp. She had to guard every word against attack. Now comforting waves of nostalgia came with every syllable.
“How have you been?” Whitney asked.
He really wanted to know. The genuineness was still there, just as it always had been. That was what she liked the most about him. He cared about people, he took an interest. It was an attribute, she had discovered while growing up, that was rare.
“I’m fine, Whitney. It’s been a long time.”
“Yes. Yes, it has.” Was it her imagination, or was there just the slightest tinge of sorrow in his voice? “I watch your broadcast whenever I’m able. I’m impressed, Amanda. I meant to call before now, but...”
A sense of contentment flowed through her veins. She leaned back in the chair and began to rock slowly. Maybe this was just a social call after all. Maybe he just wanted to catch up on old times and pick up their friendship where they had left off. She was quick to spare him any undue guilt.
“That’s all right. I’ve been too busy to draw two breaths in succession. It’s a hectic way of life, but I love it.”
“That’s easy enough to see.”
The pause that followed was overly long and unusually awkward. There had never been pauses like this before. Her nervousness returned. Something was wrong.
“My housekeeper said you called,” Amanda prompted. She twirled the phone wire around her finger.
It was time to take the step. He had no choice. “Yes, I’d like to see you if I could.”
He sounded . . . troubled. That was the word she was looking for. Troubled. She didn’t like admitting it, but that was the best description of his tone. She just couldn’t envision him that way. He was too full of life, too sure of himself. In all the years she had known him, she’d never even seen him so much as frown.
She stifled the impulse to ask what was wrong. If he wanted her to know, he’d tell her. Reporter’s instincts warred with personal feelings.
Mentally, she flipped through the pages of her schedule. “I could come by tomorrow—“
“Today.” The word vibrated, urgent, commanding, across the wire. She heard him sigh on the other end. “I know it’s an imposition, but I can’t talk about this matter over the telephone and you’re the only one I can turn to about this.”
She was both proud and frightened.
Her scalp tingled as tiny needles of anticipation pricked at her. She resisted the urge to prod him. “You could never impose, Whitney. I owe you too much.”
He understood. “Not much, Amanda. A few moments here and there.”
It wasn’t a careless remark; he just wasn’t a vain man. “Very important moments. Moments my father couldn’t give me. Moments no one else could spare.”
She had been highly impressionable and vulnerable then. And Whitney had gone out of his way to make her feel special. It was partially to please him, to catch his eye, that she had developed the backbone she had. And in so doing, she had forged the course of her own life.
She heard him draw a long breath, as if he was fortifying himself to deliver his next sentence. But when it came, it was devoid of drama and offered her no clues as to what was happening, or why he had called. “Then you’ll come now?”
She thought of the agenda she’d planned for tonight. There were tapes of her broadcasts she had wanted to review to assure herself that her delivery was still credible and sincere. The station manager’s constant criticism was making her uncertain about her work. She had to stay on her toes at all times.
But Whitney needed her.
It was no contest.
“Of course I’ll come.” There was a crash from the kitchen, followed by a string of colorful Spanish oaths. When Christopher began talking in earnest, those would probably be his first words. “You really want me over right away?”
She heard the barely suppressed relief. “Yes. As soon as possible.”
“I’m on my way.” She forced herself to sound upbeat.
Was it something to do with his health? Had he discovered his wife with another man? Adultery would have been a stupid move on Alicia’s part, but then, Amanda had never thought of the woman as particularly intelligent, just very, very lucky.
She harnessed her imagination before it got completely away from her. “Are you still at the same address?” She remembered filing it away in her address book.
“For now.”
For now.
What did that mean? He had transferred his business holdings here. Dallas had become the heart of all his operations. He wouldn’t leave unless ...
Unless what?
“I’ll send Saunders around to get you.”
“Fine, I’ll—“ She was already on her feet when there was an embarrassed cough from Whitney on the other end of the telephone line, as though he’d just remembered something.
“No, sorry, I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Whitney said, voice rough. “The truth is, Saunders doesn’t work for me anymore.” She heard him struggling to compose himself. “Amanda, I hate asking, but would you mind driving over yourself?”
“No problem. I’ll be there in half an hour,” she promised.
Even if I have to break every speed limit from here to your house.
Saunders was, or had been, Whitney’s chauffeur for as long as Amanda could remember. The older man had relocated with Whitney, first to L.A., then to Dallas. Had the man died? She knew for a fact that the man would never retire. He had nothing else in his life except for his work. He was too devoted to Whitney, too proud of his position to ever quit.
Unless, of course, Alicia had forced him to. Alicia had steadily grown more and more critical of every facet of Whitney’s life, constantly nagging him that he could do better, be better. Even her father had thought that Whitney’s marriage to Alicia had been a mistake. Had the woman fired Saunders for some reason?
Impatience clawed at her as she went to tell Carla that she was leaving. What the hell was going on?



Chapter Five
 
The speedometer rose steadily until it hit seventy and hovered there as Amanda pressed down on the gas pedal. Curiosity and impatience shared the car with her like phantom passengers, spinning question after question in her mind.
Why had Whitney sounded so mysterious on the phone, so forlorn? Why had he called her now, after so much time had lapsed? What was happening? And why couldn’t Whitney tell her, or at least give her some sort of hint, over the telephone?
Something was in the wind, and it wasn’t good. She didn’t need a degree in journalism to know that.
But if it was bad, what did it have to do with Whitney? Whitney Granger lived under a lucky star, he always had. Everything he had ever put his hand to had been successful. He was a modern-day equivalent of Midas, except that whatever he touched yielded cars, not gold.
She glanced at the highway sign. Her exit was only a quarter of a mile away. Quickly, she signaled and worked her way over to the right-hand lane. She reached it just in time to exit.
Her mind kept wandering. She didn’t notice that she was coming to the turnoff that led to Whitney’s estate until she had almost passed it. Twisting the wheel, she made a sharp turn to the right. Tires squealed in protest as she gained access to the private road.
Five minutes later, Amanda was pulling into Whitney’s driveway. The security guard at the front gate had waved her on after she’d shown him her ID. Whitney’s gleaming silver stretch limousine was baking in the hot sun like a beached whale. It looked more like a funeral hearse than a luxury vehicle.
Amanda parked and got out of her car. The surrounding grounds had a strangely empty feel to them. It was almost, she thought, as if everyone had disappeared in the dead of night for some reason. Any minute now, Rod Serling was going to appear and tell her that she had entered the Twilight Zone. If she listened intently, she could almost hear the theme song. Her imagination had gone into overdrive.
That’s what you get for standing out in the hot sun, playing ball for four hours.
She picked up the brass knocker on the ornate front door and tapped lightly.
The door sprang open almost instantly. Amanda had the impression that Whitney had been standing by the door, waiting for her arrival. It was a silly thought, but it hung on.
He was as tall as she remembered, but thinner. Perhaps even a little gaunt. His cheekbones seemed more prominent than she recalled. But the haunted appearance only served to reinforce his good looks, giving him the appearance of some brooding, troubled poet out of the Romantic era.
He still wore his hair the same way, straight and a little long, but here and there shafts of silver gray shot through the fields of pitch black. Despite the fact that he was at home, he was dressed in a suit.
Whitney, she thought, was always dressed in a suit. She couldn’t recollect ever seeing him in casual clothing, but he always looked comfortable.
Except for now. But it wasn’t his clothes that gave him that vague air of discomfort.
The smile on his face didn’t quite reach his eyes. There was something there she couldn’t fathom, couldn’t quite put her finger on.
He took her hand in his, trying to put her at ease. “Hello, Amanda. It was good of you to come.”
“It would have been inexcusable of me not to.” She crossed the threshold, her footsteps echoing on the marble floor. It sounded so empty, as if this were a mausoleum instead of a place where a family resided.
Where was the family? Where was anyone?
Amanda looked around. “What happened to Hastings?” she asked, referring to his butler.
As far back as she could recall, Whitney had always had servants. They suited him, despite the fact that he had grown up in poverty. Or perhaps because of it. There was a commanding presence about him that made others almost eager to do his bidding. She had always thought that he would have made one hell of a senator.
Whitney took her arm as he escorted her into the living room. “He’s gone.”
She turned to look at him. His profile gave nothing away.
“Hastings, too?” she quipped, though her nerves were suddenly knitting together to create a tapestry of anxiety. “Is there some sort of biblical plague around, taking old and trusted servants?”
He gestured toward the white sofa and waited until Amanda sat down before taking a seat himself. “If there is, it’s including wives and children in its inventory as well.”
“Well, I guess I’m in no danger. I haven’t got a wife.” The joke was less than feeble, but it was all she could manage. She had a dreadful feeling that something awful was about to be said.
“Neither have I, it seems.”
Amanda could only stared, dumbfounded. “Alicia left you?”
“This morning.” Alicia’s departure had made up his mind for him; he’d decided to come forward before the situation sought him out.
Amanda looked toward the fireplace. Like a scene from Laura, there was a huge portrait of Alicia over the fireplace. It had originally hung over the fireplace in L.A. Amanda always thought it would have looked better in the fireplace.
She laid her hand on his shoulder. Suddenly, he had the look about him of a man whose dreams had been stolen. The hell with waiting for the proper time.
“Whitney, what’s wrong?” He didn’t reply and she sighed in embarrassed frustration. “God, I feel strange asking that. Those were usually your words to me.”
His mouth curved slightly. The sadness in his eyes grew. He’d worked so hard and so long, it wasn’t fair that a desperate misstep should cost him everything.
But it would.
“But they do fit the occasion, I’m afraid. Things are very, very wrong.”
Restless, he rose and crossed to a gold-inlaid serving cart. It was filled with decorative liquor bottles of all sizes and shapes. The late afternoon sun filtered through a crystal decanter, breaking the rays up into rainbows that splashed across the deep rust carpet.
There would be no more rainbows for him, Whitney thought. Not anymore.
He stepped into the pool they created, then looked at her over his shoulder. “Can I offer you something?”
She watched as he poured himself two fingers of scotch. She’d never known him to drink. “An explanation,” she said quietly.
He threw back the scotch, then silently contemplated the empty glass, as if he had hoped to find answers there and was disappointed that there weren’t any. He began to pour himself another measure, then stopped. Drinking himself into oblivion wasn’t the solution. He set the glass down and returned to Amanda.
Whitney sat down stiffly beside her. Amanda watched as he folded his hands in his lap, rubbing one thumb over the other without even being conscious of it.
“I called you because you’re the only person I know who can present this without any embellishments, without any editorializing.”
She watched his eyes. They were flat, as if the life had been sucked out of him. “Present what?”
He drew out an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket. “I have a press release.”
She took the envelope from him as if it were alive and would bite at any moment. Carefully, she set it down on the sofa between them. This wasn’t making any sense. “Then why don’t you call a press conference?”
He passed his hand over his eyes. With a sigh, he looked at her. “I’d rather do it this way. I don’t feel up to answering questions at the moment.” He rose again and began to pace about nervously.
Nervously. It was a word that was completely incongruous when mentioned in the same breath as Whitney Granger. She had never known Whitney to have an anxious moment, not even when he quit his lucrative position with General Motors to start his own auto company, Contemporary Vehicles.
She looked down at the envelope. It had felt heavy. “Then it is about the business?”
“Yes.”
She turned in her seat, trying to read his expression. “But I thought you were doing so well.”
That was the irony of it all. A bitter smile rose. “I am.”
She drew her brows together, trying to understand. “Then—?”
“Now.” He looked toward the cart and debated having another drink. He stayed where he was. “I wasn’t before.”
Her head began to hurt. She realized that she was holding her breath. Slowly, Amanda released it. “All businesses have problems when they’re just starting out.”
He laughed shortly. “That’s a mild term for what I encountered. Detroit doesn’t look kindly on an intruder.”
He’d been blacklisted and blackballed at every turn. Materials had suddenly become unavailable, designers had quit without notice. It had been a long, lonely road, littered with his own sweat and blood.
And all for nothing.
She moved to the edge of her seat, resisting the temptation to put her arms around him. She braced herself.
“But you were one of them.”
He nodded. “Until I left them. Then I was just one of me. I faced a lot of”—he struggled for a moment, looking for the right word—“difficulties.” An enigmatic smile played on his lips. “It got to the point that I was near bankruptcy.”
Was that why Alicia had left? Alicia with her expensive tastes and her demands? And if he was having financial difficulties, why hadn’t he turned to her father?
“I had no idea—“
“No.” The smile thinned. “No one did. I was too proud to let them. Pride goeth before the fall,” he quoted. “In order to stay afloat, in order to keep my dream alive”—his voice rose a little without his realizing it—“in order not to throw all those people working for me out in the cold, I had to do a number of creative—“
He stopped. He had called her here to bear witness to the truth. “—a number of illegal things.”
Amanda stared at him, stunned. There was tarnish on his armor.
The newscaster within her fled. What remained was a teenage girl, aching with disappointment. “You’re joking.”
“I wish I were,” he said sadly. “I wrote some checks, juggled some books, sold shares of stock in the company that didn’t, in actuality, exist. In short, I did everything I could to keep body and soul together. The bad times passed and I was just beginning to straighten everything out. In time, I would have paid all the money back.” Time, deadlines, had always been the enemy. He knew that now. “But time is something I don’t have anymore.”
“I don’t understand.”
Any of it. I don’t understand any of it. How could you, Whitney? How could you?
He thought of the hushed voice on the telephone last week. The sweat that had trickled down his back as he listened and realized that it was over, that he’d been caught.
“The proverbial chickens have come home to roost. Somebody found out. I don’t know how, I don’t know when. I suppose all that doesn’t matter. What does matter was that I was approached last week. A neat little phone call, a mild voice, asking for money.”
“Blackmail.” Her voice was hushed.
He set his mouth grimly. “Yes, that’s the word for it.” The look in his eyes hardened. This had cost him his wife, his family, and very soon it would cost him a lot more. Whitney wasn’t going to walk into the quagmire any farther than he already had.
“I won’t have it.” For the first time since she had arrived, she saw him look like his old self. “I want you to break the story for me.” He tapped the envelope that lay on the sofa. “Here’re all the details.”
“Whitney,” she said helplessly, not knowing where to begin. “I don’t want to do this story.” She didn’t even want to touch the envelope again. “My father always said don’t admit to anything without him at your elbow.” She could feel herself withdrawing and cursed herself for it. “I think that you should—"
He cut her short. No more dodging shadows. He was through with that. “I want to get this over with. I’ve let a lot of people down.” He peered at her face and received his answer. “By the look in your eyes, I’d say you’re one of them.”
She was too much of a professional to wear her feelings on her sleeve, she admonished herself. But her disappointment was too raw for her to come to grips with. “No, I—"
He placed a gentling hand on her shoulder. Amanda stiffened slightly, involuntarily, then struggled to relax. This was Whitney, for God’s sake. Whitney.
But that was just the trouble. This was Whitney.
“Alicia had the same look on her face when she packed yesterday.”
Amanda smiled sadly at him. “That’s what you get for being everyone’s knight in shining armor.”
She wasn’t going to be like Alicia, she told herself. Alicia was shallow, self-serving, and narcissistic. She’d deserted her husband in his time of need.
Amanda placed her hand over his on her shoulder. “I never thought Alicia was worthy of you. Now I have proof. And so do you.”
She ached for him. But she also ached for herself, for she had just lost her only idol, and with it the last snippet of her innocence.
Whitney didn’t bother commenting. He and Alicia had long ago become strangers living under a single roof. A very large single roof that allowed them the freedom of not having to get in each other’s way, of not having to bear up under each other’s shortcomings.
Perhaps it was even better that she was gone. But he did miss his children.
Whitney looked at Amanda. “Will you do the story, Amanda? I don’t want the hounds of hell at my throat without a friend there to run interference.”
“Of course.” Her voice sounded hollow to her own ears. Suddenly, they were equals, and she didn’t want them to be. The price was too high and the sacrifice too great, at least for her. She wanted her shining knight returned, intact. “I’d be a bad newscaster if I didn’t.” She raised her eyes to his. “And a bad friend.”
She sighed, picking up the envelope and holding it in her hands. She looked at it as if it contained orders for an execution. Swallowing, she dropped the envelope into her purse.
“I’ll read it when I get home.” She looked up. “I’ll have questions.”
He nodded. What he had written down documented everything to the best of his recollection. But there might have been points he’d overlooked. “I’ll try to answer them as honestly as I can.”
“I’d never expect anything less of you.” But he had cheated, stolen.
He saw the ambivalent emotions washing over her face. “I’m not a saint, Amanda,” Whitney said softly. “I never was.”
Wrong—you were mine. “I’ve always thought saints were highly overrated, Whitney. And very boring.” She closed her hand over his, reassuringly.
But I don’t want to do this story. I don’t want to hear it, or admit that it exists.
“Thank you.” He smiled at her. He hoped that in time she would find it in her heart to forgive him for disappointing her. He’d been hungry, fighting his way up from poverty. But he had never been desperate. Not until his business had been in danger of going under. “Then at least I can count on one person in my corner.”
“I’ll be there,” she promised.
She wanted to say more to him, a good deal more. She wanted to offer him comfort, she thought as she got behind the wheel of her car.
But she couldn’t offer him comfort. She was in too much need of it herself.
“Why, Whitney, why?” she whispered. Tears rose and spilled, dampening her cheeks. This time, she drove very slowly.



Chapter Six
 
Pierce let himself into his apartment. Shoving the key into the front pocket of his jeans, he closed the door behind him. He was home. Or as home as he could be anywhere.
It was a small, first-floor apartment with one bedroom, a compact living room, and a tiny kitchen. But it afforded him a view through his bedroom window of a man-made stream and its miniature waterfall. It was artificial, but the sound was soothing.
Right now, he needed soothing.
There was a dull ache running through his body. It had nothing to do with the game he’d just played. It was the kind of ache a man felt when he’d been around a desirable woman. And Amanda Foster was that. Desirable, with a capital D.
He went directly to the refrigerator and found it just as he’d left it—nearly empty. Three cans of beer surrounded half a chicken salad sandwich he’d gotten from the deli down the street and lost his taste for and a carton of take-out Chinese he’d brought home Friday. Or was that Wednesday?
Pierce opted for the beer. It was fresh.
Throwing yesterday’s newspaper off the recliner and onto the floor, he planted himself on the chair and made himself comfortable.
Or tried to.
The ache wouldn’t leave.
His thoughts turned to Amanda again. He wasn’t sure just what it was about her that was getting to him. He’d certainly been around more beautiful women. Hell, he wasn’t even sure if he actually could call her beautiful when he thought about it. Her mouth was just a little too wide and her figure just a little too athletic. Her breasts looked as if they were hardly a handful.
His palms itched.
There was no getting around it. There was something there, something in her eyes, that had him spinning as if he were being sucked down into a giant whirlpool. And the way she moved, with an underlying sensuality she didn’t seem conscious of, promised him one hell of a time if he ever bedded her.
Not if, when, he corrected.
He didn’t like the fact that she had gotten under his skin.
Needing the cold contact, he wrapped both hands around the can before pulling the tab. A whisper of fizz and a wreath of snowy foam emerged. Pierce tilted the can back, letting the bitter liquid cascade down his throat and soothe the fire in his insides.
It helped, but not much.
Jon had invited the whole team down to Jerry’s, a local tavern, to celebrate their having beaten the other station. To Jon, any victory was a triumph with a capital T, any defeat just a temporary setback. It was all in how you looked at things, Jon had laughed.
Normally, Pierce would have gone, if for nothing more than to stand back and observe the others. But today he wanted to be alone.
Alone with this feeling that was gnawing away at him. It wasn’t often that he was this attracted to a woman, this distracted by one. In his opinion, women were always more trouble than they were worth. Even under the very best of conditions, they aroused a temporary madness that set everything on its ear and played havoc with a man’s mind.
And then they walked out on you. Or worse, they stayed.
Self-centered and needy, self-seeking, every last mother’s one of them, whether their breasts made his fingers itch and his mouth go dry or not.
He took another pull of the can.
The thirst remained.
Restless, he picked up the remote control from the coffee table and began flipping through channels. An old black-and-white western with a young John Wayne bled into a commercial for denture cream that blinked into a golf tournament.
He kept pressing the channel button, hardly waiting for the picture to stabilize in front of him before flipping to another station.
It was damn annoying, feeling this way. He didn’t like having his mind cluttered with the image of some woman.
There was only one cure. Once he had her, he figured that would be the end of it. The attraction would be over. It usually was. It was the challenge that piqued his interest, not the prize.
Maybe that was why Amanda appeared so desirable to him. She resisted. Not coyly, the way Cheryl in editing had, but firmly. Cheryl had held out for two weeks before giving in.
He grinned, remembering. The combustion between them had been almost instantaneous. He’d hardly walked through her door before she was tearing the clothes from his body. He’d lost interest after a couple of days. But they had been a hell of a couple of days.
He’d never liked things easy. Didn’t trust them if they were. It was the hunt, the chase, the promise of victory that intrigued him, that aroused him and set his hormones humming.
One woman was more or less like another once the conquest was a foregone conclusion.
Just once, he had thought that it would be different. Once, with Marsha.
Got kicked in the teeth with that one, didn’t you, Alexander? he mocked himself as he paused on an African wildlife documentary.
He stared fixedly as a monotone voice droned on about daily life for a pride of lions. He remembered his hard-won lesson. He’d been a foreign correspondent at K-MMN in Minneapolis at the time. It was March, and it was snowing. He thought back. March twelfth, 1991, the day he’d had his baptism into the real world and learned once and for all that no woman was worth it.
He had just returned from the Gulf zone. Though he’d thought he had hardened himself to it, the atrocities he’d witnessed had turned his stomach.
All he’d wanted, he remembered, was a safe haven to hide in for a few days. Naively, he’d thought of Marsha’s arms. All he had wanted was to scrub the dirt of war from his body and to make love to her until everything else disappeared.
He remembered letting himself in and catching the faintest whiff of her perfume even before he closed the door. Anticipation hardened him as if he were some adolescent sneaking a look at his older brother’s copy of Playboy.
And then he’d heard the voices coming out of the bedroom, the guttural sounds of pleasure that arise when two people make love.
Rage had filled him.
A man had a right to expect to find his wife waiting for him. A man had a right, he thought, his fingers tightening around the can until it bent beneath them, not to come home after a month in a hellhole and find his wife in bed with another man.
He’d thrown the son of a bitch out the door. He’d very nearly tossed him out the window. But at the last minute, Pierce had decided that neither the bastard nor Marsha were worth going to jail over. So he’d settled for throwing the guy’s clothes out the window and shoving the bastard naked out into the hall.
Pierce laughed to himself as he visualized the scene now. Maybe the guy had gotten lucky going down in the elevator.
Marsha hadn’t had the brains to be afraid, hadn’t recognized how close she had come to meeting her own demise. Instead, like a preening, vain peacock, she’d lashed out at him.
Kneeling on the bed, her body still glistening with sweat, Marsha had tossed her head defiantly and screamed obscenities at him.
As if it was his fault that she was a whore.
“What am I supposed to do, get off by watching the big-shot foreign correspondent on the television set? Watching night after night, just to get a glimpse of you? I’m not a groupie, Pierce.”
She shook her head, her eyes mocking him. “You’re not that big a deal.” Knowing she’d hurt him, she’d gone for the jugular. “I’ve got needs. Needs you’re not man enough to fill.”
Pierce had never hit a woman, but he had come close to hitting her then. But that would have made him no better than the people he had just left behind, halfway around the world. The people he had silently condemned.
Curling his fingers into his hands, Pierce had told his wife that she had two hours to clear out and then began to leave the room.
“Two hours!” she’d shrieked. Incensed, she had scrambled off the bed and grabbed his arm. “Two hours? Who do you think you are, ordering me around? This stuff is half mine, you worthless pr—“
He’d quietly seized her by the throat then, one powerful hand closing over that slender column he had thought about all the way over on the plane. He felt the pulse there jerk beneath his palm.
“Two hours,” he’d repeated, then let go of her and stalked out.
He had gone to the closest bar he could find and got roaring, stinking drunk. When he’d returned to the apartment several hours later, hardly able to stand, Marsha was gone. And with her, the last shred of any illusions he had about women, as well as all his expensive camera equipment and his CD collection.
So when this one came along, her body hot, her eyes cold, and he felt himself being reeled in, he saw a perverse humor in it. Maybe he needed to have the lesson retaught every couple of years or so.
He flipped through the channels, completing an entire round before beginning again. He settled on an “I Love Lucy” rerun. There was something comforting about the familiarity of the people and the plot. He didn’t need the sound on. He knew the dialogue by heart. His grandmother had loved the show and always laughed at the jokes, especially when she was drinking. He liked her better when she was drinking. She wouldn’t beat him then.
He set down the remote.
No, he wasn’t looking to learn any new lessons, or have the old ones reinforced. All he wanted to do was pleasure himself, and Amanda, for a few hours. Nothing more.
Pierce took pride in the fact that, despite his negative philosophy about the intrinsic worth of their souls, he’d always been very careful to leave women sexually satisfied. He’d never believed that sex was meant to be a tool to use to hurt someone. Pierce had never received any complaints when it came to what happened between the sheets.
It was outside the sheets that things tended to get loused up.
He sighed, rubbing the can across his forehead. He felt a headache starting.
Amanda was preying on his brain, and he didn’t like it. He knew he was going to have to scratch that itch of his. And soon, he thought, if he was going to get anything worthwhile done.
He’d already decided that he was going to stick around Dallas for a while and give this position a decent shot. Being a foreign correspondent had lost its luster. He was tired of eating strange foods and looking at strange faces. More than that, he was tired of crawling over dead bodies and fleeing hotel rooms that blew up moments after he’d escaped. He wanted to stay put for a while, maybe even put down some roots.
He was getting too old to think he was immortal.
Lucy was stuffing her face with chocolates. He decided to give the lions another try. Picking up the remote, he flipped through several stations. The lions had disappeared. In their place was a man in a beard, singing to a gathering of small children.
“Enjoy it while it lasts, kids,” Pierce muttered.
He shut off the television and rose to his feet.
Walking into the kitchen, he pitched the empty can into a box he kept on the floor next to the trash. He might be a bastard, as Cheryl had labeled him when he’d turned down her invitation for another “sleep-over,” but he was an ecologically minded one. Even bastards recycled, if they had a conscience. And he had one.
About some things.
With an ironic smile, he opened a kitchen drawer and took out a pack of cigarettes. There were ten cigarettes missing and the pack was half crumpled. He’d thrown it into the garbage, then fished it out again and tossed it into the drawer instead.
That had been last week, when he’d decided to give up smoking. It was a semiannual ritual he put himself through. Every so often, he figured he owed it to himself to try.
It never lasted more than a week. It wasn’t a craving so much as boredom that always brought him back to it. Boredom and restlessness. He’d bummed a cigarette from someone at the park today and the game had begun all over again.
Pierce shook out a cigarette. Digging through the jumbled mess in the drawer, he found a book of matches. He placed the cigarette between his lips, then cupped his hands around the slender shaft out of habit as he lit it.
He inhaled deeply, letting the smoke curl through him, soft and sultry like the limbs of a woman in the afterglow of lovemaking. He held it in until it seemed to fill up every part of him.
Damn, but he wanted her.
Blowing the smoke out slowly, he formed a ring and watched it hang in the air before dissolving like the dreams of a child grown to manhood.
He glanced down at the pack and read the perfunctory warning stamped on its side. It was nice to know, he mused cynically, that the surgeon general worried about him. Nice but unnecessary.
Hell, everyone had to die of something, he thought. It might as well be of a vice he enjoyed.



Chapter Seven


The alarm went off, and Amanda woke up feeling like hell.
The night had gone by choppy and fragmented, like shards of shattered glass. Pieces of disjointed dreams floated away from her, just out of reach, mocking her with half shapes.
She felt as if she hadn’t slept at all.
She didn’t even remember changing out of her clothes and getting into bed, but obviously, she must have. Probably five minutes ago.
The alarm was still ringing. Reaching out, she slapped the buzzer down. The whine slowly died away, and she sighed. She lay there, trying to piece together yesterday, working backward.
Christopher had wanted to play when she had returned home after seeing Whitney. For an hour, she’d lost herself in a world that was bound by toys, childish squeals, and sticky hugs. Desperate to escape into it, she’d played with her son on all fours, creating battle scenarios with him and sending multicolored building blocks toppling onto unsuspecting commandos.
When Christopher had finally shown signs of winding down, Amanda had bathed him and put him to bed while Carla lost herself in the second installment of a miniseries.
Amanda had read to him for another half hour, although she knew he wasn’t able to comprehend the story she’d selected. Snow White’s triumph over evil to live happily ever after didn’t make sense to the two-year-old, but Amanda had needed to hear the story once more herself. The sound of her voice was soothing to him and the forced, cheerful cadence she had assumed while reading eventually managed to soothe her as well.
She’d closed the book and watched him sleep. Amanda had sat there longer than necessary, her fingers wrapped around the plastic book cover. It was hard letting go of the last bastion of childhood, she thought, but everyone had to do it eventually.
A self-deprecating smile had curved her mouth. Some of us just do it a little later than others.
By the time she had left Christopher and headed for the den, she felt ready to do whatever had to be done to help Whitney.
It was the child within her who had reacted so violently to Whitney’s confession. Amanda knew that she had no right to make him into a plaster saint. After all, he was a human being, just like everyone else.
Well, perhaps not like everyone else, she had amended, smiling to herself.
No matter what he had done, he had done it for all the right reasons. Whitney Granger had always been and always would be a man with scruples. His very existence helped her to believe that goodness and decency still existed. It was easy to lose sight of that in her line of work. Doing the news, she was exposed to horrors on a daily basis. It sometimes felt as if everyone was just out for himself and no one cared anymore, no one loved.
Even her father and her ex-husband reinforced that feeling.
But she knew, because Whitney resided in it, that the world wasn’t all dark, all cold. Not even all black or white. There were shades in it, not just of gray, but of blue and red. Whitney was like the occasional human interest story that cropped up. He was the stranger who went out of his way to help a needy man.
The stories were few and far between, but they kept her going.
Slowly closing the door of the den behind her, Amanda had gone to her desk, sat down, braced herself, then slit open the envelope Whitney had given her and begun to read.
She’d made notes on a legal-sized yellow pad, searching for the right words to use in the news release she would give the next day. She had already made up her mind that she was going to do it without first mentioning it to the station manager. With any luck, she planned to treat this as if it was just a news bulletin, handed to her right before airtime.
Amanda knew she ran the risk of losing the news item if she talked to Grimsley first. They both knew he held a grudge against her, and he wasn’t a forgiving man. More than likely, Grimsley would give the story to someone else to follow up on and then release.
Or he’d decide to turn it into a closing feature, possibly even an expose. None of those alternatives would be fair to Whitney. Complying with what he had asked of her was the least she could do for him.
The situation was going to be hard enough for Whitney to deal with as it was. The news release would generate waves, horrible waves that couldn’t be escaped. It would open a Pandora’s box for Whitney that could never be shut again. People remembered scandals long after they forgot the good a person did. There would be an investigation. Perhaps a trial and even a prison sentence.
Amanda shivered.
The public would be quick to cast stones. There was nothing the people loved as much as a hero—unless it was a scapegoat.
And Whitney would be their newest candidate, until someone else came along.
Reading Whitney’s statement, she’d had to blink back tears.
Amanda had no idea how long she worked. She’d fallen asleep at her desk, her fingers resting on the computer keyboard, her head nodding. A neighbor’s dog, barking at what she presumed was probably a cat dashing across someone’s yard, had woken her. She’d dragged herself to her feet and managed to stumble off to bed.
And now dawn had arrived, a great deal faster than she was happy about.
She took a deep breath, then slowly opened her eyes. Thick shafts of light sliced their way through the drawn light blue blinds.
It was morning.
Today she had to make Whitney’s announcement. An oppressively heavy blanket of despair wrapped itself around her, trapping the very air in her lungs.
Wishing for the merciful oblivion of sleep, Amanda closed her eyes again. It didn’t do any good. She knew that even if she were able to fall asleep again, there would be no escaping this. Whitney had made it plain that the announcement had to be made as soon as possible, before his blackmailer leaked the story to the press.
And she was the one who had to do it.
Amanda kicked her sheet back, angry at the world, and sat up. Glancing at the clock, she saw that it was almost seven. Christopher was usually up by now. Why hadn’t he come barreling into her room the way he usually did, ready to bounce on her bed and on her stomach?
Thinking back, she vaguely recalled hearing noises outside her door just before the buzzer had slashed sleep aside. Now that she thought of it, that had probably been Christopher trying to get into her room. Carla must have dragged him away. The woman definitely had her virtues.
Amanda forced herself out of bed and caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirrored wardrobe door. Her hair was wild, her face pale and puffy. She had looked better in her life. A lot better. And a lot more human.
For some perverse reason, she thought of Pierce. Maybe she should let him see her like this. One look and he would certainly back off, she thought with a smile.
In a careless movement, she ran her hands slowly over the swell of her hips and wondered, just for a fleeting moment, what it would be like to make love with him.
Hot. Passionate. And fast. So fast that the breath would undoubtedly be knocked out of her.
Well, it was something that she didn’t intend to find out about. She’d wondered about bungee jumping too, but there would be no leaping off cliffs in her future. Making love to Pierce, she thought, would probably have the same effect.
What was he doing in her head at this hour of the morning, for God’s sake? She had work to do.
Amanda dragged her hand through her tangled hair, pushing it out of her eyes. What she needed, she decided, was a good run to clear her head.
She reached into the far recesses of her closet and pulled out a pair of faded denim shorts and a baggy sweatshirt. She’d cut off the sleeves when the weather had turned sultry. It was a purely functional outfit, meant to be serviceable, not to impress. She ran for her health, not to be fashionable. There was a tear under the right armhole that she had been meaning to sew. She had just never found the time.
Throwing off her nightshirt, she tugged on the shorts and then the shirt. There were a lot of things lately, she thought, that she never found the time to do. She wondered if life was ever going to slow down to the sort of pace where she could finally catch up to it—and catch her breath as well.
Probably not. If it did, she’d probably be complaining that she was bored. Amanda laughed to herself.
Once dressed, she got down on her hands and knees to search for her running shoes. They were lost somewhere amid the chaotic mess that existed at the bottom of her closet. She chewed on her lip, annoyed. Another tiling she meant to get to.
She flung a rubber bone out as she went on parting shoes and clothes that had been pulled down from their hangers. Her closet was obviously Christopher and Muffin’s new play area.
She was rewarded several trying minutes later with two running shoes. The laces were partially undone and tangled together at the ends. More of her son’s handiwork. How could one little boy be in so many different places in such a short space of time?
It took her another five minutes to untangle the laces and get ready. Time was ticking by quickly and there were a hundred things she had to do. Amanda tried not to think about it.
“I’m going out for a run,” she called out to Carla as she came down the stairs.
She heard the sound of dishes coming from the kitchen. Christopher was having breakfast. Almost at the front door, Amanda stopped. For a moment, she was tempted to go in and say good morning.
But she knew that if she went in to say hello, her chances of getting out to run would be instantly cut in half. Christopher would insist on going out the front door with her, then down the driveway, and probably down the block as well. Then he’d wail because she wouldn’t let him come out onto the greenbelt with her. A fast getaway was the only sensible move.
“Sorry, sweetie,” she said under her breath as she pulled her hair through a rubber band, “but this is about preserving your mommy’s sanity.”
Glancing over her shoulder toward the kitchen, Amanda made her escape.
She pulled open the front door and tripped as she crossed the threshold. “What the—?’
On the doorstep was a magnum of champagne in a silver bucket. Attached to it was a single red rose.



Chapter Eight
 
There was a note attached to the neck of the champagne bottle. Amanda carefully pulled it off, folded the tape under it, and looked slowly around to see if anyone was watching her. The greenbelt was deserted and there was no one out on the cul-de-sac. But she couldn’t shake the eerie sensation that she was being observed.
Still holding the rose, Amanda fingered the folded note. Maybe Whitney had sent this. But she doubted it. She looked down at the flower. This was a romantic gesture, and Whitney had a lot more important things on his mind at the moment.
Shifting the flower to her other hand, Amanda unfolded the note. It was written in an easy, wide hand. It wasn’t from Whitney. And it wasn’t anonymous.
The note was from Pierce.
She wouldn’t have thought this was his style. He seemed like someone who was inclined to reach out and take what he wanted, or who sat back and waited till the woman fell into his lap. This gesture was far too romantic for someone like Alexander. He certainly didn’t strike her as the type who would write poetry for a woman. Dirty limericks, maybe, but not poetry.
This was a poem.
Nothing fancy, yet it was eloquent in its understatement. Eight short lines in iambic pentameter comparing her to the wild rose she held in her hand. The gist of it was that wild roses weren’t as beautiful as their more sophisticated cousin, the rose, but they had a certain untamed, compelling charm that was enhanced by their determination to survive, untended.
Amanda folded the note.
Wild, am I? Mess with me, Alexander, and you’ll find out just how wild I can be.
Amanda frowned in order to keep from smiling. At least he doesn’t use hackneyed cliches.
She crumpled the note in her hand and started to toss it away. But the garbage was all the way on the other side of the garage and she thought it was a sin to litter. Shrugging a little too carelessly, she tucked the note into the double-sided pocket of her sweatshirt and tried not to think of the man who had written it.
And because she didn’t want to think about Pierce, his face rose up before her mind’s eye, to tease her and annoy her, just the way he always managed to. Despite herself, she could feel something warm stirring within her.
Don’t be a fool, Amanda. You’re playing right into his hands.
She knew from experience that men like Pierce didn’t care about the women they pursued, they only craved the thrill of the hunt. Conquests equalled manhood. Maybe he kept notches on his headboard, she thought cynically.
Any man as good-looking as Pierce Alexander had to be as shallow as a puddle on a rain-slicked street in May. Because of his looks, he hadn’t had to develop a meaningful personality, or ethics, or feelings of decency, only perfunctory lines. She was sure, from some of the talk she had overheard, that all he had to do was whistle and there would be women fighting for the privilege of falling into his bed.
Let them fall. She was too smart to get tangled up with someone like him.
For a moment, remembering Jeff and his womanizing, Amanda was seriously tempted to deposit the flower, the champagne, and the note into the garbage. But there was no sense in letting a perfectly good magnum of champagne go to waste just because she didn’t care for the sender.
Vintage champagne, she noted, looking at the year on the label as she placed the bottle just inside the door. She dropped the wild rose next to it. Maybe Carla would put it in a glass of water. If Christopher didn’t eat it first.
At least the man had taste, she thought, closing the door again. Of a sort.
Amanda tucked her hands into her sweatshirt pockets and crossed to the entrance onto the greenbelt. Her fingers came in contact with the note. Absently, she curled them around the paper.
She didn’t realize she was smiling as she began to jog.
Supermarkets always fascinated Pierce.
Coming from the heart of a poor community in Gabriel, Georgia, population 820, give or take a stranger passing through, he was accustomed to run-down general stores where a limited amount of food could be found within a dark, wooden structure with narrow aisles and half-empty shelves. Behemoth supermarkets, with their endless choices of products, still left him with a sense of awe. Looking at them always managed to remind him where he had come from, in case he ever forgot.
Unlike most other men in his salary range, who either had their housekeepers do their shopping for them or who ran in and out of the grocery store, snatching items from the frozen food section, Pierce didn’t mind shopping. He enjoyed walking up and down the aisles slowly, absorbing the atmosphere, the shoppers. Watching and listening.
You could tell a lot about people just by watching the way they pushed a cart and made their way up and down the aisles. And by what they bought.
He had been a people watcher since the days when that was the only hobby he could afford to indulge in. Coming face-to-face with the silver bottom of his coffee can this morning had given him his excuse. That and the fact that his refrigerator, after he’d thrown out the half-eaten sandwich and the carton of takeout, was pitifully empty. He’d had the remaining beer for dinner.
He had woken up this morning thinking of her. His body had throbbed urgently, annoyingly. Meandering through the store helped him unwind. It was either that or he would have to share the morning with Jose Cuervo. He was in no mood for a hangover.
A small sampling of all the essential food groups was already in his cart when he thrust two cans of automatic-drip coffee into it. Finished, he propelled the wagon slowly toward a register.
Idly, he wondered what had gone through Amanda’s mind when she had looked down at the magnum. He grinned to himself. If he knew his woman, she had probably considered throwing it out and then changed her mind and kept it.
Just like she’d kept the poem. He had watched her tuck that into her sweatshirt before leaving. She hadn’t seen him, but he’d had a clear view of her from his car. He remembered speculating as to whether she was wearing a bra. From where he sat, because she was small, it was hard to tell.
Pierce turned down the aisle and saw that registers seven and nine were open. He maneuvered toward seven because it was closer.
He wondered if Amanda knew that they only lived four miles apart. He doubted it. He had known for some time now.
A high-pitched squeal and the sound of glass hitting the floor a few feet behind him startled him, bringing him back to reality.
Well, well, well.
“Christopher, what am I going to do with you?”
With a resigned sigh, Amanda stooped down to gather up the broken coffee jar as best she could. She shoved the smaller pieces to the side before someone stepped on them. She’d hoped that this trip to the store with her son would go better than the last time. Fat chance. It didn’t appear as if Christopher was going to be store-broken anytime soon.
“Need help?”
Amanda’s hand froze. The offer came from the owner of an expensive pair of brown loafers. The voice was all too familiar. She knew who it was even before she looked up.
First poetry and liquor, now the man. Was he following her?
She looked up, annoyance creasing her face. The momentary sweet surge she had experienced reading the poem was completely forgotten. Now that she thought about it, he’d probably plagiarized it.
“What are you doing here?” she demanded.
He lifted his shoulders casually, then let them drop. It was a studied gesture to hide the fact that when she looked up at him like that, with only her eyes raised, he felt a sexual pull that dramatically increased his pulse rate.
“What does one usually do in a supermarket?”
“Most people,” she said, rising, “shop. You, I imagine, harass.”
With some of the large pieces of the now-defunct coffee jar in her hand, she looked around for a trash can.
Stupid woman; she was going to wind up bleeding like a stuck pig. “Here, you’ll cut yourself.” He reached to take the glass out of her hand.
Amanda pulled her hands back and glared at him. Why was he always trying to take over? He was crowding her, just by standing here in the middle of the wide aisle, crowding her amid jars of peanut butter and jam.
“I’m a grown woman, Alexander. I am perfectly capable of throwing away glass by myself.”
His eyes slid over her, silently telling her that he agreed with at least the first part of her statement.
“Sorry.” He held up his hands, “It’s my early southern training. Never let a lady do any work.”
Southern training her eye. It was just his way of trying to ooze into her confidence. Well, she didn’t need his offer. She wasn’t one of those whimpering, helpless women who needed a man to approve of her every move. She certainly didn’t need one to offer his dubious protection.
That, she recalled, had been one of Jeff s main complaints about her. One of many. She was far too independent for his liking. Or his ego. Jeff had wanted her to play the little woman. To entertain and be an ornament on his arm when he needed it. To be quietly closeted away when his rampaging libido decided it needed to conquer new grounds. There were times, she thought, when she’d felt as if he had some sort of divining rod between his legs, pointing toward the closest available female.
Probably just like the man standing next to her.
She saw an empty bin near a register and crossed to it. “Well, to use a word in the vernacular you might be familiar with: hogwash.”
She dropped the chunks of glass into the bin. They rattled against each other as they rained down, as if to punctuate her assessment.
Pierce’s laughter, deep and warm, wrapped itself around her even though she resisted.



Chapter Nine
 
Amanda hunched her shoulders slightly, as if that could somehow afford her protection from the velvety, sensual sound of his laughter. Very deliberately, she dusted off her hands.
Pierce had the distinct feeling that she was dusting herself free of him as well.
Not yet, lady. Not until I say so.
Amanda stopped to tell a red-aproned clerk about the mess Christopher had caused in aisle five. The man nodded and went to get a broom.
When she turned around, Pierce was still looking at her. Studying her as if he were still a foreign correspondent and she were his latest assignment.
Think again, Alexander. I see right through you and your so-called southern-boy charm.
Her lips curved deprecatingly. “I think you use all that as a smoke screen, Alexander. Southern gentleman, slow as molasses, easygoing—“
His eyes held Amanda’s as a grin began to spread. “That’s me.”
She narrowed her brows. Like hell it was. He was well aware of every move he made. She’d bet her soul on it.
“If you’re so easygoing, how have you gotten as far as you have? This is a highly competitive field and you have to watch your back all the time.”
“Luck?” he offered innocently.
“Drive,” she corrected.
His grin deepened. There was something almost primally unsettling about it. She felt as if he were a jungle cat and she were his prey. The back of her neck prickled.
He saw that she was nervous and liked what he saw. It meant she was reacting to him. That, even if she didn’t realize it yet, she was interested in him. Otherwise, why would she be nervous? Disinterested, yes; aloof, yes; but nervous? No. He was getting to her. Getting toward his goal.
“Your place or mine?” he asked.
“What?” Amanda almost shouted the question.
“You said drive,” he reminded her. In a move so effortless that it caught her completely off guard, he slipped an arm around her shoulders.
She deliberately shrugged him off. Angry lights entered her eyes. “You know damn well what I mean.”
He toyed with the hoop at her ear, sending it swinging with the tip of his finger. “Maybe.”
Amanda jerked back as an electric shiver zipped through her. She wondered if the station manager would have a heart attack if she took out a restraining order against Alexander. She pictured Grimsley clutching at his chest and staggering as the story made the news on rival stations. It might well be worth the effort.
Pierce looked over Amanda’s head toward her cart.
Christopher was straining in his seat, desperately trying to reach a shelf. She’d left the cart positioned tantalizingly close to the goods.
He pointed behind her. “Don’t look now, but I think your son is about to spread raspberry jam all over your groceries.”
“What?” God, how could she have forgotten about Christopher? It was all this idiot’s fault. She whirled around to see that her son’s stubby fingers had almost secured their goal.
Pierce was quicker than Amanda. He grabbed the jar out of Christopher’s hands an instant before it met up with the same fate as the coffee jar.
Amused, Pierce returned the jar to its place. “Does he always like to clear the shelves this way?”
“You don’t know the half of it.”
Amanda sighed. She was exhausted. For the moment she forgot about maintaining defenses. Going shopping with Christopher had been a great deal more tiring than her morning run. But Carla had come down with a sinus attack this morning and the pantry had been on its way to bare.
Carla had looked so miserable, Amanda had decided to give her a small respite by taking Christopher with her. She had mistakenly hoped that perhaps this one time, Christopher would behave himself.
She’d always been an impossible dreamer.
Pierce wasn’t much for children, but the boy was rather cute. In a certain way, he reminded Pierce of himself before his grandmother had attempted to beat the spirit out of him.
Mischief danced in the boy’s every movement. The kid was probably hell on wheels. Pierce looked at Amanda. “Do I get an introduction?”
She gave Christopher a disapproving look as she cleaned his fingers with her handkerchief. They’d gotten sticky somehow. Amanda was afraid to examine her groceries.
“Play your cards right and you might get adoption papers as well.”
Pierce ruffled the boy’s hair, and to Amanda’s amazement Christopher didn’t try to bite him, as was his habit with strangers. Probably sensed he’d come down with some sort of a disease if he did, Amanda thought.
Pierce studied the boy. “He looks harmless enough.”
“Looks,” Amanda pointed out tersely, “can be deceiving.” Like yours. “His name is Christopher and he’s the reason for my gray hair.”
Before she could stop him, Pierce sifted a strand of her hair through his fingers. The gesture was too intimate for her liking.
She wished he’d stop playing with her earrings, her hair, her mind. It had definitely been too long between men. But she really hadn’t given it that much thought until he had begun to remind her with his presence.
“I don’t see any,” he said.
She didn’t like the feelings he kept generating. It was as if her air supply was slowly being depleted. As if choices were slowly being drawn away from her, slipping through her fingers like water.
She took a step back defensively. “Figure of speech,” she muttered. “See you on the news.”
Gripping the cart with both hands, she began to walk quickly away from him.
Pierce pivoted his cart on its two rear wheels and did a U-turn in the middle of the aisle. The coffee cans slid back and forth, jostling against each other until they wedged between a carton of milk and a five-pound bag of potatoes. “Where are you headed?”
She didn’t even bother looking over her shoulder. “Away from you.”
He hung back for a moment. He liked watching the way her hips rhythmically swayed as she hurried away. With very little effort, he imagined her walking away nude.
Pierce allowed himself to indulge in the fantasy for a second longer, then caught up to her. “Mandy, is that any way to treat a fellow worker? By the way, did you find the magnum of champagne?” He knew she had, but he wanted to hear her say it.
She whizzed past the soda section, her hand darting out to snare a six-pack of something green that promised to add only one calorie to her life. She refused to stop and talk to him again. If he wanted a conversation, he would have to settle for snatches. “Find it? I nearly broke my foot on the damn thing.”
He watched Amanda as she reached high on a shelf, her breasts rising in unconscious invitation. He felt his gut tightening.
Soon, Mandy, soon, Pierce promised both of them silently.
“Sorry, I’ll put it to the side next time.”
Amanda disappeared down the next aisle. Her voice rose over the partition. “There isn’t going to be a next time.”
Pierce followed her to the frozen vegetables. “We’ll see.”
She hated his slow drawl. It slipped so easily under her skin. Like a velvety anesthetic, it threatened to render her powerless. Powerless against the events that he seemed to know were coming.
Well, he was wrong. There wasn’t anything coming, because she wasn’t going to allow it.
It was her body that was attracted to him, nothing else. And if she allowed that attraction to govern her actions, then she damn well deserved whatever happened to her.
“No, we won’t see, because there won’t be anything to see.”
Amanda turned away to choose between two different brands of frozen dinners. She deposited one of each into her cart. Pierce poked at the packages and frowned. He was passing judgment.
“Just what do you think you’re doing?” She grabbed his wrist, stopping him.
He looked at her, his mouth sensual. Amanda pulled back her hand.
Pierce shook his head as he held aloft a loaf of white bread. “No wonder you’re so volatile. You’re filling your system with garbage.”
She yanked the loaf away from him and cursed inwardly as she accidentally crushed one end of it. She stopped short of throwing it into the cart and set it down instead. Christopher clapped his hands and laughed, approving of the new game.
“It’s my system and I’ll thank you to butt out of it.”
He didn’t seem to hear her. “You see, if you ate sensibly”—he removed one of die dinners she had just put in her cart—“you wouldn’t be so uptight.” His eyes mocked her.
“I am not uptight.” She pulled the frozen dinner out of his hands.
He raised his eyebrow.
The man was lucky she didn’t punch him. “Okay, okay, maybe I am a little, but it hasn’t got anything to do with what’s in my basket. It has something to do with what’s next to my basket.”
But even as she spoke, Pierce was putting the second dinner back into the frozen section. She was going to have to hit him over the head with a two-by-four before she got through to him, she thought in exasperation.
“Damn it, Alexander, are you deaf? I want you to leave my cart alone.”
He just shook his head. “You’ve got too much sugar and salt and God knows what else going into your body.” It was a ploy to bait her and get her worked up. He wondered what she would say if she knew that the freshest thing in his refrigerator yesterday had been a can of beer.
Pierce looked at her son. “Don’t you realize that you’re feeding Christopher an enormous amount of chemicals?” Pierce picked up another frozen entree from the cart.
She grasped the edge, trying to wrench it back. Her fingers brushed against his. Smooth. He had long, artistic fingers. Fingers that could ...
Damn it, what was the matter with her? “If you don’t mind, I’ll feed my son the way I see fit.”
“Fit is the last thing he’ll be if he keeps on eating that junk.”
Christopher was completely oblivious to the conversation going on around him. As his mother verbally dueled with the man who was quickly becoming the bane of her existence, Christopher diligently worked to set a can of diet soda free from the plastic that bound it to five other cans.
Suddenly, Amanda felt a small, thin stream of liquid hitting her in the middle. It took her a minute to figure out where it was coming from. A geyser was squirting out of the aluminum can, aimed straight at her blouse. Within a second, a dark, damp spot had mushroomed right over her breast.
“Christopher!” Her son had sunk his teeth into the side of the can and bitten a hole in it.
Pierce commandeered the can and put his thumb over the hole. “See what I mean?”
“See what?” She had to struggle to keep from shouting at him.
They were beginning to attract attention from the other shoppers. The girl at the second register, Amanda noticed, hadn’t stopped staring at them since Pierce had begun flinging things out of her cart.
He gestured toward Christopher with the can. “If he ate a little less refined food, maybe he wouldn’t be so hyper.”
Perhaps if the observation had come from someone else, she might have been willing to consider it. But she wasn’t about to let Pierce think that he was racking up any points.
The contents of the cart rattled as Amanda pulled away from him. She headed for the nearest checker. “My housekeeper doesn’t have time to fix elaborate meals. She’s too busy trying to just keep up with him.”
And that, Amanda figured, settled that.



Chapter Ten 
 
Tenacity had always been the hallmark of his existence.
Though he gave the impression of being easygoing, someone who didn’t worry about outcomes, in reality the opposite was true of Pierce Alexander. Whether it was a story, or an answer, or, as in this case, a woman, if he wanted it, he dug in and hung on until he finally attained it. No matter what the roadblocks, he never lost sight of his goal.
As of now, Amanda Foster had officially become his goal.
A niggling little feeling in the back of his mind warned him that if he wasn’t careful, he might just get more than he bargained for.
He was quick to dismiss the thought. Things, he felt, had a way of working themselves out if you gave them enough slack—as long as you never let go of the rope or got yourself tangled up in it. He had no intentions of getting tangled up.
Distance, with the illusion of closeness, was the basic key to all relationships.
And the key to Amanda, he mused, studying the situation, might just be the hyperkinetic, bright-eyed little boy in her cart.
Pierce moved into place behind the two of them in the checkout line.
“You know,” he continued casually, as if there had been no break in the conversation, no attempt on her part to end it entirely, “if you need a break, I’m a fair hand at baby-sitting.”
Amanda turned. The carton of milk in her hand was suspended in mid-descent to the black conveyor belt that was moving toward the redheaded cashier. The latter, Amanda had been quick to note, was trying her best to make eye contact with Pierce.
Better you than me, Sweetie.
“You?” Amanda asked Pierce.
The word came out in a laugh. The image didn’t work for Amanda. The only kind of baby she could envision Pierce Alexander sitting with was the kind that fit into tight dresses with low necklines and breathlessly murmured meaningless monosyllabic words. Like Janice in the mail room.
“Me.”
He dug into her cart just as she reached for another item. He heard her annoyed intake of breath and smiled innocently. With cavalier aplomb, he tossed her frozen entrees onto the conveyor belt and invented a sibling. “My sister has five kids.”
“You have a sister?” She couldn’t begin to picture him with a family. If Pierce had been created an animal, he would have been a wolf. A lone wolf.
Pierce got into the spirit of the thing and rounded out the family he’d never had. “A mother and father too. One of each.” He arched a brow as he looked at Amanda. “Surprised?”
“Flabbergasted.”
Something nagged at the back of her mind about this scenario, something she had once heard but now couldn’t quite remember. She placed the last of her groceries on the counter and began searching for her wallet within the cavernous recesses of her shoulder bag.
She heard the checker suck in her breath and mutter to herself as she scanned her fingernails instead of the box of cereal. Keys clicked on the register as she rectified her mistake.
That’s what you get for staring at him.
Wallet in hand, Amanda glanced at Pierce. “I can’t even imagine you as a child.”
As far as Pierce was concerned, he had only occupied that position for about five minutes before being forced to grow up. Hard and fast. There’d been no time to play, to be idle and enjoy it. His grandmother’s hand had been too swift for him to relax. But he had no intention of ever sharing that with anyone.
He smiled at Christopher. “There’s a little of the child in all of us, Mandy. I could use my portion to entertain Christopher.”
Christopher had snagged a bag of chocolate chip cookies from the conveyor belt. With a joyous squeal, he tore the bag apart. Chocolate chip cookies rained into the cart.
Feeling her patience begin to unravel, Amanda pried the bag out of his hands. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t take you up on your tempting offer.”
Working with her, Pierce gathered up the cookies from the bottom of the cart and handed them to Amanda. His hands closed over hers.
“I can be very forgiving.” The words seem to drip from his lips. Amanda heard the checker sigh. If Pierce heard, he gave no sign. His eyes were on Amanda’s face, watching her intently. “Given the right set of circumstances.”
“You’re not going to be given any circumstances,” she said with finality, fervently hoping she could live up to her words. With anyone else, it would have been a foregone conclusion. Not so with Alexander. She knew who he was, what he was, but she was beginning to suspect that it wouldn’t make a difference in the long run.
That it wouldn’t help to protect her from him.
For the first time, Amanda felt afraid.
The source of the problem, she realized, were his eyes. They made her forget things she needed to remember. Averting her eyes from his, Amanda thrust several bills at the checker.
“Thank you for shopping at Baker’s,” the redhead mumbled, depositing change into Amanda’s hands, or where she judged them to be. She was too preoccupied with Pierce to be sure of her aim.
Pierce was not above smiling at the checker in return. The woman visibly dissolved. The coins she was giving Amanda fell between them onto the metal scale.
Good, work on her, not me, Amanda thought.
She didn’t even bother to gather up the change. Instead, she quickly pushed her cart out as the redhead turned her brilliant smile on Pierce full force.
Amanda’s getaway was aborted in the parking lot. By the time she had reached her car and opened her trunk, Pierce was bearing down on her from the rear.
“You forgot your change.” He jingled it in his hand before reaching for hers.
Amanda turned her back on him. “Keep it.”
A smile played on his lips, curving his mouth slowly. “I never charge, Mandy.”
Amanda felt a string of words forming that she refused to utter around Christopher. Frustrated, she ignored Pierce completely and unlocked her door while Christopher beat his heels against the cart.
“Mandy, I get the distinct impression that you’re running away from me.”
“So, you’re not as dense as I thought.” She shifted a sack from the cart into the trunk. “Alexander—“
“Pierce.” He mouthed his name slowly, sensuously, as if he expected her to mimic him.
His lips looked to be in excellent condition.
“Alexander,” she repeated doggedly as she tossed two more sacks into the trunk, “get this straight. I am not in the market for whole wheat, whole grain, or whole superstud.” She poked him in the chest to emphasis each point and hated the flash of amusement in his eyes. “See you at the office.” One last sack followed and then she slammed the trunk with feeling.
When she turned around to take Christopher out of the cart and place him into his car seat, he was no longer there.
Oh God, now what?
“Christo—“
His name had hardly formed on her lips when she saw that Pierce was slipping her son into the car seat. Without any trouble.
She cursed his interference as she rounded the back of the car. Christopher was letting Pierce buckle him in with only a minimum of fuss. He was usually all waving arms and legs when either she or Carla did it.
“That’s a big boy,” Pierce commended soothingly. Christopher said something unintelligible in response and beamed.
Maybe Pierce was good with children, Amanda thought grudgingly. That still didn’t mean she was going to greet him with open arms and let him into her life. That would be courting trouble. She was a grown woman. She knew trouble when she saw it.
Pushing Pierce aside, Amanda tested each of the two belts that held Christopher in place to assure herself that they were secure.
Pierce watched her hands: quick, soft, capable. He thought of those hands on him and anticipation stirred. “Not a very trusting soul, are you, Mandy?”
Her eyes met his. Hers were cold, flat, and filled with memories.
“No.”
For the first time, Pierce began to wonder what her story was. What had her looking at him with such suspicion, such wariness, as if she thought he were a wolf about to pounce on her.
He was beginning to detect a certain vulnerability; there seemed to be more at play here than just the usual standoffishness.
And he wanted to find out what.
Maybe it was just the reporter in him taking over. Whatever the case, he was smart enough to know that he was going to need something more than just charm and guile to get her into his bed. He was going to have to reassure her. In order to do that, he needed to know about what.
There was no way around it. Like a work of popular fiction, the woman intrigued him and kept him turning pages until he got to the ending.
Before she could draw away, he slowly slid the back of his hand along her cheek. He was sure he saw the tiniest speck of desire glint in her eyes before the loathing choked it off.
“Too bad. We’re going to have to see about changing that.”
She gave him a tight smile that looked as phony as she meant it to. She rounded the hood of her car.
“Not as long as you draw breath.” Amanda got into the driver’s seat and pulled the door shut.
Whatever Pierce was going to say in reply was lost to her as she turned on the ignition and purposely revved the engine. Throwing the car into reverse, she quickly backed out of her space.
Pierce had to jump back in order to avoid being run over.
Amanda had been careful to watch him through her rearview mirror. Her depth perception was magnificent. Only giving the illusion of being careless, she had maneuvered the car close enough to almost press his clothing—and to see that his face had paled.
Good, that’ll put the fear of God into the son of a bitch.
Her foot pressing down on the accelerator, Amanda left the parking lot as quickly as the limit of the law allowed her to.



Chapter Eleven
 
“”Christopher, what’s come over you?”
Amanda regarded her son with a reproving eye as she drove out of the parking lot. She knew it wasn’t his fault, but she felt an odd sort of betrayal at the child’s sudden shift in behavior. He was her son, not Alexander’s. She was the one who provided for him, who played with him, who read to him at night no matter how tired she was. How could he just take to Alexander like that?
What was he, the Pied Piper of Hamlin, to charm Christopher like that?
“You act like a little wild animal in the store and then that bast—man,” she amended, glancing at the boy quickly to see if he had picked up on the word, “has you eating out of his hand.”
Christopher looked at her in wide-eyed innocence for a moment, then turned his face toward the window. “Nice man, Mama.”
“Shows what you know,” she muttered, her annoyance abating. People far brighter than Christopher had been taken in by that southern-boy charm that Pierce wielded so expertly.
She glanced at Christopher again. If the car seat tether hadn’t been holding him in place, she was certain, he would have been hanging out the open window, trying to catch a glimpse of Pierce.
Just what was it about that man?
Amanda looked in the rearview mirror. In the distance, she saw a blue sports car following her. At least it appeared to be following her.
She was sure it was following her after it mimicked her path, turn for turn, for the next two miles as she made her way home from the store.
Pierce.
God damn it, what had brought on this siege? He’d been at the station for six months. After she had rejected his initial attempt to ask her out, he had left her completely alone. What had renewed his interest, or whatever it was that he was displaying? What was she, the challenge of the month for him?
Amanda chewed on that thought as she drove the rest of the way to her house, her anger unfurling like a huge red flag. Her mounting indignation was soon large enough to blanket and smother that tiny portion of her that was just the slightest bit intrigued.
No matter how quickly she drove, squeaking through one yellow light that turned red at the intersection, Pierce managed to keep up and followed her all the way home. And when she pulled into her driveway several minutes later, he drove his car right up next to hers. He was out of his car first.
Amanda glared at him.
“What’s the matter, lost your way? I mean, more than usual?”
He liked the way lightning flashed in her eyes when she was angry. She was going to be one hell of a bed partner, he mused, all fire and smoke in his hands. He could almost feel her now.
Anticipation had him smiling as he rounded the hood of her car. Pierce opened her door for her before she had the chance.
“No, I know my way around very well.” The way he looked at her left no doubt about his meaning. “But you looked like you had a lot of groceries to handle.”
She gave him what she hoped was a particularly scathing look. It did no good. He was still there, still looking at her with eyes that shimmered a liquid blue, like a clear lagoon. But lagoons hid reefs beneath their waters, and she wasn’t about to run the risk of being dashed up against one of them.
“That’s not all I have to handle.” She meant the remark to be off-putting. It obviously wasn’t.
As her legs swung out, Amanda saw the lazy way his eyes traveled up the length of her limbs, saw the look of hot approval.
Yes, he was trouble, she thought even as a shiver ran up her spine.
She ignored the hand he offered. “I don’t need your help, Alexander.” Turning her back on him, she circumvented the front of the car and went to the passenger’s side. Christopher raised his arms to her urgently. “I have a housekeeper, remember?”
“Yes, but she has her hands filled with Christopher, remember?”
She heard the mocking note in his voice. He would remember her saying that.
Deliberately ignoring Pierce, she started to unfasten Christopher from his seat and discovered that the boy had already taken care of one of the harnesses by himself. It was completely off his shoulder and lay in his lap.
Christopher laughed as if he could read his mother’s mind and was very pleased with himself.
“Regular little Houdini, isn’t he?” Pierce remarked. “He gets that from his mother, I see.”
Amanda fisted her hands at her waist. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”
His eyes laughed at her. “You were trying to lose me when you drove out of the parking lot.”
“Only because it’s against the law to run you over.”
He laughed again. It occurred to Pierce that women didn’t usually make him laugh.
The front door opened behind them. Carla emerged from the house, sneezing. Amanda almost breathed a sigh of relief. Reinforcements.
Maybe if she continued to ignore him, Alexander would finally give up and leave. It was certainly worth a try. She turned toward Carla.
“How’s your sinus attack doing?”
Christopher’s high-pitched squeal announced his displeasure at being neglected, and Amanda lifted him out of the car seat. She set him down on the ground.
“Better,” Carla answered.
It certainly didn’t sound any better, Amanda thought. Carla sniffled into a handkerchief, then shoved it into the deep pocket of her robe. Her eyes grew wide as she looked from Amanda to Pierce. First doubt, then an almost disbelieving recognition passed over her face.
Carla blushed. If it was him, he was even better-looking in person. A lot more rugged.
She pointed at Pierce as if the very act verified his existence and identity. “Hey, you’re—“
“An uninvited pest,” Amanda ended the sentence for her. She thrust a bag of groceries at the younger woman.
But Carla apparently wanted to hang around for the view. Rather than taking the bag into the house, she held the grocery sack against her chest, staring in wonder at Pierce.
Amanda stopped short of throwing up her hands. Instead, she turned to face the source of her irritation. She didn’t know exactly what his game was, or why she had been chosen to play. But she didn’t play games and she wasn’t about to start now.
“Look, Alexander, I know your type.”
Pierce leaned over and took another bag out of the trunk. “Do you now?”
Amanda snatched the bag away from him. She’d had enough. “Yes, I do. And I’m not interested. I was married to someone like you for three long, miserable years.”
He made a mental note to look at her bio profile again. Maybe there were things he’d missed the first time through. And things he could follow up on. He liked being thorough and leaving little to chance.
“Three years?”
“Yes.” She took another bag before he was able to and balanced it on her hip. But when she turned to walk away, Pierce laid a hand on her arm, forcing Amanda to look at him.
“And he let you go?”
“Let” wouldn’t have been the word she would have used, but she wasn’t about to launch into any explanations. “Yes.”
He shook his head slowly, and she found herself momentarily mesmerized by the look in his eyes.
“Then it wasn’t anyone like me, because if I had had you, Mandy, I wouldn’t have let you go.”
He wasn’t sure where the words had come from. Maybe he was flying on automatic pilot. Women liked hearing that they were unique, even though they were all the same.
Or maybe he’d said them because, in a way, Amanda was unique.
Her heart skipped two beats even as she called herself a fool. Damn, but he was good. She was beginning to understand why Sheila in accounting had closeted herself with Pierce last week.
Sheila might have, but she wasn’t about to, Amanda reminded herself. Not now, not ever. She prided herself on the fact that she could finally see past broad shoulders, a sensual smile, and, in his case, a great tight end. And what she saw was a void.
“Maybe you wouldn’t have had a choice in the matter,” she retorted.
She didn’t know what had made her tell Alexander that she had been married, let alone for how long. He had no business knowing anything about her private life. It was just that, private.
She turned toward Carla, who was still standing there, transfixed.
“Let’s go, Carla,” she prodded. Carla blinked and seemed to come to life. She began to move to the front door like a woman in a trance.
“Christopher.” Amanda looked around for her son and saw that the boy had his hand in Pierce’s. Despite the fact that she had called him, he made no move to come to her. She knew that she could try to push him along, but that wouldn’t have given her any satisfaction at the moment.
“Christopher.” She smiled at him. “I have chocolate in the house for you.”
Christopher immediately bounded into the house just ahead of her.
“My favorite’s bittersweet,” Pierce said.
Just like you are. Or are you just sweet, with bitter edges that can be nibbled off?
Amanda stopped in the doorway and looked over her shoulder, giving him a quizzical look. “What are you talking about?”
“Chocolate. My favorite type of chocolate is bittersweet.”
If he thought he was going to talk his way into her house, he was dead wrong. She had better things to do than feed him and his ego. “Nice to know,” Amanda answered coldly.
She crossed the threshold. He was two steps behind her.
Using the point of her elbow, she slammed the door behind her, leaving Pierce standing on the front step. As it cut him off, the last thing in the world she expected was to hear him laugh again.
She heard the sound as she walked away. Damn, but she hated to be his source of entertainment.



Chapter Twelve
 
Amanda had just managed to walk into the kitchen and set the two grocery bags she was carrying down on the gray-tiled counter when the doorbell rang.
No, it can’t be him. Not even Alexander would be that pushy.
Carla shuffled into the room right behind her carrying the last two bags. She heaved a heavy sigh as she placed them next to the others.
The doorbell rang again. Amanda glanced at Carla. “Are you expecting anyone?”
Carla shook her head and then sneezed into her handkerchief. “Only Death.”
Never let it be said that Carla didn’t have a flair for the dramatic, Amanda thought. She could turn a hangnail into a rapidly progressing case of gangrene.
Amanda patted the woman’s shoulder. “I’ll take care of the groceries after I get the door; you take Christopher into the family room.” She saw the pained look on Carla’s face and a wave of sympathy washed over her. “Why don’t you call your mother while you’re watching him play? Maybe it’ll make you feel better.”
Carla’s countenance improved measurably. With renewed vigor and purpose, she hustled Christopher toward the family room.
Now maybe she’d have a little peace. Amanda glanced toward the front door.
The doorbell rang a third time just as she reached for the doorknob. “I’m coming, I’m coming.”
She opened the door. Pierce was standing there, filling up the entire doorway. Amanda couldn’t believe the audacity of the man.
His mouth lifted in a half smile. “Not alone, I hope. It would be such a waste.”
With a great deal of difficulty, she resisted the urge to slam the door in his face. Her patience was badly frayed.
“Why have you singled me out like this?”
Because you’re preying on my mind like an endless melody and I don’t like it.
Pierce shook his head slowly. “Mandy. Mandy, where are your manners?” His chiding tone irritated her. She gritted her teeth. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”
He leaned his hand on the door just in case she was tempted to swing it shut.
“No.” She tested the door subtly and discovered that it wouldn’t budge. “And I wish you’d stop calling me Mandy.”
“Why?”
Amanda raised her chin. Defiantly, she leaned against the door. She wondered if she was going to have to call the police to get rid of him. No, she decided, she was going to do this on her own. She didn’t need someone running interference for her with Alexander. She could take care of someone like him herself.
“Because I don’t like it.”
She spat out the words, but he remained unconvinced. “Oh, you like it, Amanda, I can see it in your eyes.” Without making a single movement, he seemed to be standing closer to her, breathing in her space. “You don’t lie very well. Not to me.”
So now he was a seer as well as an irritant. “Don’t flatter yourself.”
“I never do that. I don’t have to.” He saw her eyes glint. He gently pushed the door open wider. “It’s hot standing out here on your doorstep. I’d surely appreciate a cold glass of water.”
It was hot all right. And the way he was looking at her was making it several degrees hotter. Still, she kept her hand on the door, denying him entrance into the house. “Didn’t the wicked queen use that excuse on Snow White to get into her cottage?’
It wasn’t her cottage he was interested in getting into. He wanted to discover the taste of her mouth. To learn if she was as sultry as she looked. If her skin was soft all over, like her face. And if she cried out when she peaked.
“I don’t know. I’ve never read fairy tales.” And there had never been anyone to read them to him.
Amanda’s eyes pinned him. “How about to your five nieces and nephews?”
He could almost read her mind. Nice try. I don’t trap that easy, Mandy.
“I take them to the park instead. They don’t sit still long enough for stories.”
He smiled at her beguilingly. It was the look he used when he was working to disarm the defenses of people who were initially disinclined to talk. He’d discovered that it generated confidence. But Amanda appeared to remain unmoved. A challenge.
“C’mon, Mandy, I brought you a magnum of champagne. Can’t you find it in your hard Yankee heart to spare me a little water?”
For a moment, she remained exactly where she was. Finally, with a sigh, Amanda stepped back, reluctance evident in the very set of her shoulders. Something was urging her to let him in. Maybe it was just idle curiosity. Or maybe it was that reckless element that exists in people, the one that makes them want to leap in front of oncoming subway trains and jump from roofs.
Amanda closed the door behind her. “You know, for an investigative reporter, you don’t have your facts very straight. I’m originally from California. That doesn’t exactly make me a Yankee.”
He stuck his hands in his pockets as he walked in and looked around. Nice. Simple, but elegant. Her house made him think of her.
His eyes flickered over her as he followed her to the kitchen. “I’m from Georgia.” Pierce’s drawl intensified. “To me, everyone’s a Yankee.”
Amanda took a glass from the cupboard and turned on the faucet. She wasn’t going to let him engage her in conversation. Just drink and go. “Yes, well, if I get you that water, will you leave?”
“Drink and run?” he asked, amused. “Southern boys are never rude, Mandy.”
Yeah, right. “Obviously a lesson they left out of your education.”
The water spilled over her fingers as she filled the glass. Amanda thrust the glass into his hand. “Here.”
As he accepted it, his fingers brushed against hers.
Her hand was trapped in his. “This isn’t a joint venture, Alexander.” She glared at him, attempting to shut out a fresh wave of warmth. “I’d like my hand back.”
“Sorry,” he murmured, entertained.
Distance. She both needed and wanted distance from him. Amanda turned away and began unpacking the groceries as slowly as she could, willing him to leave.
As she shoved boxes into the pantry and packages into the freezer, she tried to ignore the fact that he was just standing there, mutely watching her. It was like trying to ignore a fire beneath her feet.
Pierce leaned a hip casually against the counter. “You know,” he said, contemplating the inside of the glass, “champagne might taste a whole lot better.”
She was certain that Alexander would just love that, getting her too intoxicated to realize that he was taking advantage of her. She closed the refrigerator door with a loud slam.
“It might, but it’s too early in the day to drink, at least for me.” She folded the grocery sacks, punching them into submission. “Way too early.” Shoving the bags into a drawer next to the sink, she then slammed that. “Don’t you have anything to do?”
He noticed that the little line was forming between her brows again. “Can’t think of a thing. I’m not due at the studio until ten-thirty tonight.” He went through the motions of looking at his watch to appease her. “And there’s nothing breaking for me to investigate.”
"Have you called in?"
"No. I was in such a hurry to find you, I forgot my phone."
She sighed, sorry she had ever opened the front door.
“Then how would you know?” She gestured toward the front of the house, urging him out. “You’re here, your phone’s home.”
“Ever hear of a beeper?” Removing it from his belt, he held it up for her to see.
She looked at the small black object, surprised. “I can’t picture you wearing one of those.”
Owning a beeper made him seem far too responsible, almost tame. But there was something in his eyes that told her Pierce wasn’t the type who could be tamed. He was the type to establish his own rules and play the game on his own terms. Men like Alexander didn’t wear beepers.
His fingers curved around the beeper as he hooked it onto his belt.
“Seems like you can’t picture me in a whole lot of ways.” He took a step toward her. She felt exceedingly uncomfortable. The closer he was, the more she realized how tall he was. It was disarming.
He slid his finger along a lock of her hair and watched, fascinated, as the pulse in her throat jumped. “I’m a multisided person, Mandy.”
She hated herself for her weak reaction. It was probably just what he was expecting. Yet instead of standing her ground, Amanda took a step away from him. “Multi-sided or multi-faced?”
Something flashed in her eyes, and her sudden wariness surprised him. “Who set you on edge this way, Mandy?”
“You.”
But he knew better.
“Uh-uh, the job was done way before I came onto the scene.” And she wasn’t about to tell him who. Not now. He could see that. But she would.
She frowned. “You’re not on the scene except in a very cursory way.”
His smile unnerved her. “That can change.”
“Not anytime soon.” She was about to add, “Not in this lifetime,” but somehow the words never formed.
“I’ve got time.”
She whirled on her heel, turning her back on him. “Well, I don’t.”
He didn’t take her answer the way she had intended. “In a hurry? Fine with me.” He took her arm, causing her to face him. “I’ve got to admit I’ve been curious about this for a long time now.”
What was he talking about? And why did she suddenly feel so threatened? But she didn’t voice her question, or demand that he release her. It was hard to think, let alone speak, with Pierce standing so close to her.
The hell with waiting, he decided. The opportunity might not present itself to him again anytime soon. His eyes holding hers, he drew Amanda into his arms.
As their bodies touched at all the volatile points, the air seemed to just whoosh away from her lungs. She thought about kicking him, about bringing her knee up and landing a blow to his vanity and his crotch.
But Amanda couldn’t have moved if her life depended on it.
And maybe, in a way, it did.
He brought his mouth down on hers. She could have sworn that she felt it a second before it made contact, hot and hungry as it pressed against hers.
It was a spontaneous combustion. Hungers and needs exploded within her. She had hoped, in vain, that she was submitting herself to the acid test and that he would come up lacking. She had fervently hoped that when he kissed her, she would discover, once and for all, that he was all flash, all smoke and no substance, just as she had believed. More than anything in the world, she wanted the feel of his mouth to leave her cold.
Not hot.
Not hot like an untended forest that had been set on fire.
But as his lips moved methodically, gently, softly over hers, she found herself responding. She was losing her train of thought, her sense of balance, her very hold on reality. She could taste flavors, dark, dangerous, on his lips. Dangerous and so tempting. And in tasting them, she could sense doom. Her own. But she couldn’t pull away.
Not when something was rising up within her to meet this swirling feeling.
With a cry that melted into his mouth, Amanda dove her fingers into Pierce’s hair and held on, her body pressed urgently against his.
She knew she was going to be sorry, very sorry, but that was for later, not now. For now, for this single moment in time, she wanted to pretend she didn’t know the things she did—that there were no fairy tales, no happy endings, that men who kissed like this weren’t made of sterling and didn’t plight undying love. Men who kissed like this were womanizers who would tear her heart to shreds and rake it over the jagged rocks of grief.
All she wanted to do was lose herself in the mindless delight he evoked in her.



Chapter Thirteen 
 
For one brief moment, blood pounding through his veins, Pierce thought of carrying Amanda to her room and satisfying this urgent need that held him captivated, that held him without mercy.
But something else kept him in check, something that promised him the wait would make it all worth his while. The wait would make it sweeter.
His hands roamed her back, pressing her to him. It had been a long time since he’d felt this kind of passion, a long time since he had wanted a woman this much.
He reminded himself that he wasn’t an animal who gave in to lust for its own sake. At least, not often. And not with a child a few feet away. There were some rules to the game, after all.
Pierce had had no idea, when he began to kiss Amanda an eternity ago, that he was going to be sucked into a vortex. The breathless realization had all but knocked control over his own actions out of his hands. Pierce struggled to hang on.
The cool woman who put him down with such obvious relish and aplomb had turned out to be a sizzling wildcat, whether she realized it or not.
He had suspected it from the first, just by looking into her eyes.
Pierce trailed his lips over the hollow of her throat, and the familiar action reminded Amanda too much of Jeff. It was something he had been fond of doing because it aroused her so; Jeff had always enjoyed exercising his power over her.
Common sense came rushing back to Amanda as she remembered who she was, what she was doing. She was giving Jeff another chance to undo her.
With a strangled cry, Amanda wedged her hands between them and pushed Pierce away from her. She tossed back her head, as if that could clear the last bit of delirium from her brain.
“Satisfied your curiosity enough?” Each syllable was dipped in bitterness.
There was anger in her eyes. And hurt. A well of hurt. Why? Except for her back, he hadn’t even touched her. He had refrained, though he had ached to curve his hands around the swell of her breasts. But he knew that for Amanda, the bridge from here to there, from stranger to lover, was one constructed out of fragile rope that would break if stressed too quickly. Pierce hadn’t wanted to behave like an adolescent, fumbling in the backseat of his father’s car.
If his father had had a car.
If he’d had a father.
Because he wanted to touch her, he trailed his fingertips against her cheek. Amanda jerked away, just as he knew she would. And desire flashed for a moment in her eyes. He had known that would happen too.
“Mandy, I haven’t begun to satisfy anything yet.”
She spoke in a slow, measured cadence. “Too bad— those are all the samples that are being given out. Ever.”
He shoved his hands into his pockets to keep from touching her again. “Lady, do you have any idea how lethal you are?”
If he meant to flatter her, he didn’t. Those were just empty words. Amanda pressed her lips together and tasted him. There was a surge within her, warm and insistent, that had nothing to do with common sense. She fought it back.
“No, but I have an idea how annoyed I am. I also know that I’d like you to leave right—“
Amanda saw a movement in the doorway and turned to look. She blew out an angry breath. Carla was standing on the threshold. Red-nosed and sniffling, her housekeeper was staring at Pierce with huge, worshipful eyes.
“What is it, Carla?” She asked the question a bit too sharply.
Pierce grinned at Carla as he placed his hands on Amanda’s shoulders. Amanda shrugged him off, her eyes on Carla.
“I was making my call. . .” Carla’s voice trailed off as she returned Pierce’s smile.
“Yes?” Amanda prodded. “What about your phone call, Carla?”
Carla blushed and stammered. “And that call-holding thing beeped. I got it right, finally.” Timid triumph glowed on her face.
Carla was always losing incoming phone calls. Amanda tried not to lose her temper.
“And—?”
Carla lowered her eyes. She couldn’t think coherently with Pierce looking at her like that.
“It’s that man again.” She stopped, trying to remember the caller’s name. Her sinus attack and this blue-eyed man made everything fuzzy. “Whitney Granger. He says he wants to talk to you. Should I tell my mother to hang up?” Carla looked a little put out.
“Yes, tell your mother to hang up. You can call her back later. I’ll take my call in the den.” Amanda was aware that Pierce had become very attentive to the conversation at the mention of Whitney’s name.
Too bad, you’re not coming anywhere near this one, Alexander.
Carla hurried from the room.
Pierce’s casual stance didn’t deceive Amanda. “Why would Whitney Granger be calling you?” he asked.
His own sources had told Pierce that there was something up at Contemporary Vehicles, something that couldn’t bear the light of day. Was Amanda doing a little legwork on her own? He knew that unlike the other anchors, who were satisfied just to read copy someone else had written, Amanda enjoyed doing fieldwork whenever possible. He’d heard that she claimed it kept her fresh.
He’d drink to that.
The last thing in the world Amanda wanted was to have Alexander sticking his nose into this. He was first and last an investigative reporter. There’d be no compunction about snatching this story away from her and making it his shining scoop. He’d do it in a heartbeat, with no more thought than he had put into kissing her.
Less.
“He’s an old family friend,” she said easily. Amanda began to edge her way out of the room. “He’s probably just calling to invite me over for a barbecue. He does that a lot.”
There was more to it than that; he’d bet his reputation on it. But what kind of more? Was she seeing Granger professionally? Sleeping with him? Granger appeared to be a family man, but those were usually the most predatory types.
“I didn’t know you knew Granger.” His voice was casual as he toyed with the fringes on one of the decorative kitchen towels.
“Why should you?” What business did he think he had in her private life? “I wear a size five shoe; you didn’t know that either.”
His arrogant smile rankled her even as it seeped under her skin. “Yes, I did.” He touched the tip of his tongue to his lip, as if savoring her kiss. “You’d be surprised what I know about you, Mandy.”
She wished she had a bodyguard who could throw him out on his ear for her. Anything to wipe that smug expression from his face.
“I don’t have the time to hear it, nor the stomach for it.” She thought of Whitney, waiting on the line. Amanda gestured toward the front of the house. “You know where the door is. Don’t let it hit you on the way out.”
Not waiting to see him off, Amanda hurried to the den, her mind already on Whitney. Why is he calling? Has he changed his mind?
Pierce watched her leave. “All in due time, Amanda,” he murmured under his breath. “All in due time.” He waited a beat, then ventured out into the hall.
The sound of her voice, low and secretive, guided him. Pierce stopped short of the den. The door was closed, but he could hear her clearly through it. Amanda sighed, and Pierce could tell that she knew Granger personally, just as she’d said.
Amanda’s heart ached for Whitney. It wasn’t what he said but the tone of his voice when he said it that told her just how much he was suffering. She felt so impotent, so helpless.
“I could come over,” she offered.
She could hear the sad smile over the telephone. “Holding my hand isn’t necessary, Amanda. I’m a grown man. I broke the law. No matter how good I thought my reasons were, I still broke the law. It’s time to face up to the consequences. I just wanted to be sure that you were still going through with the story.”
She wished she didn’t have to. “It’s what you want, right?”
He sighed heavily. “Yes.”
“Then I’ll do it. I’ll present it in the best light I possibly can tonight.” She worked her lower lip. “Whitney, everything’s going to be all right.”
At least I hope so.
She heard him laugh softly, as if he knew better. “Of course it will. I’ll be watching tonight. I know I can count on you.”
“You can always count on me, Whitney.” To go on the air and be the first one to destroy your reputation and maybe your life, she thought sadly. “I’ll be by later in case you change your mind about needing that hand to hold.”
From the sound of her voice, Pierce judged that Amanda was about to hang up. He withdrew quickly, hurrying down the hall and then out the door.
As he got into his car and started it, he pressed one of the buttons on his mobile phone. He needed Granger’s address, and fast. Jackie was probably in her office at the station. She could look it up for him.
One hand on the wheel, Pierce listened to the phone on the other end ring. Just what was it that Amanda was preparing to present on the news tonight about Granger? He hadn’t heard of any exclusive shaping up at the station involving Contemporary Vehicles or Granger. That meant she was going out on her own. We’ll see, Mandy, we’ll see.
Within forty-five minutes, Pierce was standing on the marble front steps of Whitney Granger’s house. The estate was guarded, but it had been an almost childishly simple matter to gain entry. He’d told the guard that he had been sent by Amanda to speak to Granger. Phoning the house to verify, the guard had opened the gates almost immediately.
Apparently, Pierce mused, Amanda’s name opened doors around here.
Whitney was at the door when Pierce knocked.
Pierce took out his wallet to show his ID. Whitney waved it aside without bothering to look at it. “That isn’t necessary,” he told him. “I know who you are.” Whitney gestured for Pierce to come in, but his eyes remained wary as he regarded the younger man.
It was starting already, he thought. The reporters flocking to his door like so many vultures after carrion. But he could deal with this one. “I do, however, find it difficult to believe that Amanda sent you.”
Pierce felt his way around slowly. “She just wanted to get a couple of last-minute details straight for the broadcast tonight. They occurred to her after she hung up with vou earlier.”
It had the ring of truth in it, but so did the best of lies. “You were there?”
“Yes, at her house. We were working on something else when you called.”
The impression of her mouth still warm on his, Pierce wondered how Amanda would have reacted to his wording. He stole a glance at Whitney as he pretended to look around his elegant library.
Pierce went out on a limb, playing a long shot as he tried to second-guess Amanda’s reasoning.
“She wants to do this without any outside interference, but she felt that she needed someone to use as a sounding board.” Pierce turned to smile broadly at Whitney, his eyes innocent and unassuming, perhaps even a touch humble. “She chose me.”
Whitney’s initial inclination was to resist offering any explanation. He had asked for secrecy until she broke the story and Amanda had promised it. But the man before him was a known personality, and he seemed genuine. Whitney recalled seeing Pierce on the news several times. There was a quality of believability that radiated from him when he made his reports. He wasn’t a painted, two-dimensional newscaster, he was more like one of the many people he interviewed. More like one of them than he, Whitney, had ever been.
“All right.” Whitney indicated a sofa and then sat down himself. He folded his hands before him and looked up at Pierce. “What is it you want to know?”
Everything.
Pierce took a seat on the edge of sofa. Willing sincerity to enter his eyes, Pierce did his best to put Whitney at ease. He’d played the kindly friend more times than he had the hard-nosed reporter and had been amply rewarded.
He wondered how much he could ask without giving himself away. He began with a vague question, hoping it would lead to specifics. “What do you plan to do after the story’s released?”
An enigmatic smile played on Whitney’s lips. “You mean, after the reporters lay siege to the estate?”
So it was going to be big. He knew it. ‘Yeah, after that.”
Whitney suddenly felt too restless to sit. He’d been counting the hours until the broadcast. There wasn’t much time left. He rose and crossed to the white fireplace. On the mantel was a wedding portrait. It brought him no joy.
“I imagine that it’ll probably be a matter for the law to handle. I’ve already sent for Amanda’s father to represent me in this.”
Pierce vaguely recalled hearing that her father was a high-powered lawyer who sold his services only to the rich, the very rich. Pierce cast about for more questions, his mind racing as he tried to piece things together. Whispered rumors of embezzlement had just surfaced, as recently as yesterday. But if that was the case and it was true, why was Granger releasing the story himself? Unless he wasn’t behind the embezzlement. But if he wasn’t, then who was? Pierce couldn’t ask without giving himself away.
He settled on another mundane question. “Does Amanda know that you’ve called her father?”
Whitney shook his head. “No, I haven’t told her, but I imagine she’s guessed. As a matter of fact, she was the one who counseled me not to say anything unless Henry Foster was at my side.”
“It might be wise to listen to that advice.”
Whitney thought of the blackmailer. The voice had been adamant.
“It’s too late to play it safe. Too late.” Whitney realized that his mind had been drifting. “Perhaps I should just call Amanda and answer her questions myself—?”
Granger suspected, Pierce decided. “She’s not available,” Pierce told him easily. He took his cue and rose to his feet. Well, it had been a gamble. No need to press his luck. “She’s at the studio right now, working on her copy. She told me not to call until after four. She wanted to do the story, and you, justice.”
Whitney’s mouth curved. He wasn’t entirely certain that Amanda had sent this man, but what did it matter? In a few hours, everyone would know. “Strange that you’d use that word.”
Pierce looked at Whitney and saw only a human being in pain.
“Hey, justice is for everyone. She told me to tell you not to worry. That she’d be there for you if you needed her. That hand to hold,” he reminded Whitney.
Whitney nodded as the wariness temporarily left his eyes.
He believes me, Pierce thought. Yet the triumph was oddly hollow. Pierce jerked a thumb behind him in the direction of the front door. He had a bad taste in his mouth. “I’ll just let myself out.”
“Nothing else you want to know?”
“No. Amanda has the rest of it.”
Whitney nodded. “Tell her thank you for me when you see her.” His voice was resigned.
“Sure thing.”
It occurred to Pierce as he drove away from the estate that he could be accused of attempted theft. This was Amanda’s story. Amanda’s and Whitney’s. Once she announced it on the air, it would belong to everyone. But until that time, it was hers alone. He had no right to try to steal it by using a man’s tnist.
Thirty-two and he was finally developing a conscience, he thought. No, that was wasn’t exactly accurate. He had a conscience. But until just now, it had only pertained to widows and orphans, not news stories.
He supposed that everyone deserved an off day. His was today.



Chapter Fourteen
 
He didn’t have enough information to break the story on his own, and a delayed sense of morality had impeded his normal instincts, but his curiosity was still aroused. Rather than going home, Pierce decided to head to the television studio. There was nothing waiting for him at home anyway except for a mailbox full of bills and an empty refrigerator.
The refrigerator.
Like a clue in a word association game, “refrigerator” made him recall the groceries he had haphazardly deposited into his trunk earlier today. He had been preoccupied with thoughts of Amanda. Seeing her had thrown things off kilter. Now the milk he had bought this morning was surely on its way to souring.
Swallowing a halfhearted curse, he debated turning around and heading home with the two bags. Oh, the hell with it. There was no point in going home now. The perishables were already gone.
Pierce shrugged. He could always buy more. His nonchalance about the waste amused him. There was a time when spoiled milk would have been more than just a source of minor irritation. It would have generated a real problem. But his days of hand-to-mouth existence, and Georgia, were long behind him.
Pierce drove to the studio.
He pulled the car into his reserved spot in the rear parking lot and popped the trunk. He raised the lid and looked in. Wrinkling his nose, he sorted through the groceries, saved what was salvageable, and packed the rest into one bag. He rolled the bag firmly up at the top and took it out. There was a Dumpster at the rear of the studio. He crossed to it and threw out the bag. As he did so, a movement in the shadow of the building caught his eye.
Turning, Pierce saw a shabbily dressed man waiting for him to go inside the studio. Despite the heat, the man wore a huge, shapeless, dirty overcoat that looked as if it had once been a light tan color. Pierce had seen him around before. The man was a homeless vagrant who hung around the area. Pierce didn’t know his name but he had dubbed him Maurice, naming him after a slow, shuffling alley cat his grandmother had favored for a while, before the cat had gotten run over by a car.
Pierce knew that as soon as he went in, Maurice would go through the Dumpster and retrieve the food he had just thrown away. And be sick before morning. Pretending to go in, Pierce turned and watched the man start to dig in the trash.
Sighing, Pierce cut the distance between them. Maurice jumped back and put his hands in front of his dirty face when he saw Pierce approaching. He said nothing, only whimpered.
“Here.” Pierce reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a bill. Ten dollars, he noted as he held it out. It wasn’t much, but it could buy Maurice a little food, or a bottle. Whichever gave him more comfort and saw him through the night.
His wild eyes fixed on Pierce’s face, Maurice snatched the bill out of the reporter’s hand. He curled his dirt-creased fingers around it and scurried away like an escaping rodent.
Pierce blew out a breath as he shook his head. There but for the grace of God...
He walked into the studio.
The soundstage where all the news programs at K-DAL were taped was on the first floor. It was a hub of activity, with all its energy aimed at the center, where the five o’clock news anchors sat. Ryan, as always, looked as if he’d been pressed directly out of the pages of GQ. Amanda looked cool and composed in an ice-blue suit that echoed the color of her eyes.
Pierce wondered if she’d had second thoughts about Whitney’s bombshell, whatever it was. Had she had a last-minute change of heart about winging it alone, or told Grimsley about it?
Judging by the atmosphere around him as he made his way to the perimeter of the show, the answer to both questions was no.
The station manager, as always, was in the production booth. His murky, piglike eyes darted back and forth as he watched several monitors at once. A tall, hulking man at six three and well over two hundred and fifty pounds, John Grimsley had a florid face that was set in a perpetual frown.
Grimsley ruled the various news teams like a despot who couldn’t be bothered with trivial things like benevolence. If he liked someone, he or she was in. If he didn’t, for whatever reason, he made that person’s life a living hell. He was not above petty jealousies and callous dismissals that came in the form of pink slips, which were always effective immediately. Grimsley left it to the legal department to iron out the particulars. The owners of the station let him have his way because the ratings were excellent.
It was well known that Grimsley intensely disliked Amanda.
Pierce decided to observe Grimsley’s reaction firsthand when Amanda made her announcement on the air. He slipped quietly into the control booth.
Grimsley’s eyes flicked over Pierce before returning to the bank of screens before him. A technician sat in front of each screen, nervously monitoring the cameras for anything that might be unexpected and affect the broadcast negatively.
The station manager grunted a greeting in Pierce’s direction. “What are you doing here, Alexander? You’re not due until ten-thirty.”
She photographed well, Pierce thought, glancing at two of the monitors capturing Amanda’s profile. He shrugged casually. “Busman’s holiday. It’s been a dull day, newswise.”
The wide, beefy shoulders lifted and fell. There was nothing Grimsley liked better than some sort of newsworthy turmoil, whether it was a cruel act of nature or an out-of-work college professor avenging himself on society by going berserk with an automatic weapon in a public area. He thrived on other people’s tragedies, firmly believing that the world had a right to witness them in living color.
“Can’t have overthrows every day.” The station manager’s tone was mournful.
Grimsley watched as they switched to camera three, away from the sportscaster and back to Amanda. His frown deepened.
Pierce saw Amanda pick up a piece of paper from her desk. Her clear, confident voice came over the microphones. “And now, for this late-breaking story.”
Grimsley’s brow puckered, drawing together in a single furrowed line. “What late-breaking story?” he demanded. “Someone hand her something without telling me?” His dark eyes swept over the crew.
“I didn’t see anyone,” the thin woman on the end ventured timidly.
“What the hell is she talking about?” Grimsley’s voice rumbled like a summer thunderstorm.
No one answered. Amanda’s voice was the only sound in the booth.
“Turn up the volume,” he ordered.
All eyes were trained on Amanda. Though the camera didn’t reveal him, her co-anchor, Ryan was staring at her, dumbfounded.
Amanda’s fingers left damp marks on the paper as she read from it, but her voice never hinted at her anxiety. “In a rare public statement to this reporter, Whitney Granger, president of Contemporary Vehicles, confessed today that one year ago, when his corporation was experiencing major financial difficulties, he was forced to manipulate certain funding sources in order to keep the company from going bankrupt and sending thousands of people onto the unemployment lines.”
Pierce thought Grimsley’s eyes were going to pop out of their diminutive sockets.
“What the hell is she talking about?” Grimsley roared again. “Where did she get that story?”
Trust Amanda to paint Granger in the light of a martyred saint, Pierce thought wryly. She’d be a good person to have in your corner if you ever needed a friend. But then, he wasn’t in the market for friends. Dependence of any sort wasn’t his style.
His arms crossed before him, Pierce listened as she went on with a few more particulars about Granger’s statement. But most of his attention was focused on Grimsley now. He wondered whether her independent action would get her fired.
Knowing the way Grimsley operated and the way the station manager felt about her, Pierce couldn’t understand why Amanda hadn’t attempted to clear it with the man before going on. Everything that went on the air went through Grimsley first, who had made it absolutely clear from day one that he didn’t tolerate autonomous actions of any kind.
No one was answering Grimsley’s question. Pierce leaned over and said, “I think she said Granger gave the story to her.”
Even in the dim lighting within the booth, Pierce could see that Grimsley’s complexion had reddened considerably. Veins were standing out in his thick neck.
“I don’t give a shit if the Archangel Gabriel trumpeted it into her ear personally, she should have come to me with it!”
Pierce found himself in the odd position of playing Amanda’s defender. Without examining his motivation, he calmly pointed out to Grimsley that he appeared to have an exclusive.
Grimsley turned on him. “What do you know about it?” Suspicion flared in his eyes like a blowtorch suddenly turned on high.
Pierce remained calm. He’d faced worse people than Grimsley during his stint as foreign correspondent. Hell, he’d faced worse people growing up. None of them could hurt him anymore, and neither could Grimsley. And Grimsley knew it.
“Same as you, except that I was at her house when Granger called.”
The director was signaling a fade-out. The broadcast was over and the seven o’clock team was about to come on. Amanda slowly rose from her chair. Her legs felt like cotton. The copy editor came rushing at her and snatched the copy from her hand.
“This authentic?” he demanded, the light gleaming off his bald head.
She nodded. “Absolutely. We have Granger’s permission to use it.” The man was already running to confer with the six o’clock anchor about working it into the broadcast.
Grimsley burst out of the control booth like a cannonball. Everyone knew who his target was.
Amanda saw him coming and braced herself. She was surprised to see Pierce emerging behind him. How did he figure into this? Had he gone directly from her house to talk to Grimsley? Alexander didn’t strike her as some sort of a stooge or suck-up, but she’d been wrong about people before.
Using his bulk as a weapon, Grimsley attempted to back Amanda into a corner. She sidestepped him. “Since when do you take over the news?”
She was prepared for this attack, or so she hoped. “There wasn’t time to tell you,” she lied. “I got the story just before we went on.
His dark eyes bored holes into her. “Missy, there is always time to tell me. You’re not getting away with this,” he threatened. “I’ll teach you to yank me around by the balls.”
“Mr. Grimsley,” Amanda said sweetly as she maneuvered her way around him. “I wouldn’t touch your balls if my life depended on it.” With that, she turned and walked away from the set.
Pierce noted that there was a minor wave of suppressed laughter. Everyone was too afraid to laugh out loud. Grimsley’s wrath was nothing to take lightly. A year ago, he’d found a way to ax a popular anchorman for making a joke at his expense at a public function. When last heard from, the man was doing the news on an obscure cable network. As long as the owners backed him, Grimsley would continue to rule ruthlessly.
Grimsley looked ready to tear after Amanda and rip her to shreds with his bare hands.
The director panicked. “John, John, we’ve got an exclusive.” His thin hands fluttered soothingly along Grimsley’s shoulders, like butterflies trying to select a place to land. Ratings, he knew, had a way of placating the man. “We’ve got all sorts of calls coming in already. The phones are going crazy. The rival stations want to know if our source is accurate.”
Grimsley snorted, glaring after Amanda’s retreating back. Later, he promised himself. Later he and the bitch would have a showdown. And only he would walk away from it. “Send Farrantino to Granger’s to get some film.”
There was no doubt, Pierce thought, that Grimsley enjoyed scooping the other networks. And no doubt that he was plotting his revenge against Amanda.



Chapter Fifteen
 
“Hey, Amanda, wait up.”
Pierce’s voice trailed after Amanda as she hurried down the hall. She refused to stop until she reached the sanctuary of her small office. It might have seemed as though she were running away from any further confrontation with Grimsley, but in truth she was running from herself. Running from what she had just been forced to say on the air about a man who had meant so much to her for so much of her life.
All she wanted was to be alone for a few minutes, to gather her composure and her purse and get the hell out of there. She had heard Pierce calling after her in the hall. She had wanted to cry out, “Please leave me alone. I’ve been through enough. I can’t handle any more right now.”
But she hadn’t, and as he entered the room behind her, it didn’t appear that she was going to get her wish. He wasn’t about to leave her alone.
She looked at Pierce coldly. She’d noted the way he had stood next to Grimsley in the booth. Had the station manager sent him to bring her back? Well, they were both going to be disappointed. She didn’t feel like putting up with a Texas version of the Spanish Inquisition. She’d had about all she cared to put up with today.
“Are you part of the firing squad?” Not waiting for Pierce to answer, Amanda picked up her purse from the desk and began to make her way past him to the door.
Pierce lightly laid a hand on her shoulder, impeding her progress.
“I’m not part of anything.” He would have thought that she knew better than to lump him with someone like the dictatorial Grimsley. Maybe not. “I thought you might need a cup of coffee.”
The offer was wrapped in a show of friendship that she couldn’t bring herself to totally trust. But humor tugged at her mouth.
“Did Grimsley give you poison to put into it when I’m not looking?”
“I’ll keep my hands on the table at all times.” Pierce raised them, fingers reaching toward the ceiling, for emphasis. He continued walking with her toward the back exit. “Unless you request otherwise.”
“Are you for real?” Shaking her head, Amanda laughed in spite of herself.
His mouth curved just the slightest bit. She had the sensation of being softly, seductively touched all over, even though he hadn’t moved a muscle.
Pierce’s voice was as sultry as the air outside. “Very, very real.”
Amanda shrugged in an attempt to maintain an air of flippancy. At this moment, she felt completely vulnerable. She could use some support, even if it came from him. She had no doubt that Pierce possessed a predatory instinct that could detect her need and act on it. She had to disguise her condition as best she could. It was her only chance against him. She felt agitated, and going straight home to Carla’s sneezing and Christopher’s exuberance certainly wouldn’t help. She’d probably snap at Carla and make her cry again. Neither one of them needed that.
Still, walking straight into the lion’s den wasn’t exactly an intelligent move either.
“I’ve got my car—“ she began, not completely certain what she was going to say after that. It was the beginning of a protest that didn’t have a great deal of conviction behind it.
“No problem.” He produced his car keys. “I’ll follow in mine.”
“I didn’t think you were any good at following,” she muttered.
With a gallant flourish, Pierce opened the door for her and stood aside as she walked through. It was a terribly exaggerated gesture and would have annoyed her if it hadn’t been for the obvious grin on his face. Pierce knew what he was doing and knew that she knew. He was good, she thought grudgingly.
He fell into step next to her easily, as if they had always belonged together like this at the end of her day. “I’m good at everything,” he volunteered.
She had no doubt that he was. But she was in no frame of mind to find out firsthand. She felt far too vulnerable at the moment. She could still, if she concentrated, taste his kiss on her lips.
Amanda considered that a warning.
Despite his words, Pierce took the lead. He brought Amanda to a place that was located a mile away from the studio, in the heart of downtown Dallas. The Sin Pit was a bar with a restaurant added onto it and had been owned by the same family for twenty-six years. Pierce considered the craggy man behind the bar an occasional source of information and someone to talk to during the rare times when he felt like it.
Right now he had someone else to talk to.
His hand lightly touching her elbow, Pierce guided Amanda to the first unoccupied table that didn’t bear the remnants of someone else’s meal. He caught the waitress’s eye at the same time as they reached the table and held up two fingers.
“Two, Sally. Lace them.”
The woman nodded and moved to the rear of the restaurant.
Amanda looked at Pierce quizzically. Just what was she getting into? “Lace them?”
“Irish coffee. Just a little whiskey,” he assured her. “Not nearly as lethal as the taste of your mouth.”
Amanda pretended to ignore his words and the memory they conjured up. She slid into her side of the booth and looked around. The large room was loud and noisy.
At least he wasn’t going to try to seduce her, she thought in relief. Even he wouldn’t do it in a place like this, which was a good thing, because she wasn’t completely certain she would be able to turn him down. She had known that the broadcast would drain her, but she hadn’t anticipated that it would do it to this degree.
The woman he’d referred to as Sally came over with two steaming cups of coffee. She looked a lot older to Amanda close up than she had appeared from across the room. At this distance, Amanda could see how heavily the woman’s makeup was layered. Her skin was leathery from too many Dallas summers. The peasant blouse dipped low, exposing more than ample cleavage as she bent over to serve Pierce. Amanda saw appreciation flicker in his eyes. Second nature, she decided.
“Charming place,” Amanda murmured as soon as the waitress had left.
Pierce shrugged, taking no offense at her intended criticism. “It suits my needs.”
“I’ll bet it does.”
“The coffee, Amanda. I meant the coffee.” He raised the cup for emphasis, his mouth curved in amusement. “It’s surprisingly good.” He brought the cup to his lips and sipped as he studied Amanda quietly for a moment. “Grimsley’s really out to get you now.”
Amanda cradled her cup in both hands. She took a long drag and felt the whiskey’s kick almost immediately, reviving her as it joined forces with the caffeine. Her stomach was empty. She’d been so agitated about the broadcast that she hadn’t eaten all day.
“Tell me something I don’t know.”
“Okay.” He leaned closer. Too close, in her estimation. The room was beginning to fade into shadows for her. “I think you’ve got a hell of a lot of spirit.”
“No lines, Alexander,” she pleaded wearily. “I’m too tired.”
Someone had fed quarters into the old-fashioned jukebox and Mick Jagger began to wail that he wasn’t getting any satisfaction.
That makes two of us, Jagger, Pierce mused, but there was no acrimony in the thought.
He watched her eyes as he spoke. “No lines, Mandy, just an observation. Most people bow and scrape in front of Grimsley.”
She knew she shouldn’t let his words please her, but they did. “You don’t.”
He shrugged carelessly, but made no move to lean back. The small space in the booth had become exceedingly intimate.
“I’m not most people. I give him his due,” he said easily. “Grimsley is the boss. And as long as he’s not too unreasonable, I can play along. It makes no difference to me who’s king of the hill. But I won’t be pushed. He knows that. And if I lose this job, there’ll be another.” He thought of the long road behind him. ‘There always has been.”
His eyes shifted back to her face. Who are you, Mandy, and why do I want to know? “But I think you want to make a mark.”
Was he criticizing her? She rallied to the challenge. “And if I do?”
Pierce smiled. Lights entered her eyes when she was bracing for an argument. He found that entertaining. And exciting. “Antagonizing John Grimsley is not the way to do it, at least not if you want to stay at K-DAL.”
She was going to let his comment pass. She was a private person, and saw no sense in rehashing the past or justifying herself.
Amanda took another long sip of coffee. Despite her resolution, words just seemed to materialize of their own accord.
“I antagonized Grimsley long before this afternoon.” She shivered involuntarily as she thought of the incidents. She always shivered when she thought of them. They repulsed her. “John Grimsley wanted me to go to bed with him.”
Pierce knew all about it. But then, he knew most of the so-called secrets that made the rounds at the studio. He studied her face with genuine interest. “Why didn’t you?”
Amanda’s eyes narrowed into slits and she rose abruptly. She didn’t have to sit here in this trashy place and be insulted. Pierce grabbed her wrist before she could walk away.
“It was just a question,” he said mildly. “Ambitious women do things like that. On occasion.” He added the qualifying coda because he knew it would placate her, not because he believed it.
Exhaling an annoyed sigh, Amanda sank down in the booth again.
“Not this ambitious woman.” Incensed, her eyes took on a fire he found compelling. She’d been through this before. The resentment never lessened. “I don’t like quotas, or shortcuts, or reverse prejudice. I do it by merit, or I don’t do it at all.”
Pierce’s amusement was evident in his eyes. “They burned Saint Joan at the stake, you know.”
He might be amused, but she wasn’t. “Sorry if that sounded a little holier-than-thou, but I’m not feeling very entertaining at the moment.”
Placing his hand on top of hers, Pierce gently stroked his thumb over her skin. He saw the muscle in her jaw twitch just a little. “You feel just fine.”
The jukebox had ceased playing for a second before the same song began again, louder this time. She wondered if it was stuck and if someone would pull the plug on it. Her eardrums began to throb.
“I must need to have my head examined, coming here with you.” Pierce cocked his head as if he couldn’t hear her, and she raised her voice. “You’re the last person in the world I would have picked to unwind with.”
Her comment brought a glint to his eyes. She supposed that some women would call it sexy. She called it too damn cocky.
“There’s unwinding.” He slid closer until he was on her side of the booth. “And then there’s unwinding.”
She didn’t need a road map drawn for her. Alexander had made things perfectly clear. “We’re not going to bed together.”
He surprised her by nodding in agreement and then spoiled it by saying, “Not now.”
Suddenly, she wasn’t tired anymore. Just very wary. “Not ever. I’m not in the market for a one-night stand or even a relationship with you.” Though, from what she had heard around the studio, a relationship as far as Pierce was concerned extended to two or three nights strung together. “It wouldn’t work and it would lead to nothing but trouble.”
She had no idea how Pierce had managed to maneuver over until he was sitting closer to her than her own shadow.
His breath teased her cheek. Her stomach quivered as he outlined the rim of her ear with his fingertip. “Trouble can be very entertaining.”
Amanda felt muscles contracting in anticipation. Site had to concentrate in order not to squirm.
“Not for me.” Purposely pretending that she could ignore him, she drained the last of her cup and wished her nerves would settle down to a gentle roar. “Peace and quiet is more my speed.”
He knew better even if she didn’t. “Not after what I saw today.” He moved back a little, deciding to give them both a break. His body felt as taut as a violin bowstring that was about to snap. “You knew that story was going to make Grimsley come after you. He doesn’t like people sticking independent oars into his ocean.”
She raised her chin stubbornly. She didn’t expect Alexander to understand. “I had no choice. I promised Whitney.”
He shook his head and his patronizing attitude annoyed her, just as he knew it would. But she had to be made to face the truth.
“Amanda, we always have a choice. Sometimes we just don’t choose to make it. And even that’s a choice.”
He didn’t care about the broadcast, or about having a sense of honor; all he cared about, she thought, was getting her into his bed. She could see it in his eyes. Amid all the smoke and the noise, the signs were very clear to her.
What was worse was that despite all she knew about him, despite the hard-won lesson from her past, Amanda knew that if she were to be honest with herself, she wanted to be there with him.
The kiss in her kitchen had told her that.
But she was nothing if not a fighter, and she resisted what she knew wasn’t any good for her, no matter how beguiling.
“Philosophy 101?” She eyed the door from where she sat, contemplating her escape.
He didn’t mind her mocking him. It only added to her appeal. “Life 101.”
Her eyes daring him to stop her, Amanda rose to her feet. “This has all been very interesting, but I’ve got things to do.” A self-deprecating smile curved her mouth. “Maybe even a resume to update.”
Pierce laughed softly as he handed her her purse. She’d forgotten it on the seat between them. “I didn’t know Grimsley could turn that shade of red.”
It had been a bright, beetlike color. “The man’s bucking for a heart attack.”
Pierce rose, throwing down a ten on the table. He knew Sally could use the change. When he took Amanda’s arm, it felt stiff to his touch.
“Maybe you should go to bed with him,” he said philosophically, though he knew that if the event had occurred, something within him would have hated it. “Do us all a favor.”
She pulled away, and wondered why she didn’t hurry off. “Not even if I knew for certain it would kill him.”
“A pity.” His eyes held hers. Pierce didn’t want to talk about Grimsley anymore. He was thinking of her. Of her soft mouth pressed against his, of her sleek, long limbs tangled about him. “Want me to take you home, Mandy?”
Did he think she couldn’t hold a drop of whiskey? “I can drive.”
He shook his head as they walked outside. “I was thinking of my home.”
She sighed. “Don’t you ever give up?”
“I haven’t even begun. But I meant it in friendship this time. Give you a shoulder to cry on if you want.” He raised his hands, fingers spread toward the sky. “No hands, Mandy, I promise.”
She wondered if he really meant it. But if she took him up on his offer, she knew, promises would be broken, his and hers. “Thanks, but no thanks.”
Pierce dropped his hands. “As you wish.”
He watched her unlock her door and slide in behind the steering wheel. He remained where he was. “Take care of yourself, Mandy. And don’t drive too fast. The Dallas police like nothing better than pulling women like you over.” He grinned. “Helps break up the monotony.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
Putting the car into reverse, Amanda pulled out of the parking lot and away from Pierce as fast as she was able. It wasn’t fast enough.



Chapter Sixteen
 
It had been one hell of a day.
Amanda sighed as she mentally reviewed it. She had reacted to a man in a way she would have never believed possible. Maybe her reaction to Pierce was tied to what Whitney had told her. The revelation had shattered her world and rocked her foundation. She hadn’t been in her right mind. Yet she had reacted to him, reacted to a gentleness. It had surprised her. Pierce had demonstrated a gentle sensuality that seemed totally unlike him. Like Whitney, he had behaved in a way that was out of character. She felt as if her entire world had been upended.
As if dealing with her reaction to Pierce hadn’t been difficult enough, today she had had to announce to the world that Whitney Granger was basically a felon. Yes, that was the word. Felon. Chances were that unless her father outdid himself, Whitney would end up in prison for what he had done.
And to top all that off, Grimsley was undoubtedly hiring a hit man to take her out even as she sat at her desk thinking about it. Knowing him, he would probably relish doing the job himself.
Amanda smiled wearily. Though perhaps overly dramatic, her scenario wasn’t that far from the truth. At the very least, she knew the station manager was combing through her contract, trying to find a way to break it because she had disregarded Grimsley’s Golden Rule: She hadn’t paid homage to him before breaking her story. But because she had scooped the rival stations, Amanda was confident that the station owners would be on her side. Grimsley couldn’t just fire her outright. But he’d search for a way. She was certain that Grimsley was going to make life miserable for her now, hoping she’d quit.
Amanda leaned back in her chair, lacing her fingers together and bracing them against her head. She rocked as she thought.
“Fat chance, Grimsley. I’ve absolutely no intentions of leaving.”
She heard the door open behind her and turned in her chair. Carla peered into the den. Amanda had passed her in the hall when she’d arrived home, saying that she needed a few minutes alone. Obviously their clocks kept different time.
Carla looked at her sympathetically. “I put Christopher in bed for you. I think he’s exhausted. His eyes started closing even before I began reading to him.”
Thank you, God.
Amanda’s gratitude melted in the face of reality. It wasn’t often that Christopher was peaceful. “He’s not coming down with a cold, is he?”
Carla shook her head adamantly, her short dark hair whipping around her face.
“No, he just ran himself into the ground instead of me for a change.” A wide, satisfied smile creased her face. “I’m feeling a lot better. Can I use your Blue Ray player tonight? I’ve got this movie I’ve been meaning to watch.”
“Sure.” Amanda nodded absently, turning back to her desk. “Help yourself.”
She heard Carla close the door again as she left the room. Though she felt guilty about it, Amanda was relieved that all that was required of her right now was here within the four walls of her den. She dearly loved Christopher, but there were times, like now, when she needed her space, at least for a little while.
And she had to call Whitney.
Amanda called one of the lines that went to Granger’s estate. The busy signal throbbed rhythmically in her ear.
It’s begun.
A shaft of guilt went through her. Whitney had asked her to do this, but she hated the thought that she’d been the one who had exposed him on the air.
Amanda tried the number to his private line. She counted ten rings before the phone was finally picked up.
“Whitney, it’s Amanda.” She thought she detected a faint din of noise in the background. “How are you?”
Whitney had picked up in the library. Despite security measures, there were reporters on the grounds. He drew the drapes, blocking out their view, but not their sound. “Under siege, it seems.”
Amanda could easily picture the scene. Protective instincts rose. “I can—“
“—remain where you are,” Whitney instructed, giving her sentence a new ending. “I’d feel a great deal better if you weren’t involved in this any further. I’m sorry now that I dragged you into this. The situation might get ugly.”
If he meant to shield her, there was no need. She would have laughed at the sweetness of the gesture if she wasn’t so concerned about him.
“Whitney, I know what it can be like. I’m a reporter, remember?”
“No.” His voice was firm. “You’re the girl I took to her first cotillion. And my friend.”
Amanda sighed, relenting. She knew she had no choice but to let Whitney do it his way. He deserved that much.
“All right. But I really do hate thinking of you there alone.”
Alone was the last thing he was, Whitney thought. It would have been better if he were.
“Twenty-some-odd reporters camped out on my front lawn is far from alone.” He could hear her intake of breath and knew she was about to tell him she was coming over. “Don’t worry. I’ve hired several bodyguards and my brother Neil flew in this morning to be with me. I’ll be all right, Amanda.”
In her heart, she apologized to him on behalf of all reporters. She knew how persistent they could be. “Have you given out any interviews yet?”
That he had steadfastly refused to do, even though he knew it was just a matter of time. “Not until I speak to your father again. The only one I’ve spoken to so far besides you is the man you sent out.”
Amanda straightened like an arrow in her chair.
“What man? I didn’t send anyone.”
She had initially debated sending out Paul Rodriguez, the cameraman she occasionally used when she went out in the field. She knew that Paul could be trusted and it would have given her some footage to use in the broadcast. But she had vetoed her own idea because it would have been an invasion of Whitney’s privacy.
Then he had been right in his initial suspicion, Whitney thought. Amanda hadn’t told anyone.
“That investigative reporter, Pierce Alexander. He seemed to know everything about the matter.” He laughed self-deprecatingly. “At the time I thought it was a little odd that you didn’t come yourself, but I assumed you had your reasons.”
Being drawn and quartered, that’s what Alexander deserved. Slowly. Damn it, she should have realized that he was suddenly hanging around her for a reason. Somehow, she had no idea how, he must have found out about her connection with Whitney and had known something was brewing before she did.
“I didn’t send him. I have no idea how he found out about this, but I’m going to.” Her hand tightened on the telephone as anger curled within her like a snake preparing to strike. “Do you need anything?”
“Prayers come to mind.”
Her voice softened. “You know you’ve already got those. I’ll talk to you soon. Call me if there’s anything I can do.”
She rang off and had to restrain herself from hurling her phone against the wall.
“That goddamn son of a bitch!”
All the while he was trying to talk her out of her clothes, he’d been trying to rape her mind instead. Her thoughts ended in abrupt fragments as she created different ways for him to die.
How did he find out about Whitney, even before she did?
But if he did, why hadn’t he gone to the station manager with it? Grimsley had been completely surprised by her news announcement. That meant he hadn’t been forewarned by Alexander.
What was going on?
It didn’t make sense, but there seemed to be no other reason for Alexander’s sudden interest in her. It wasn’t as if he lacked for willing companions.
Amanda’s head began to throb.
She dropped it between her hands and closed her eyes. What she wanted was to crawl into bed and pull the covers over her head. She was in no mood to work on the five-part series that was going to air beginning next week.
But the work wasn’t going to go away just because her head felt like there was a war party going on in it, complete with a frenzy of pounding drums.
With a sigh, she switched on her computer.
Over four hours later, she was still at it. Sometime during that period, Carla had slipped in and brought her a tray with a pot of coffee and two roast beef sandwiches. Amanda loved roast beef sandwiches. But tonight, her appetite had been decimated. The sandwiches were still there, almost untouched. The pot of coffee, though, was just about empty.
Amanda felt exhausted and wired at the same time.
She had been tempted to turn on the TV set earlier to catch Pierce on the news. She assumed he’d be covering Whitney’s story. But she knew that if she heard him following up her story, she wouldn’t have been able to handle it.
As it was, the very thought of the man and his deceit made her furious.
Besides, she didn’t feel up to hearing what the news media had done to the story and, consequently, to Whitney. She might be part of the news process, but she didn’t condone the relentless way members of the fourth estate attacked a story at times, like great white sharks in a feeding frenzy.
Glancing at her wristwatch, she sighed. How had it gotten to be so late? It was ten minutes past midnight. Amanda stretched.
Ten minutes past midnight and her coach had long since turned into a pumpkin.
She heard the door open behind her, but was too tired to gather the energy to even turn around. The muscles in her neck and shoulders felt as if they were permanently and uncomfortably fused together.
“Carla, why aren’t you in bed?” Amanda said without turning around as she lifted her hair from her neck. “Never mind. Since you’re up, would you mind very much massaging my shoulders for a second? I’d really appreciate it. I think I’ve got knots there the size of boulders. I guess the tension’s just about wiped me out.”
Carla made no reply. Instead, Amanda felt the hands on her shoulders as they began to gently knead the muscles. Amanda sighed as she felt them skillfully work at alleviating the hard bands of tension throbbing there. Slow, sure, strong movements worked their way up to the sides of her neck.
Amanda’s head dropped forward.
“Oh yes, yes,” she breathed in relief that bordered on elation. She felt all her limbs going limp. “Yes, right there. You’ve got it. Don’t stop,” she murmured. “I’ll give you anything you want, just don’t stop.”
The deep male laugh made her stiffen instantly.
“If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear that you had an erogenous zone right there.” Pierce stroked the sides of her neck, bringing his hands to rest at the base of her throat.
Amanda swung around to look up at Pierce. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Working out the kinks in your neck.” He glided a fingertip along her throat. “Are they mine?”
Her eyes narrowed as anger warred with desire. “Partially. How did you get in here?”
“Carla let me. I was passing by and saw the lights on. I figured you were up and maybe needed someone to talk to.”
“If I did, it wouldn’t be you.”
He didn’t know what had made him drive by her house after he had left the studio at eleven-thirty. Curiosity, probably. When he saw lights on in two of the rooms, he’d decided to stop and see if she was up. And maybe finally satisfy his craving.
He leaned a hip against the desk. “I listen pretty well. It’s part of the job.”
She wasn’t going to let go of her anger, she swore to herself. She wasn’t. “I’m not part of your job, so get out.”
Pierce gave no indication that he was about to leave. “Those were pretty big knots I felt in your shoulders. Since you obviously blame me for them, turn around and let me finish massaging you.” He grinned, and she could feel the waves along her skin. “I kind of like hearing you moan like that. Tells me what I’m in for.”
At times like this, she really wished she had gone in for some sort of self-defense training. She would have liked nothing better than to have him on the floor, with the toe of her shoe pressing into that smug face of his.
“What you’re in for is a lot of pain if you don’t leave right now,” she bluffed.
“Amanda.” He laughed the way a person would at a silly, headstrong child. “I don’t know what sort of self-image you have, but I’m sorry to disappoint you. I am not afraid of you.” He twirled his finger over her head, indicating what he wanted her to do. “Now shut up, turn around, and let me help.”
She wondered what the penalty in Texas was these days for justifiable homicide.



Chapter Seventeen
 
Amanda vacillated between demanding that Pierce leave immediately and relenting enough to let him stay. There was no denying the fact that, louse or not, Pierce was giving her a massage that was resurrecting her out of the realm of the living dead.
Weighing both sides, she chose to smother her anger. It was counterproductive; there were unanswered questions between them regarding Whitney.
“All right.” Somewhat warily, Amanda turned her chair around, then lifted her hair off the back of her neck. “You are good at this, so go ahead.” Very carefully. Amanda bowed her head forward.
The long, pale column she exposed was more than passingly inviting. And he had never been one to ignore an invitation. Pierce leaned over and pressed a kiss softly to the back of her neck.
Amanda jolted as the touch of skin to skin sent electric waves charging right through to the very tips of her breasts. Clutching the arms of her chair, Amanda was halfway out of her seat. Anger added color to her features. ‘What the hell—?”
He laid a gentling hand on her shoulder, urging her back down into the chair. She had all the signs of going up like a rocket.
“Calm yourself, Mandy,” he drawled easily, his voice a direct contrast to the pressure of his fingers. “I was just getting the area primed, that’s all. And you do have one lovely, tempting neck.”
Amanda let out a slow breath. It helped steady her pulse. “Do you know that you drawl when you’re trying to hit on me?”
He was more entertained than insulted. “So?”
His hands were working the stiffness out of her shoulders. And with it, some of her animosity. “I’m trying to figure out which is the real you.”
He smiled to himself. She was telling him more than she realized. He’d been preying on her mind, which was encouraging. It was only fair, seeing as how she’d seemed to have taken up residence in his.
“They’re all me, Mandy. All bits and pieces of a whole.” With long, sure strokes, Pierce feathered his fingers along the slope of her neck.
Amanda struggled to keep a sigh from emerging. With effort, she gathered her thoughts together. She had to keep him talking. If she did, maybe he wouldn’t notice that she was dissolving into a puddle beneath his hands.
“Where did you learn to do this?”
Her question made him think. He couldn’t remember the first time he had done it. He had just always known how. “I didn’t learn it. It’s a gift.”
Amanda wondered if the Guinness Book of World Records knew about this man’s ego. “Next you’ll tell me that women love you for your hands.”
The chuckle was low, deep and sensual. Like his touch, it seeped under her skin, making her yearn.
“Among other attributes.” Pierce paused, debating whether to say more.
What the hell. He’d tell her for the novelty of it. He’d never told anyone before.
“My grandmother had rheumatism. It acted up whenever she drank, for some reason.” A smile with no feeling behind it twisted his lips. Amanda saw it in the reflection on her computer screen. “It acted up a lot. She liked to have me massage her shoulders then.” The old woman’s image rose up before him, and it felt like yesterday. The memory caused a faint zigzag of fear to dart through him, like the old days. “Made me do it for hours.”
He’d felt Amanda straighten slightly beneath his hands. He never talked about his family, his real family, or what there was of it, to anyone. There was no reason to. He didn’t know why he was doing it now, except that maybe he owed Amanda something. Or maybe he thought she’d understand some things better if she knew.
Hell, he shouldn’t have started this.
She watched his face. The screen hazed his image, but she saw emotions playing across it. “What did your mother say?”
The cynical smile spread, reaching his eyes.
“Nothing. She wasn’t there.” The next words came without any thought on his part. They just seemed to bleed through the crack he’d allowed to open. “She left me with my grandmother when I was six months old. I have no idea what she looks like. My grandmother didn’t believe in keeping pictures.”
Amanda wanted to turn around to look at him. Her initial inclination was to believe him, to want to put her arms around him and say she was sorry. But this was Pierce, who would say or do anything to get what he wanted. Was he telling her the truth, or was this just another lie he was using to get to her? She couldn’t tell, not intellectually. Emotionally, she had already made up her mind.
She continued watching his reflection as his hands worked magic along her spine. “Did you ever try to find her?”
“No.” The reply was quick, emphatic. “I figure we’re both better off if she stays lost.”
He believed that, she thought, and for a moment she ached for him. Amanda thought of Christopher, sleeping in his room. And of Jeff, who’d left them both without so much as a backward glance at his son. Though she worked with stories like this so frequently she should have become calloused to them by now, Amanda could never bring herself to understand how a parent could turn her back on her own child.
And she always empathized with the child.
“How could she just leave you?”
He heard the compassion and steeled himself. He didn’t need it. Compassion wasn’t what he was ultimately looking for from her. But if that was true, a voice mocked him, why was he saying anything?
“Easy. She didn’t care.” He had come to terms with that a long time ago. There was no reason for this tight feeling in his throat. “If she had, she would have remembered that Grandma was real heavy-handed when it came to discipline.”
Horror filled Amanda as images rose in her mind. “Your grandmother beat you?”
He laughed, recalling. Beatrice Alexander had favored a cat-o-nine-tails. The old woman had handled it with the dexterity of an Argentine gaucho.
“Only when she could catch me. Around the end, it got hard.” He’d run away a dozen times. The last was when he was fifteen. That time, running away had worked. No one had been interested enough to try to bring him back, not even to watch the whippings.
Pierce had stopped massaging her.
Amanda turned to look at him. He saw the empathy shining in her eyes. He expected it to make him angry. Instead, it seemed to draw the words out of him, even as he tried to stop them.
“I suppose I don’t really blame her now. She’d had it pretty rough. I heard once that she’d wanted to be a dancer when she was young. Grandma was a real hell-raiser at sixteen. She got pregnant and her one dream died.” He tried to imagine his grandmother as a young girl fumbling through her first time, and couldn’t. “Her husband ran off and left her with four kids to raise. It wasn’t easy for her. One got killed robbing a store.” His mouth curved a little. “A liquor store, aptly enough.”
Pierce stuck his hands into his pockets and sat down on the edge of her desk, facing her. “That was Uncle Harry. Uncle Bob joined the marines. She used to get postcards from him sometimes. But he never came back to see her—not that I blame him,” Pierce had only returned once himself. For the funeral. “Uncle Peter disappeared one summer. I think he was gay and couldn’t face himself—or her, which was probably a hell of a lot more frightening.”
Pierce took a deep breath, unconsciously bracing himself. “And then there was Billie. My mother.” Even the very word felt foreign on his tongue. He’d never called anyone that. She was just “that woman” to him. “Looking for love in all the wrong places.”
He had no illusions to see him through the fragility of childhood. None at all. He had been born a bastard. His mother had been a whore, pure and simple. She had done it with so many men, by the time she had gotten pregnant, she’d had no idea who the father was.
Pierce had a sudden urge for a cigarette. He reached for one in his pocket before he remembered that he’d left the pack at home. And that it was empty anyway.
“That’s why I became a foreign correspondent.” He laughed, trying to show how indifferent he was to the story he was telling her. It had been a long, hard road from that haunted fifteen-year-old boy to the man he was today. But only he knew that. Only he knew the sacrifices he’d made just to get an education, just to keep his soul from being sucked up by the vermin that existed side by side with the unsuspecting in society. “Hey, I cut my teeth on war zones back in good old Georgia.”
He moved aside, shoving his hands deep into his pockets. He was restless, and could think of only one way to alleviate that. He didn’t like being held captive by his needs.
Pierce turned away from Amanda, afraid she might see something in his eyes that he didn’t want to share. The pain that surfaced every so often. The pain of a small, abandoned boy.
“There is nothing gracious about the South, Mandy,” he said softly as he remembered his early years. “It’s a myth we like to spin.” He looked at her over his shoulder. “Read Tennessee Williams and Faulkner sometime if you don’t believe me.”
Amanda remained silent, staring at him. She had no idea where to begin. “I’m sorry.” The words were hardly more than a whisper.
He’d been a fool to say anything.
“So,” Pierce began lightly, damning himself for opening up to her. What the hell could he have been thinking of? He turned around to face her squarely, a cocky smile playing on his lips. “Which story do you like better? Me as the uncle with five nephews and nieces? Or me, the poor, abandoned Georgia cracker boy with the wicked grandmother?”
He was trying to push her away. He’d bared his soul for an instant and he was embarrassed, she thought. “You don’t have five nieces and nephews,” she said quietly. “I checked.”
He inclined his head. “Very thorough of you. I don’t have a grandmother, either.” She’d died the year he turned eighteen. He hadn’t shed a single tear. Her death had left him free emotionally as well as legally.
Amanda watched his face, trying to find clues to the man. He wasn’t just a Johnny-one-note whose only goal was to score. There was a great deal more to him than that. “But you did.”
He shrugged, feeling awkward. “Everyone usually does. Look, I just made it all up so you that wouldn’t fly off the handle at me again about Granger.” He’d rather have her railing at him than pitying him. He’d seen enough pity directed at him when he was growing up, and it stuck in his throat. “Granger must have told you by now that I went over there.”
Pierce’s words brought back the sense of betrayal she’d experienced. She realized now, despite her exhaustion, that she had expected better from Pierce. At least Whitney had reasons for his betrayal that she could understand.
Pierce had merely been out for himself. And using Amanda to further his own ambitions. Maybe she was just being a fool, feeling sorry for him. Feeling for him.
Her eyes narrowed. “Why did you?”
He felt more at ease when she was angry with him. “Hey, I’m an investigative reporter.” He spread his hands wide. “We investigate.”
His manner was so blase, it irked her. Which was the act? Then, or now?
“Is that why you’re here, now?”
Slowly, he ran the tip of his finger along the inside of her collar. He saw her pupils grow large.
“Yes, I’m here to investigate. Investigate anything you’ll let me.”
Amanda moved the chair back, breaking contact. It was an act, she thought, this tough guy come-on of his. Or was it? The hour was late and her thinking was muddied. She went after simpler answers.
“Why didn’t you go on the air with my story?”
There was no point in covering himself with glory. He told her the truth, or as much of the truth as he would let her have. He didn’t want her to have any false illusions about him.
“I didn’t have enough to work with. Granger became suspicious, and I didn’t have enough time to dig up any material or tap any sources. You were going on at five with the story.” He shrugged. “So, you get the feather in your hat.” He thought of the look on Grimsley’s face. “Or the ax.”
She wasn’t buying his explanation, but his words did trigger another image. Amanda’s expression hardened. She didn’t care for confrontations, but they seemed to find her. And she wasn’t about to back away meekly. She wasn’t her mother.
“Grimsley can try.”
There was a fire in her that warmed him and drew him in.
He smiled, a sexy, lazy smile that Amanda was discovering she was less and less immune to.
“I do admire your spirit, Mandy. It takes my breath away.” He leaned closer. “Just like you do.”
Amanda rolled her eyes. “Oh puh-lease.”
He laughed, entertained. “That’s what they all say.” He winked, filling his hand with her hair. “You won’t have to.”
It was that cockiness that kept her from succumbing and reminded her just what sort of man she was dealing with. She secretly blessed it as she pushed him aside. “That’s good to know, because I don’t intend to.”
His eyes grew serious as he studied her. “But I do have one question.”
She should be the one asking the questions, she thought. Amanda raised her eyes to his, braced. “Which is?’
His eyes narrowed to small slits as he watched her face. If she was lying, he thought he’d know. “Did you sleep with Granger?”
Her face grew hot, from anger rather than embarrassment. “Is that for your latest news report?”
“Maybe.” Arms still crossed, he shrugged carelessly. “Maybe it’s just for me.”
She wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of a direct answer. Let him think what he wanted to. It didn’t matter to her.
“Well, I’m not a virgin, if that’s what you’re looking for.”
He fingered the framed photograph of Christopher. “That’s rather obvious.”
Pierce carefully replaced the photograph on her desk, then raised his eyes, pinning her with a look, daring her to lie to him. “Then you did.”
She straightened her shoulders, her expression unreadable. “And if I did?”
He told himself that it didn’t matter, that he liked it better that way. Less chance for complications. If she was involved with someone else, then she’d place no demands on him.
“Then I’d say he had good taste.”
She wanted to hit him and went as far as fisting her hand. She had no idea what made her tell him the truth.
“Well, he does, but I didn’t. He never tried anything.”
Pierce slowly reopened her hand, driving his fingers between hers. Granger didn’t strike him as a stupid man. “Yeah, I’ll just bet.”
Amanda had taken his snide remarks about her pretty much in stride, but she wasn’t about to let him insult Whitney. It was bad enough that he’d try to weasel into the estate, using her name and Whitney’s trust to get a story; painting Whitney as a womanizer was going too far. Having driven herself hard today, Amanda felt her emotions dangerously close to the breaking point and she rose suddenly to her feet, sending her chair tottering backward.
She hit his chest with the flat of her hand, then hit it again, forcing him to take a step back. “Can’t you get it through your thick, sleazy mind that there are some decent, noble men left in the world?”
When frustration caused her to raise her hand again, Pierce caught it in a firm grip. Enough was enough, even if she wanted to make a plaster saint out of a CEO who was caught with his hand in the till just because he looked like a younger Cary Grant.
“Just how decent is it for a guy to embezzle over a million dollars of other people’s money to promote his own dream?”
He was seeing headlines, not the real story. That was his problem. Headlines were splashy, stories had heart. And Pierce, she thought with a surprising pang, had none.
“It’s not that simple.”
“No? Well, maybe you are, for believing in things like knights in shining armor.” He forced her hand down.
Amanda rubbed her wrist. “Something you wouldn’t know anything about, you with your thousand and one backgrounds and your southern drawl.”
“No, you’re right,” he agreed, his voice dangerously low. “All I know about is things like this.”
And then, before she could get away, he grabbed her roughly and brought his mouth down on hers.



Chapter Eighteen
 
Amanda struggled against him, wanting to kick, to bite, to scratch. Wanting to do anything but what she was doing: kissing him back.
Pierce had unearthed a well of emotions within her, just as he had the last time. Desperately, she tried to make her indignation tangible, to keep her body from melting like hot wax against him.
He struck all the wrong chords within her, making her furious. Why couldn’t she hang on to that and conquer this weakness that held her captive? Why did she let him make her want to abandon everything else just for the taste of his mouth on hers?
As far as Pierce was concerned, Amanda was madness, sheer madness in an impossibly rumpled blue suit. Yet something within Pierce ached to take possession of her, to plunge himself into her and somehow purge himself of all the shadows that lived within him. That haunted him. He had been able to walk away from every other woman without so much as a backward glance.
What was there about this one that kept him coming back for more?
He felt her attempt to wrench away and instinctively reached to hold her against him. Swallowing a curse, he made his fingers go slack and released her. He wasn’t going to take by force what wasn’t willingly offered to him. He wouldn’t lower himself to that degree.
He didn’t need her that much.
He didn’t need anyone that much.
Breathing hard, Amanda somehow found the strength to push him away. The outline of her lips blurred with the imprint of his, her eyes wild, she glared at him, hating him for making her want him this way.
“Is that your answer to everything?” she demanded.
He considered his answer slowly so that she wouldn’t see the effect she’d had on him. It was worse than stupid to feel like this because of a woman, and yet, he felt his blood drumming in his ears, humming in his veins, like a mantra chant.
And the chant was her name.
“My answer to life is to take opportunities when they happen, or be sorry.”
Like a cornered animal, she pressed her back against the wall, watching him for any sudden moves. “I’m not an opportunity and I won’t be taken.”
Pierce gave her a look that spoke volumes.
She lifted her chin defiantly. “My hormones are reacting to you, nothing else. That’s not a reason to base something on.”
Pierce smiled slowly, his eyes dragging over her body as if he was already familiar with it.
“A few hours pleasure,” he countered. It was all he wanted, he told himself again, nothing more. A few hours and then she’d ceased to throb under his skin. He’d made himself believe it.
A few hours. That would be all he’d want, she thought with another pang of disappointment. “I’m not in it for a few hours. I’ve got a lifetime goal.”
He shook his head, his nonchalance rankling her. “Sorry, I’m a moment-to-moment type of person.” This was his cue to walk. Why wasn’t he doing it? Instead, he remained where he was, looking into her eyes, as much mesmerized as mesmerizing. “Why don’t we take it that way?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Your way?”
He inclined his head. He didn’t bother telling her that it was always his way, or no way at all. Those were the rules. For now, he’d let her think it was a fifty-fifty deal. “It’s a start.”
She edged closer to the door. She needed space when she was near him and the den was far too confining. “I said I don’t want to start anything.”
When she reached the doorway, Pierce rubbed his thumb along her cheek. “Too late, Mandy, it’s already started.” He sighed patiently. “Since you won’t go to bed with me tonight—“
“Ever.”
“—tonight,” he repeated, “why don’t you go out with me tomorrow? Borquiese had extra tickets to a jazz concert at D’Jazz Club. He gave me two.”
Borquiese did the reviews at six and had access to the hottest tickets in town. But she couldn’t get over Pierce’s gall. How could he stand there waving tickets in front of her and expect her to jump at them, and him, after he had invaded her privacy and tried to use her for a news story? “You’re asking me out?”
“I just said that.”
“After what you’ve done—?”
“What I’ve done,” he interjected before she could continue with her tirade, “was be a good reporter. Even you can’t fault me for that, Mandy. Persistence is the essence of being a good investigative reporter.” He placed the flat of his hand on the wall above her head, leaning into her. Trapping her again. “You read the reporter handbook, you know that.”
Amanda looked up at his hand. “Persistence,” she repeated.
“Yeah.”
There came a time, she thought, when one had to pretend to accept the inevitable if one was to survive. “Does that mean that you’re going to keep popping up whenever I turn around?”
Smart lady. Pierce grinned mockingly. “What do you think?”
Amanda sighed. She was a woman about to step off the edge of a cliff but unable to stop herself. She wondered if lemmings experienced this sort of a feeling just before they dropped off into the sea.
“I think that I had better go out with you and get this over with so you can get this out of your system.”
“In that case—“ He took her hand.
She knew exactly what he was thinking, and tired or not, she wasn’t about to give in. She pulled her hand out of his. “No.”
He shrugged as if it made no difference to him whether it was now or later. The look in his eyes told her that he knew that eventually it was going to become a reality.
“Have it your way.”
What Amanda was afraid of was that when the time came, it would be her way. And that her way would be to give in to him. And herself.
She was asking for trouble.
Like a child fascinated with the flare of a match she had struck, Amanda couldn’t make herself look away from his eyes. She knew that part of her, the part that probably had a death wish, wanted to go out with him. But she could lay some ground rules.
“And we don’t talk about Whitney.”
Something akin to contempt curved his mouth. “Protective of him, aren’t you?”
He wouldn’t make her ashamed of that. “Very.” She laid down the second term. “And I won’t be pumped for information.”
He leaned closer, cutting off her air. “I have no intentions of pumping you.” Pierce paused pregnantly before continuing. “For information.”
Panic began to fray the edges of her nerves. What was she thinking of? Going out with Pierce? Willingly? That was like agreeing to coat her body with honey and then running into a caveful of bears. She was obviously too exhausted to think rationally.
“Look, forget it—“
Pierce laid a finger to her lips. “Sorry, all promises are final and binding.”
She jerked her head back. “I didn’t promise.”
No, not in so many words. But he wasn’t listening to words. “Your eyes did.”
She wasn’t going to allow him to talk to her like this, to undermine her as if she were some sophomoric high school girl. She’d learned too many lessons for that. “Leave my eyes out of this.”
“If only I could, Mandy,” he said soulfully. “If only I could.”
She sighed. Maybe she hadn’t learned anything at all. “What time should I be ready?”
He grinned. She was great for straight lines. “All the time, Mandy. All the time.” He saw her face cloud over and decided not to push his luck any further tonight. “But the concert starts at six. I’ll pick you up at five.”
She nodded.
Suddenly, she was almost too tired to stand. It was time to get him out of here. “I’ll walk you to the door.” She began to head toward the front of the house.
He followed her and laughed. “Don’t trust me, do you, Mandy?”
Reaching the door, she opened it and smiled at him sweetly. “As long as we understand each other.”
He let her ease him into the doorway, then turned to look at her. He studied her eyes for a moment. He saw a vulnerability there as well as weariness. But he also saw something else. Something that shimmered and called to him. A passion that was kindred to his.
Just a matter of time.
“I think we do, Mandy, more than you’re willing to admit.”
Amanda closed the door firmly behind him. She would have slammed it, but then she would have woken Carla and Christopher up, and she was in no mood to deal with sly questions or suddenly energized two-year-olds.
She stared at the closed door, seeing Pierce through it. She was making a mistake, she thought. A tremendous one. Tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep, she was going to rethink this and find a way out. She wasn’t about to go unarmed into his verbal tap dance. The man could probably talk the Queen Mother into doing a striptease at a Shriners’ Convention.
Right now, she was far too tired, too vulnerable, too confused to think, much less to hold her own. She’d agreed, she told herself as she slowly walked to her bedroom, only to get rid of him. Her mind and her body felt as if they had just gone over the falls in a barrel and been dashed against the rocks. She’d just barely escaped with her life intact.
Tomorrow, when she was feeling alive again, she’d find a way to get out of the “date from hell” that her evening with Pierce promised to be. Tonight all she wanted was her pillow. And maybe a bed under her.
An empty bed, she added silently, glancing over her shoulder at the closed door.
A multitude of emotions warred within Pierce as he drove away from Amanda’s. He wasn’t used to this. He liked his thoughts just the way he liked his women. Free, with no demands.
Pierce turned his car toward the Sin Pit. He needed a drink. And noise to numb his thoughts. He wasn’t acting like himself, or feeling like himself either.
Without completely understanding why, he found himself being jealous of Granger, of the loyalty he inspired within Amanda. Even if she hadn’t been to bed with the man—and Pierce had his doubts about the truth of that—Amanda cared about Granger, cared about the man with a quiet, steady passion Pierce had never known.
For the first time, he knew that he wanted something like that in his life, just as he knew that he would never attain it.
Preoccupied, Pierce almost went through a red light. He slammed his foot on the brake, and his car fishtailed as it came to a screeching stop more than a foot over the street’s white boundary lines.
More tired than he realized, he scrubbed his hand over his face. Like some kind of witch who had the inside track on his mind, Amanda was scrambling his brain. The sooner he got her in bed, the sooner this temporary madness would ease away and he could think straight again.
He wanted her out of his system.
No other woman had ever had him leaping through hoops like this before. He’d never pushed like this before, not for a woman. He’d been available and they had always done the rest.
Amanda was different.
Maybe wanting her was the sign of some sort of early mid-life crisis, although he figured he should have been spared that. God knew he’d had enough crises when he was younger to have filled up his dance card. God should have found someone else to torture.
That was assuming there was a God, he thought cynically as he approached the dim lights of the Sin Pit.
And he didn’t. He’d long since given up believing in a deity who would allow the atrocities he’d seen. Better to believe in nothing than to feel that there was a power over him with such a cold disregard for the life He’d created.
But if there actually was a God, Pierce thought vaguely as he parked his Car, He had one hell of a sense of humor.
Pierce got out and went in search of about the only thing that did seem to make sense at the moment: a shot of whiskey.



Chapter Nineteen
 
She’d changed three times, from jeans into the yellow spaghetti-strapped sheath, into jeans again, and then finally back into her dress. The jeans represented her staying home, the dress her going. Her emotions were in a state of complete upheaval as her common sense warred with her sense of adventure.
Common sense won. She was on her way back into her bedroom, to change into her jeans, when the doorbell rang.
Amanda was across the room instantly, pulling the door open. Her apology was on her lips before she even looked at Pierce. “I’m sorry, but you drove over here for nothing. I’m not going.”
His eyes slid over her and registered approval. She was wearing a dress that begged him to peel her out of it. Each short breath she took raised her breasts invitingly up for his pleasure.
“You look like you’re going.”
She wasn’t accustomed to seeing him look like this. In fact, she had never seen him dressed in anything but casual clothing and pullover shirts that strained against his muscles. Right now, he was wearing a navy sports jacket, gray slacks, and a shirt that was just the first hint of pink.
Seeing him made refusing more difficult. Amanda searched for strength. She had to be resolute in her decision.
“I’m not.”
Pierce looked into her eyes and made a decision. Crossing the threshold, he looked around the living room.
“Where’s your purse?” There was a small beaded clutch purse lying on the sofa. He walked over and picked it up, then held it aloft. “This it?”
Amanda swallowed, not knowing whether to be angry or afraid. He was usurping her authority—and reading between the lines.
“Yes, but—“
He tossed the purse to her casually. Amanda just managed to catch it as he crossed back to her. “Have you told your baby-sitter where you’re going to be?”
“Home,” Amanda insisted. “And she’s not a babysitter, she’s a—“
“A home engineer, specializing in preadults. Yes, I know.” He was tired of euphemisms and titles that put ribbons on the truth. Nobody was a janitor or a housewife anymore. As far as he was concerned, there was no shame in honest work. “You women, with your galloping need to be independent and have your existence justified.” He gave a disparaging shake of his head. “Carla?” he called out.
He needn’t have bothered raising his voice. Carla was in the next room, listening to every word. He figured she would be. She hurried in, her eyes eager and all over him. “Yes?”
Pierce placed a proprietary hand on Amanda’s arm. Amanda shook him off. It didn’t faze him. “Mandy and I are going to a concert at D’Jazz Club. If you need the number for some reason, call information.”
He saw the pad Christopher had been scribbling on earlier. A spilled box of crayons lay next to it. He selected one and wrote down a series of numbers in magenta.
“Here, this is my number. Leave a message if you need to.” He winked at the woman as he handed her the pad and crayon. “And don’t wait up.”
Carla giggled, clearly envying Amanda the evening that lay ahead.
Amanda didn’t feel like a person who should be envied. She felt as if she were a person under siege. She glared at Pierce. Who the hell did he think he was?
“You can’t just take over like this.”
Contradicting her words, Piece took her hand and drew her out the door. “I just did.” He shut the door behind them, then looked at her.
Amanda saw something in his eyes that she couldn’t begin to fathom.
“Look,” he began honestly. “I don’t often dress up for a woman. This jacket’s uncomfortable.” He rotated his shoulders as if to prove how confining he found it. “And I’m not in the best of moods.” He opened the passenger car door and gestured for her to get in. “So—“
Against her better judgment, Amanda got in. “Where’s your tie?”
He didn’t answer her until he got in on his side. “I don’t own a tie.” He turned on the ignition. “Ties are for hanging people with.” He guided the car out of her driveway. “We’d better get going. Traffic at this time of night can be pretty heavy.”
Amanda sat back, but she couldn’t bring herself to relax. This was a mistake; she felt it in every part of her body. “There’s a penalty for kidnapping,” she reminded him nonchalantly.
He slanted her a look just before taking a turn. “There’s one for murder, too, but I’m not planning to do either—unless I’m provoked.”
Amanda worked at unknotting her hands. They were going to a crowded outdoor theater. There was nothing to worry about, except rain.
“Are you always this charming?’
“No.” He swore as he just missed a light. It gave him a moment to look at her again. Dusk was beginning to paint wide, dark strokes across the sky. It created a more intimate environment. He felt desire tightening its hold. “But I’ve never had to cajole a woman before.”
It was a line; she knew it was a line. And yet, she couldn’t suppress the smile the words generated. “Poor baby.”
Her mouth, even at this angle, was sensuous and tempting. “I’m counting on you to stroke my ego later.”
“I hope you know how to count to a very high number, Alexander.”
Pierce stepped on the accelerator and laughed.
The restaurant was softly lit, hushed, and came as a complete surprise. She had expected him to bring her to the Sin Pit after the concert. Instead, he’d brought her to The Islander, a restaurant known for its good food, its excellent service, and its very high prices. She didn’t know whether to be impressed or very, very wary.
She was a little of both.
Amanda toyed with her second glass of champagne. The sparkling wine went down with amazing ease and helped to soothe her nerves. She realized that she’d been enjoying herself for most of the evening. Wonder of wonders.
Who was this man sitting across from her? She’d been so sure she knew at the outset of the evening. Now she was beginning to think she hadn’t a clue.
“I had no idea you liked jazz.”
The light from the candle on their table was trapped in the sphere of her earrings, shining there like tiny moonbeams. He watched, fascinated.
“You didn’t ask.” His voice was slow, measured, flowing like molasses. It coated her completely. “When I was a kid, sometimes I’d sneak out of my grandmother’s house and go listen to the jam sessions that went on at The Club down the river.”
Like a child listening to a bedtime story, Amanda felt herself being drawn in, wanting to know more. “What was the club called?”
“Just ‘The Club.’ They never took the time to name it. They were too busy making the sweetest music outside of New Orleans.”
If he closed his eyes, he could still hear it. Sitting there in the smoky, darkened room, watching wearied black men suddenly turn young before his eyes as they played their beloved, battered instruments, was one of the more pleasant memories he carried with him. Perhaps the only one.
She shook her head. “You just don’t look like the type to enjoy jazz.”
He took a sip of his drink. “I told you before, I don’t typecast well. There are a lot of different sides to me, Mandy.”
She was beginning to believe that. And all the sides were gathering together, confusing the hell out of her. She had no idea how to defend herself against him, or even if she really wanted to.
She took another long drink and found herself staring down at the bottom of the glass. When she set it down, Pierce refilled it.
Remember Jeff.
Yes, she remembered Jeff, and in remembering knew she wanted to walk away from this—whatever “this” was turning out to be—before any damaging entanglements resulted. Amanda wished that there were a way to place all her emotions and hormones into a bottle and push a stopper into it.
Instead, here they were, fizzing, suddenly begging to be set free.
Pierce laughed softly at her comment. “I bet you also thought I only went to places like the Sin Pit.”
She flushed, then shrugged. After all, it was the image he projected. “It does fit.”
He leaned back, enjoying the way the candlelight played across her face. “To be a good investigative reporter, you have to be part chameleon. You have to be able to fit in everywhere, into every situation, and not call attention to yourself.”
Her head was spinning a bit. She shook it slightly. For a moment, she set down her glass. “I can’t see you not calling attention to yourself.”
His wide, sensual grin made her pulse quicken. Or was that the third glass of champagne? “Why, Amanda Foster, is that a compliment?”
He was gorgeous and they both knew it. He didn’t need her to tell him that.
Amanda lowered her eyes to her plate. It might be her imagination, but she felt that when she looked at him, he could read her thoughts.
“Just an observation; don’t let it go to your head.” Like the champagne was going to hers. She began to eat again. “The lobster’s very good.”
He’d hardly been aware of eating his portion. Amanda seemed to be displacing everything tonight. “They have it flown in fresh every day.”
Pierce had ordered for both of them without letting her look at the menu. She had assumed that it was a male thing and had let him have this small round. It cost nothing. The same, she knew, couldn’t be said about the dinner.
“It must cost a fortune.”
He nodded. “It does, but the rest of my needs are simple.” He considered making love to be both a simple, basic pleasure and a necessity of life.
She managed to curtail the shiver that suddenly danced over her spine. “Then they don’t pertain to me.”
He made no comment, other than to say, “You are anything but simple, Amanda.” He set aside his fork and curved his fingers around the stem of his glass. “What made you get into this game?”
She wasn’t sure if he was referring to her career or the fact that they were here together when she’d sworn they would never go out. She took a guess. “News?”
“News.”
Talking about herself always made Amanda feel awkward. Yet words came so easily tonight. She shrugged. “Maybe because I wanted to be where things were happening.” She smiled to herself as she lifted the glass to her lips. “Maybe it was because I wanted to rebel against what my father wanted me to be.”
He leaned forward a little. The intimate atmosphere intensified. “That would be the respected Henry A. Foster, wouldn’t it?”
It didn’t surprise her that he knew. She was beginning to take some things about him for granted. “You’ve been snooping again.”
Pierce inclined his head, his eyes on her. “Guilty. Occupational hazard.” He found himself enjoying this conversation. He rarely had them with the women he took out. There was usually too much happening to talk beyond monosyllabic responses. “What did he want you to be?”
If she tried, she could still hear the sermons. She didn’t try. “A lawyer, like him. He wanted me to be his clone.”
Pierce laughed softly. “I never met the man. Does he have gorgeous legs, too?”
Laughed bubbled within her as she visualized her father in shorts. He’d never be caught in anything so undignified. Amanda wiped the tears that had come to her eyes as she caught her breath.
“No, as a matter of fact, his are slightly bowed.” She only knew because her mother had told her.
There was no reason why her laughter should make him feel good. But it did. “Sure he’s your father?”
“Oh yes,” she said solemnly. An image of her mother rose in her mind. “My mother would have been too terrified to cheat on him.” She took another sip and sighed. They had never been particularly close, but she missed her mother at times. And felt saddened at the waste the woman’s life had been.
“Although God knows she should have left him long before she died.”
He wanted to tell her he was sorry that her mother had died, but he couldn’t find the words and could only imagine the sorrow. He’d never been close enough to anyone to mourn their passing.
“Sounds like your father’s a real winner.”
Bitterness curved her mouth. “Only in court. Winning means everything to my father. Winning and prestige.” She drained her glass again. The words came easily. “And let’s not forget money.”
“Let’s not.” He poured her only half a glass this time. “Nothing wrong with money. Covers a lot of pain.”
Her hands curved around the glass as she looked at it, unseeing. “Not always.”
He hadn’t meant to stir bitter recollections. Pierce’s tone shifted as he prodded her along. “So, you rebelled against Daddy, went to college and became a communications major—“
“Journalist,” she corrected. Following his lead, Amanda’s tone lightened. She didn’t like thinking about her father. It generated too many bad memories. She laughed softly, then lifted her glass in a mock toast. “I was going to be Brenda Starr.”
“What happened?” he asked, amused.
“Brooke Shields got there first. Besides.” She grinned broadly. The champagne allowed her to laugh at her own seriousness. “I don’t care for Black Orchids.”
He recalled the strip. It had been years since he had read it, but some things stood out in his memory. “But the man in the eye patch was intriguing.”
She sighed. She’d cast Whitney in that role when she was thirteen. “Yes, he was.”
He liked the way her features softened when her
eyes turned wistful and dreamy. “Why, Amanda, you’re a romantic.”
There was no denying that. Or the fact that she now considered the word synonymous with fool.
She ran the tip of her finger along the rim of the glass. “I paid for that.”
It wasn’t hard to guess. “Ex-husband?”
“Yes.” She nodded, attempting to keep thoughts of Jeff at bay. But the comparisons were difficult to avoid. “He was a lot like you. Tall, good-looking, had a silver tongue.”
“I hate him already.” His tone was light, but he found he didn’t care for the comparison. Not to someone she so obviously disliked.
Amanda sighed, distancing herself from the past. “So did I, eventually.” But at least he had given her Christopher.
“He cheated on you.” He could see it in Amanda’s eyes.
She nodded. “Almost from the start.” Her glass was empty. She moved it toward Pierce for a refill. “Hell, maybe even during the wedding reception. He felt it was his God-given right to seduce anything female that moved.” She couldn’t help the bitterness that entered her voice. “He thought I should tolerate it.”
Pierce poured only a drop into her glass. He was getting soft, he thought. But he didn’t want her drunk. He wanted her to remember everything about tonight. “Why did you?”
“I didn’t.” Frowning, Amanda husbanded the little bit of champagne in her glass. “Once I found out. Really found out.” She laughed at herself as she recalled how vulnerable she’d been, how willing to forgive and forget, until the tally had grown too large. “By then, I was pregnant. He wanted me to have an abortion.” Her eyes grew sharp as the loathing she felt for Jeff surfaced. “He said kids didn’t figure into his way of life.”
He was beginning to understand how her mind operated. “So you left him.”
She raised her chin with pride. “So fast, his head spun.”
“He didn’t come after you?” He would have, Pierce thought. Maybe even on his knees. The thought unnerved him and he banished it quickly, blaming it on the champagne. Except he hadn’t been drinking that much.
“I bought him off,” she said matter-of-factly. She was past hurting. “I gave him the house, the bank account, everything.”
He couldn’t picture a woman feeling like that, giving up tangible possessions. The women he was used to could be bought. Marsha was always taking.
“What about your father? Couldn’t you have gone to him and had him make some sort of a better arrangement for you?”
Her father would have liked that, she thought, to have her come begging to him. It would have made him feel even more self-righteous than he already did.
“He would have turned me down and said ‘I told you so’ in the bargain. So I gave Jeff everything just to get out of the marriage.”
“You wanted your freedom that much?”
“Yes.” The answer was vehement.
He lifted his glass to her. “We have that in common. I like my freedom, too,” Pierce said, feeling the necessity to reiterate an obvious fact.
“I know.”
Amanda looked down at her glass. It was empty again. She debated having more, then shook her head as Pierce raised a brow. “No, don’t, I think I’ve had too much already.” And talked way too much to a man I don’t know.
He made no comment. Instead, he drew back his chair. “Ready to go home?”
She nodded.
Pierce signaled for the check.



Chapter Twenty
 
She assumed that he was taking her home. Since the neighborhood was familiar to her as they drove, Amanda didn’t bother to pay strict attention to the road. It wasn’t until Pierce turned down a street and traveled about a mile through a tree-lined development she didn’t recognize that Amanda realized the evening was far from over.
Straightening, Amanda could feel the tension entering her body. She didn’t like her compliance being taken for granted. When Pierce drove into a complex that bore the large sign Sandpiper Apartments, Amanda looked at him accusingly.
“This isn’t my house.”
Pierce guided his car into the carport located beneath the number eighty-nine. “I can see why they chose you to anchor the five o’clock news team.”
He turned off the ignition. Amanda dug in stubbornly. “What if I said I didn’t want to get out of the car?”
He turned toward her and leaned his arm on the back of her seat. His breath, warm and enticing, floated along her face.
“Then you’d be lying. C’mon, Mandy, you’re curious. Curious about the way I live. About what it would be like between us.”
He was right. She was curious. More than curious. But she tried to hold out even though it seemed like a losing battle. She felt like one of the volunteers at the Alamo, trying to hold off Santana’s advancing armies. Pride demanded that she had to at least try.
“I know what it would be like. Like a magic show. You’d do it with mirrors. All flash and fire and no substance. And over with within the hour.”
“Maybe.” His eyes glinted with humor at her choice of words. “Maybe not. Up to you to find out.”
Pierce got out of the car, rounded the rear to her door, and put out his hand, waiting.
The debate was short. Amanda opened her door and placed her hand in his. Her heart lodged in her throat as she walked with him the short distance to his ground-floor apartment.
This is crazy. The refrain beat in her temple over and over again.
Pierce smiled to himself as he unlocked the door, then turned to look at her. Her eyes were large, though she maintained a stoic expression. She was afraid, he thought. Afraid he was going to jump on her as soon as the door was closed. Satisfaction at having her here mingled with a sense of responsibility. He didn’t want her afraid of him or of what was going to happen. He wanted her to anticipate it with the same sort of barely harnessed excitement that was churning within him.
He held the door open, but barred her way for a moment. Amanda looked at him quizzically.
“I won’t deny that you’ve been preying on my mind, or that I’ve been circling around you like a reporter looking for the right angle to a story. But I’ve never forced myself on anyone. What happens here tonight, or doesn’t happen, is strictly all up to you. Sex is too enjoyable a thing to turn into a tug-of-war. And I don’t have to try it to know that there’s no satisfaction in rape.”
It was an easy enough thing to say. People said things all the time they didn’t mean. Amanda looked at his eyes. And believed him.
But the tension wouldn’t abate.
She stepped inside his apartment and looked around. It almost appeared unlived in. There was a minimum of furniture in the apartment. A sofa and a recliner were in the living room, along with a floor lamp and a long, sleek coffee table. Just to her left was a minuscule kitchen with a table and two chairs. She imagined the bedroom lay just beyond that.
There were no knickknacks, no newspapers strewn around. No clutter of any sort. From where she stood, she could see that there were no dishes in the sink. She hadn’t expected him to be neat.
“It’s not a mess.”
As he shut the door, he asked amusedly, “You were anticipating one?”
She laid her purse on the coffee table. “Men generally don’t clean up after themselves.”
He studied her as he arched a brow. “Is this just a working theory, groundless female prejudice, or do you speak from wide, firsthand experience?”
She was very sensitive about her presence in his apartment. “I don’t sleep around.”
“Sleep has nothing to do with it.” Anger leaped into her eyes. She couldn’t be teased right now, he realized.
Pierce laid his hands on her shoulders, gentling her as one would a mare that had been spooked by shadows that weren’t there.
“And yes, I know you don’t.” Lifting his hands, he released her and took a step back. “As to your theory, you might be right, I don’t know.” He indicated the living room. There was a shelf she hadn’t seen from the doorway. Books were alphabetically arranged by title. “I don’t own much. What I have, I keep neat so I can find it. Saves time.”
He took a step toward the kitchen. There was a bottle of wine chilling in the refrigerator. “Get you a drink?”
She was tempted. The euphoric feeling she’d experienced in the restaurant had all but evaporated. Having a drink now would relieve the renewed tension she was feeling. If nothing else, it would give her something to blame her mistake on later. But she didn’t want her senses clouded any further than she thought they already were.
Taking a seat on the edge of the sofa, she shook her head. “I think I’ve had too much already.”
He joined her, making himself comfortable. Making her uncomfortable as he trailed his fingers idly along her bare back. It felt too good.
“I noticed. Your smile’s a little crooked,” he observed. Amanda shifted away. For the moment, he remained where he was. “And you’re talking to me.”
She didn’t understand. She thought of the ballpark and the grocery store. “I’ve talked to you before.”
He shook his head and lazily began to let his fingers drift over her back again. This time, she didn’t jolt, didn’t move. She absorbed.
“No, really talked. To me, not at me.”
He was mesmerizing her with the light, hypnotic pattern of his fingers along her spine. She knew she should be leaving, but she had no strength to rise to her feet. Amanda frowned.
He cocked his head as he leaned forward to look at her. “What’s the matter?”
Amanda pressed her lips together. “I’m having a nice time.”
He laughed softly, his fingers barely making contact as they moved along her shoulder. “Is that so bad?”
She wouldn’t have admitted this, but the champagne had taken down the fourth wall and her inhibitions with it. Perhaps the euphoria hadn’t completely disappeared.
“I didn’t want to. Not with you.”
In an odd way, he understood. Because he didn’t want to enjoy her as much as he did. Enjoyment led to being lax, and then complications set it. He didn’t want a woman cluttering up his life.
“I see.”
“Besides”—she shifted again, but this time it was her conscience that made her uncomfortable, not his nearness or his drifting hand—“I feel guilty enjoying myself when Whitney’s facing possible indictment on charges of fraud and embezzlement. When he might be facing a prison term,” she whispered. Her father was a good lawyer, the best, but juries were unpredictable.
He felt jealousy stirring again. “What is it between you and Granger?”
The answer was simple. “He was nice to me.”
Pierce teased the strap off her shoulder. Amanda pushed it back. “Is that all it takes?”
“I’m serious.” As Pierce watched, Amanda seemed to withdraw into herself at the mention of her father’s name. “Growing up as Henry Foster’s daughter wasn’t a piece of cake, even though I had every material thing any girl my age could have wanted. A car, charge plates, everything.” Her bitterness was tinged with a sadness that seemed to vibrate right through him.
His eyes never left her face as she spoke. “What was the problem?”
“He didn’t make sure I had those things because it might have made me happy, but because my father thought it befit his daughter to have the outward trappings of wealth.” His hand curved around the hollow of her throat, slowly caressing. It seemed to help somehow. Amanda’s eyes almost fluttered shut. “The two things I wanted, that my mother and I both wanted, he couldn’t give.” She sighed. “His approval and his love.”
“And Whitney gave you both?”
She nodded. “Unconditionally.” She remembered how much she looked forward to his visits, first as an eager adolescent, then as a young girl with unfulfilled fantasies. “When things got really bad at home, Whitney always seemed to be around to help me glue together the pieces, like a loving uncle. And he made my mother laugh.” Amanda would always be grateful to him for that. “If I have any self-esteem at all, it’s because of him.”
Pierce didn’t believe that. She wasn’t a puppet whose strings could be pulled by anyone. “You would have developed that on your own, Mandy. You’re too strong a person to have just been plowed under by an overbearing father.”
Strong. She had been strong for so long now. There had been no other option open to her.
Amanda sighed. “Maybe I don’t want to be strong anymore.” She knew it was the champagne talking. Or maybe the champagne was just allowing her to finally speak the truth.
He slid his arms around her shoulders and drew her closer to him.
“Then let’s forget you’re Amanda Foster for a while.” He cupped his hand around her cheek. “Let’s forget you’re the thorn in Grimsley’s fat side, Christopher’s mother, Henry Foster’s daughter, and Whitney Granger’s PR representative.”
He was drugging her, causing pulses she hadn’t known existed to leap within her. “What does that leave?’
“A hell of a desirable woman.” Pierce brought his mouth down to hers, setting them on a journey that could have only one ending.
The road was rimmed with fire on both sides.
Amanda felt herself falling into the flames from the first touch of his mouth on hers. Any inhibitions she’d had, any arguments against this, had all been blotted out by the champagne. It made her blood rush through her veins at a blinding speed.
Or maybe it was Pierce causing that to happen.
It didn’t matter. All that mattered was that it was happening.
Amanda dove her fingers through his hair, fastening her mouth to his as he hungrily took what she offered.
He had no control over the situation.
He’d always been in control before, but now, he felt as if someone had tripped a switch and the roller coaster was off and plummeting down a five-mile incline on its own. The realization was exhilarating and frightening as hell. All he knew was that he had to hang on.
The ride of his life was before him.
Amanda melded against him, seeking his warmth, seeking his reassuring heat. Her body ached for a release. She hadn’t been with a man since Jeff. She’d begun to believe that it didn’t matter, that she didn’t need this mating ritual between a man and a woman. That it was all meaningless.
And at the time, maybe she’d been right.
But she needed this.
She needed what Pierce could give her, she needed the mindless salvation of having a man want her. She wanted to savor every moment of his lovemaking. She wanted it to last an eternity.
She wanted him to take her now, this instant, before she exploded.
Thoughts swirled, collided, twining with such raw, thundering emotions that Amanda was certain she was going crazy.
Pierce’s first introduction to sex had been at fourteen. The road from the backwoods of Georgia to the highly visible position in Dallas had been long and strewn with willing women. He’d been with women who possessed ravenous sexual appetites; he’d even been with women who needed to be coaxed into exploding into passion. Yet what was happening here tonight belonged in a completely different realm.
He’d never been needed as a person before. It was as if Amanda was spiritually destitute, seeking someone who could just hold her. It placed everything in a different perspective.
It should have been enough to frighten him off.
If he could have formed a coherent thought.
But he couldn’t think for more than a second or two at a time. Beyond that, he was thrown into turmoil, lost at sea, as he raked his hands over her, touching, savoring, needing.
He felt her skin. It was hot beneath the flimsy fabric.
He knew if he wasn’t careful, he’d wind up tearing her dress. Slow, it had to be slow.
But it was hard to remember when everything was rushing at him at once. Needs, desires, and the overwhelmingly sensual taste of her mouth, desperately urging him on.
Amanda raced her mouth over his face, her arms tightly wound around his neck. Pierce felt the steely bands of self-control loosening.
He rose, dragging her with him.
With hands that seemed to have a mind of their own, he slid the zipper of her dress down her back. The dress slipped off, pooling to the floor like a cloud that had been swept away by the wind. Pierce filled his hands with her, his mouth savaging hers. As he murmured something unintelligible against her mouth, he could feel her heart pounding under his palm.
Pounding because of him.
Something reared up within him and broke free.



Chapter Twenty One
 
Tension vibrated through her fingers. With jerky movements, Amanda tugged Pierce’s shirt out of the waistband of his trousers. The buttons wouldn’t yield as she tried to work them free of their holes. Impatient, she yanked at them. One went flying over her shoulder, a casualty of her eagerness to free Pierce of the confining material, her eagerness to feel his skin against hers.
Amanda’s head reeled. Nothing made sense, least of all what she was doing. But she couldn’t think, she could only feel. Somewhere, far beyond any coherent speculation she could form now, she knew that there were regrets waiting for her, like an army of militant protesters surrounding a bonfire.
But not tonight.
Tonight there was only this driving need to have him take her, to have him soothe this fevered ache burning in her loins.
Soothe this fevered ache in her soul.
Anxious, afraid that the feeling would flee before it ever reached a crescendo, Amanda yanked Pierce’s shirt off his shoulders. With a triumphant sigh, she pressed her flesh against his. She was faintly surprised that it didn’t sizzle.
Her enthusiasm amused Pierce almost as much as it aroused him.
Instinctively, without knowing why, he’d known that it would be different with her. But he hadn’t suspected the magnitude of the difference. As she poured like quicksilver through his hands, she made him forget who he was and what he was. She made him forget that to him, no woman mattered. She aroused such an unprecedented torrent of feelings within him that he wanted to hold her, to savor her, to protect her.
To beg that this wouldn’t end.
Fear made him want to pull back for his own safety. But he couldn’t.
The technique that he was so proud of had deserted him. There were no tricks, no perfected movements. There was only him, stripped of everything but this raging need he had for her.
His skilled hands were almost clumsy as they pulled away the last scrap of a barrier between them. Her panties fell to the floor, ripped and useless. Holding her to him with one hand, he dove his fingers in. Exploring, he reveled in the sudden wild look in her eyes.
Amanda dug her fingers into his shoulders and clung to him, just barely holding on.
Her sudden, startled gasp told him that he had driven her over a peak. There was no feeling of triumph to mark the passage, none of the self-satisfaction that always distanced him from the women he took to bed.
Instead, there was a feeling of eminent pleasure. For both of them.
The rapture he saw in her eyes washed over him, cleansing him.
Her breasts heaving as she struggled to fill her lungs with air, Amanda fumbled with his trousers. The button that stood in her way stubbornly refused to give.
Pierce placed his hands over hers. “I’ll do it,” he murmured against the point of her chin. God, he couldn’t get enough of her, enough of that taste that seemed to be sprinkled all over her body. “You’ve already ripped off one button, and I don’t sew all that well.”
Before she could regain the most elementary use of her tongue and find words to answer him, he was kissing her mouth again, blotting out everything else.
Pierce smiled into her eyes as he undid the button. Amanda guided his trousers from his hips. The muscular ridges she felt made her heart hammer even harder. Captivated, Amanda tangled her fingers about his briefs.
Sensations leaped and strained between them as she laid her hands on his taut buttocks and kneaded him against her. She could feel the blood pulsing through his organ.
Bodies fused, they sank to their knees where they were, amid tangled clothes and tangled emotions. Then he pushed her gently back and scorched her skin with his mouth, suckling, teasing, branding.
Amanda moaned as she twisted and turned against him, wanting to feel the length of his body against hers, wanting to feel him inside of her.
Pierce wanted nothing more than to fill her, than to pour himself into her and feel that stunning relief. But he held himself back.
Instead, his mouth was everywhere, working steadily downward as he sampled all the dusky tastes of her body, both tangy and tempting and all so powerfully intoxicating. The path was agonizingly slow for both of them as she bucked and arched against his mouth.
The overwhelming heat that radiated from her drew him to her core.
Amanda gasped as his tongue thrust in.
Her eyes widened, she tried to wedge her hand in the way. “No, I—“
It was too late for shyness, too late for barriers. They both knew that.
“Shh,” he murmured softly, his breath hot on her thighs.
She began to grind against him as his mouth claimed her. She gasped, her fingernails sinking into the rug as climax after thunderous climax rocked her body.
She cried out his name in breathless gasps. Or maybe she only thought she did. Nothing Jeff had ever done came close to this.
She was bordering on madness.
Damp with her sweat, Pierce slid his body over her heaving torso until his eyes were level with hers.
Watching them, watching the wildness she kept so carefully guarded suddenly set free, Pierce drove himself into her.
Her cry as she reached yet another, stronger climax was muffled by his mouth and mingled with his own.
An eternity later, Amanda opened her eyes and looked at him. His face was turned from her and she stared at the dark hair curling at the base of his neck. She was tempted to feather her fingers over it.
But the regrets that had shimmered just beyond her reach took a step closer to her, their nebulousness converging into shapes she could almost recognize.
“I—“ Her strength ran out as she spoke the single syllable.
“Yes, you.”
Pierce raised himself up on his elbow and smiled as he looked at her. She was a pool of dampness beneath him. The feeling of their mingled perspiration began to arouse him all over again.
“You,” he breathed against her neck. He’d told himself that she would be like this—all heated desire, all keen fervor in his hands, overwhelming him with her passion—but he’d never really believed it. Now he did.
The floor felt hard beneath Amanda as reality slowly broke through. “We never even made it to the bedroom.” She expected him to gloat.
“No,” he agreed. “We didn’t.” Slowly, a lazy smile spread across his mouth. “I guess we’ll just have to do it all over again in there.”
He saw the hesitation entering her eyes, that act of distancing that he’d come to know. Carefully, he smoothed her hair away from her face, unwilling to let things go just yet.
“I think I’d better leave.” Her protest carried no conviction and lay stillborn on her lips.
“And I think you shouldn’t.” He tempered his words so she wouldn’t think he was forcing her to stay. “It’s early, Mandy. The evening’s just begun.” He lowered his mouth to hers, savoring just the chastest of kisses. It sparked a desire for more. “Here, let me show you.”
She hadn’t the strength to refuse him, or the will. Not when his mouth was plundering hers, making her mindless all over again, resurrecting the boundless joy.
Without a preamble, her strength came charging back as he deepened the kiss. She felt his tongue in her mouth, searching for hers. She met it zealously. They tangled, and needs she had thought were satisfied forever were suddenly knocking at her door again.
Enraptured, Amanda threw her arms around his neck, drawing him closer.
She knew with a sadness she refused to recognize that he would never be close enough.
They failed for a second time to reach the bedroom, making love there on the floor as time and the world came to a skidding stop once again.
Losing himself within her, sheathing himself in not only her, but the innate, naive sweetness she carried within her despite everything she’d experienced, Pierce could almost believe that the world was a good place. He was unwilling to let this slim thread go, to release the tether and go plummeting back to reality.
After a short respite, he rose, picking her up in his arms.
“What are you doing?” Amanda asked breathlessly as she curved her hand around his neck for support and just for the very feel of him.
“Showing you how it can be,” was all he said, the words gruff, the sentiment gentle.
And then, in the bedroom, amid the soft, seductive sounds of the man-made waterfall that was just beyond his window, Pierce showed her a tenderness Amanda hadn’t thought him capable of.
This gentler lovemaking brought forth another wave of passion from her, draining her even as it swept through her veins with the force and speed of a flash flood.
His lovemaking, whether breathtakingly passionate or achingly tender, made her wild and reckless.
His lovemaking made her free.
Amanda stirred. She was reluctant to open her eyes and give up the last vestiges of the joy and peacefulness she had experienced as she had drifted off to sleep in Pierce’s arms.
But sleep receded on light, padded feet, like a cat silently slinking away into the shadows. In its place came the steely grip of panic laced with horror.
Oh God, what had she done?
Her heart pounding, Amanda slowly turned in the king-sized bed to face the warm body next to hers.
Pierce was sleeping soundly. The brooding expression was gone. His features were softened. A totally unfamiliar, contented smile was on his face.
Sure he was content. She’d become another notch for him.
Amanda felt regret stab the point of its dagger into her heart, then twist it. Worse than that, she’d almost raped him, she thought, remembering how she’d yanked his shirt from him, how she’d fumbled with his trousers, with his underwear.
Her face grew hot. She’d undoubtedly fed his ego and given him something to crow about.
Hot tears gathered in her eyes and threatened to clog her throat. She blinked them away, furious with herself and this sudden display of weakness on top of the huge, glaring mistake she had made last night.
She didn’t have time for tears. She had to get out of here before Pierce woke up.
Holding her breath, Amanda watched Pierce’s face for any signs that he was waking up as she eased slowly out of the bed.
He didn’t even stir.
The only light in the room came in from the full moon through the window. It highlighted Pierce’s face and made him almost impossibly good-looking. Amanda stared at him for just a beat, momentarily wishing that things were different, that he was the man she wished him to be, the man she’d pretended he was during their lovemaking. Someone kind, who could love.
If she could buy into that she thought ruefully, she’d be the most gullible woman in the world, and she’d already paid her dues in that department.
With a sense of urgency throbbing through her, Amanda looked around for her clothes and then remembered that they were all in a heap on the floor in the other room.
Silently, she made her escape. Then, as a precaution, she softly closed the door behind her.
Fumbling, cursing her own weakness, Amanda quickly slipped her dress on and zipped it. When she picked up her panties from the floor, she realized that they were torn and useless. She felt naked and vulnerable without underwear, but she couldn’t stay here either. She couldn’t bring herself to face Pierce.
Swallowing another curse, Amanda picked up his undershorts and pulled them on. The briefs were loose around her hips and felt really awkward, but if she didn’t move too fast, they’d do.
She checked her purse for the change that she’d need to call a cab. With a quarter burning in the palm of her hand, Amanda snuck out of Pierce’s apartment.
Like a prostitute, slinking away in the night, she thought bitterly.
Amanda hoped Carla wouldn’t wake up when she arrived home. She didn’t feel like explaining anything to the woman.
She didn’t even want to think about it herself.



Chapter Twenty Two
 
By the time Amanda undressed and climbed into her own bed, there wasn’t much of the night left. What there was of it, she spent tossing restlessly, sleeping in tiny snatches.
She couldn’t remember the details of anything she dreamed, only that she felt haunted.
Each time she shut her eyes, she could see Pierce’s face, his eyes and his mouth mocking her. She’d let her guard down and he had slipped past, like a thief in the night.
No, that wasn’t accurate. She was rationalizing the situation. He might be a thief, but last night, she had given him the key.
Given? She’d all but thrown it to him.
Subconsciously, she had wanted last night to happen. Logically, she had known she’d regret it, but still, she had wanted it to happen.
And the bum had been there, ready and able to make the catch. He’d been there, willing to take advantage of her vulnerable state.
Now that she was thinking clearly again, she knew that Pierce had gotten what he wanted. She wouldn’t have to be worried about looking over her shoulder and seeing him anymore. For all intents and purposes, he was out of her life.
The thought, as she lay there staring at the ceiling, dawn slowly lightening the room, was supposed to comfort her. It didn’t. Knowing he was out of her life gave her precious little solace.
She’d found, to her surprise, that they had something very important in common. They had both felt very alone as children. Alone and almost stranded. The only difference was that she was isolated in a sea of plenty and he in a whirlpool of nothing. They’d both learned to depend on themselves, she with some help from Whitney and he totally through his own resources.
They had deviated after that. She’d mellowed and he’d hardened. Perhaps if it hadn’t been for Whitney, she thought with a cryptic smile on her lips, she would have turned out to be more like Pierce.
Now there was a thought.
Amanda rolled over onto her side. God, but she felt so unsettled. It was as if she were descending, headfirst, into a chasm with no bottom.
Resigning herself to the fact that she wasn’t going to get any more sleep, Amanda sat up in her bed. With a deep sigh, she dragged both hands through her hair and attempted to pull herself together. Her eyes drifted to the heap on the floor.
The dress she’d worn last night was lying there, crumpled. Right next to his light blue briefs.
Oh, God!
She had to get rid of Pierce’s undershorts before Carla discovered them and plied her with a dozen smirking questions. Carla would like nothing better than to be propelled into a real-life soap opera.
Not if she could help it.
Scrambling out of bed, Amanda had only had enough time to snatch up the undershorts when she heard someone pounding on her front door. She looked at her watch. It was six-thirty.
Who—?
The pounding came again.
Amanda grabbed her robe from the edge of her bed and shoved her arms through the sleeves, unconsciously holding on to the scrap of blue material.
She hurried to the front door, the open robe flapping around her legs, and looked through the peephole. Her heart froze.
Pierce filled the entire concave space, his image crammed into the tiny, half-inch circle like an action figure that had been shrunken down.
Her first impulse was to run to her room and lock the door behind her. But she wasn’t a child anymore, cowering and hiding until the adult storms had passed. She had to face things, even Pierce. She had to clear the air between them before it became too polluted for either one of them to breathe. After all, indirectly, she did work with the man.
You play, you pay, she thought bitterly. Except that for her, it hadn’t been a game. However much of a mistake it had been, it had been for real.
“God damn it, Amanda, open up!” Pierce demanded, his voice loud enough to be heard up and down both sides of the block.
Terrific. Now the neighbors knew.
She took a cleansing breath and pulled the door open, telling herself that she could face anything, even an overly cocky male.
Pierce strode into the house like a panther laying claim to his domain. He had on a pair of faded jeans. He was bare-chested and his bare feet were jammed into worn sneakers that were partially unlaced. He looked rumpled and angry. Very, very angry.
He was carrying a carton of eggs.
When he’d woken up fifteen minutes ago, he’d had the strangest sensation. It had taken him a hazy moment to realize that this alien emotion he was feeling was contentment.
At least that’s what he assumed it was. He’d only experienced it before when it had pertained to getting the edge on a particularly elusive story, or getting out of Iraq with his skin intact.
It had never remotely involved waking up on the morning after a sexual conquest. Though he always enjoyed having sex, once it was over, it was over. There was no mythical afterglow that he’d heard women gush about, no feeling of peace. He’d be drained, his appetite satisfied and his job—which was what he’d viewed his part of the bargain in bedding a woman to be—well done. He’d never heard any complaints about his performance.
But the feeling of well-being had never before curled through him like early morning fog along the heath.
The feeling had dissolved immediately when he’d found the space next to him empty and there had been no answer when he’d called out her name.
It had taken him only a moment to ascertain that Amanda was gone.
Cursing her vehemently, as well as himself for not having the good sense just to roll over and go back to sleep, he’d pulled on only his jeans and his sneakers. He’d probably have left the latter behind if his feet weren’t so damn sensitive to bare ground.
Taking his wallet and his keys, and stuffing her torn underwear into his pocket like a talisman, he’d been out the door in less than five minutes. The eggs had been an afterthought.
As he walked in, Pierce forced himself to curb his anger. He didn’t want Amanda believing that she meant more to him than just an intriguing interlude, because she didn’t.
“I brought you something.” He held up the egg carton casually, his voice giving absolutely no hint of the anger he still felt inside, of the odd sense of betrayal that she had left in her wake.
It was stupid to feel that way and he knew it. Hell, he was only here because she had turned out to be such a great lay and he didn’t want to end it yet. When it was over, he’d let her know. And it would be, soon.
But not yet.
The decision appeased the edginess he felt bubbling inside.
Amanda stared at the offering incredulously. “Eggs?”
He flipped open the carton, exposing two rows of six medium-sized eggs for her perusal.
“You can either use them to fix us breakfast, or you can throw them to release whatever inner frustrations had you slinking out of my apartment in the middle of the night like a cat burglar.” He presented them to her. “Just as long as you don’t throw them at me.”
When she reached for the carton, he smiled. “Souvenir?”
“What?’
Pierce nodded at die light blue material that she was still clutching. “You’re holding my underwear in your hand.”
Amanda stared at the briefs as if she hadn’t seen them before.
“I—I didn’t have any to put on,” she stammered, hating herself for it. “You tore mine off.”
She could feel the blush rising to her cheeks. After they’d made love in every conceivable place in his house, she was blushing in front of him like some idiotic schoolgirl.
But now that the glow of passion had faded, she was embarrassed. Acutely so.
“Trade you.” Pierce stuck his hand into his jeans and pulled out the torn scrap she’d left behind in her flight from his apartment. “It’s not exactly a glass slipper, but I’d be more than happy to see if it fits you, Mandy.”
“It fits, it fits!” Amanda said between clenched teeth.
Amanda thrust his underwear into his hand, taking hers with as much dignity as she could manage, given the situation.
Pierce tucked the undergarment into his pocket. “So,” he said, indicating the carton, “what’ll it be, Mandy? Are the eggs going to be meals, or missiles? If I have a vote, I cast mine for meals.”
His eyes slid over her. Beneath the opened robe, she was wearing an old jersey that had long since lost its color and shape from too many washings. Why the hell did that look sexy to him?
“I’m starving.”
Amanda blew out a breath and put her hand out for the carton again. “I might as well fix us breakfast.”
He draped an arm around her shoulders as he turned her around toward the kitchen. “Good choice.”
She let him guide her. “You can’t just take over like this, you know,” she informed him, trying desperately for some foothold before she lost it all.
“I know.” But he made absolutely no move to withdraw his arm.
She laid the carton on the counter. “Last night didn’t mean anything,” she insisted doggedly, more to convince herself than him.
He was more than willing to agree to that. He didn’t want last night to mean anything even more than she didn’t. Of course, that didn’t mean he couldn’t get some mileage out of teasing her.
“I think we singed the carpet.” He grinned at her obvious embarrassment. Pierce didn’t think women blushed anymore in this day and age. Certainly none of the women he’d ever had did. “I might not get back my cleaning deposit.”
Amanda sighed. She didn’t like being the source of his amusement.
“You’re not taking this seriously, Pierce.”
He noticed that she’d stopped calling him by his last name and didn’t know if he liked it or not. He didn’t want her getting hung up on him. The last thing in the world he needed was to have a woman hung up on him, even one like Amanda who behaved like a wildcat in bed and a lady out of it.
“The only thing that’s serious, Mandy, is death. Everything else . . .”
His voice trailed off as he shrugged indifferently.
Amanda sighed again and shook her head as she took out the large frying pan. For a second, she tested its weight in her hand. She rested it on the burner, though her first inclination was to put the metal pan to better use. Her eyes flickered over his face.
“You’re very transparent.” Pierce grinned as he slid onto the bar stool.



Chapter Twenty Three
 
Amanda took a stick of margarine from the refrigerator. She cut a pat of it for the pan, then watched it sizzle before raising her eyes to Pierce. “What do you want with your eggs?”
You.
Pierce pushed the urge away. Lovemaking with the same woman had never been habit-forming before. Why this time? He chalked up his rekindled desire to the novelty of having someone like Amanda.
“How about another installment of the Amanda Foster story?” His eyes narrowed as he looked at her. “Why’d you leave?”
His eyes seemed to pin her in place. Amanda deliberately turned her back on him to avoid them and reached into the refrigerator for bread. She maintained an intentionally disinterested voice.
“I didn’t know that there was a code of ethics to follow. Emily Post doesn’t cover the morning after in her etiquette book, and I haven’t had any practice at it.” She tossed the loaf onto the counter. “Sorry if I didn’t follow the rules.”
He picked up on something that she hadn’t had any intention of telling him. “There’s been no one since your ignoble ex-husband?”
“No.” Amanda bit off the word. Dropping four slices of bread into the toaster slots, she slapped down the levers.
“That would explain the explosion,” Pierce observed mildly, his eyes teasing her. She wasn’t taking this well, he noted, enjoying himself. “How about before?”
Why did he have to be so persistent about quizzing her? And why did she feel honor-bound to tell the truth? “I said I didn’t sleep around.”
He stared at her, trying to comprehend what she was telling him. As far as Pierce was concerned, sex was just as natural as breathing. He had taken her participation in the activity for granted.
“Let me get this straight.” He leaned forward, watching her expression. “To put this delicately, you mean to tell me that I’ve just ridden in the seat of a Mercedes that’s only had one previous owner?”
“Yes.” Amanda ground out the admission between clenched teeth.
He tried not to think about the responsibility this information shifted to his shoulders. Right now, Pierce was attempting to fathom the idea that a man would turn his back on someone like Amanda if he was legally bound to her.
“And pursuing that same analogy, your husband was out test-driving Volkswagens with a Mercedes parked in his garage?”
Amanda took out two plates from the cupboard. Swinging around, she laid them on the counter with a small thud. “Are you quite through? What are you, some kind of a car freak? I already told you—“
He cut through the mounting impatience he heard in her voice. “What does he do, this mindless ex-husband of yours?”
What did that have to do with anything? “He’s a lawyer. A tax lawyer.”
Pierce snorted. It figured. A drab, bloodsucking vocation. “Remind me not to ever let him represent me if the IRS comes knocking. The man’s an ass.”
Pierce slid off the stool and circumvented the counter. Opening the refrigerator, he rummaged around as if he lived here.
She didn’t like the way he just made himself at home.
Amanda blew out a breath, impatient with the conversation and with him. “I already established that fact long before last night.”
Pierce took out a carton of orange juice and reached for a glass.
“So,” he said, pouring half a glass, then tucking the carton away on the bottom shelf behind the milk, “can I see you tonight?”
She wanted to say yes, but she knew it was the wrong answer. “We both have work to do.”
She was hedging, but there was very little spirit behind it. He decided to blow away the flimsy barriers. “I can come by after the broadcast—“
Amanda cracked an egg on the side of the pan and dropped the contents in. “No.”
“All right, then before.”
She cracked another, then tossed both empty shells down. She missed the garbage. “No.”
Pierce stooped to pick up the shells. He dropped them into the pail. Standing next to her, he trailed his hand along the side of her neck, wishing he knew just what the hell he was doing here, in the middle of all this.
“It’s too late to play hard to get, Mandy.”
With effort, she moved aside. Why couldn’t he just leave her alone? Wasn’t he satisfied yet? Did he want all of her pride?
“I’m not playing. Don’t you understand?” It was almost bordering on a plea.
His voice softened. “Yeah, I do.” And for some reason, neither was he.
His intrinsic pride urged him to retreat, to tell her the hell with her, he didn’t need or want her.
But something had been stirred by her presence last night and it made him remain where he was. Not because he wanted or needed her, he told himself, but because it was his nature to explore things until he had an answer.
And right now, everything was just one great big question mark.
She was beating the eggs in the pan furiously with her spatula. No doubt picturing him in the pan in place of the eggs, he thought, amused. He slid back onto the stool and nodded toward the pan, though it was too late.
“I like my eggs over easy.”
He was lucky she wasn’t throwing them at him instead. “Tough, you’re getting them scrambled.”
Just like I am right now, she thought.
He shrugged. “I’m not difficult.”
She spared him a mocking look. “Ha!”
It was much too still, even for this hour of the morning. Christopher struck him as a child who needed very little sleep. ‘Where’s the rest of the household?”
“Sleeping, I guess.” As an afterthought, she added her two eggs into the pan. “Although how they can sleep with all the noise you made, I don’t know.”
He drained his glass and set it on the counter. “If they sleep that soundly, we won’t have to go to my place next time.”
The toast popped and she turned her back on him. She made a mess of buttering the bread. “Pierce, I don’t want there to be a next time.” No, she amended silently, she couldn’t let there be a next time.
He was behind her. She could feel the warmth radiating from his bare chest as he lightly ran his hands along her arms.
“Why, was it so bad?”
She turned and only succeeded in brushing up against him. “You want a rating?”
“I want an answer.”
She saw just the smallest strain of vulnerability in his eyes. It made her think of the boy he’d been. The one who’d never been wanted or accepted. The one who had probably been hungry for approval.
“It was wonderful,” she admitted quietly, then her voice rose, gaining in volume and strength. “That’s not the point. I don’t want my emotions all tangled up. My life’s complicated enough as it is. Grimsley’s going to be after my scalp with a vengeance now. Whitney might need me. I’ve got a career and a hyperactive two-year-old to tend to. I don’t have any space in my life for anything more.” She ran out of breath.
“Too bad.”
With his eyes laughing at her, Pierce brushed a hand softly across her cheek. How could a woman evoke such passion from him and yet stir such tenderness at the same time? It was a complete mystery to him. A complete, frightening mystery. He was better off just walking away, the way she wanted.
“Everyone needs a hobby, Mandy. You could think of what we did as recreational relaxation.”
Amanda felt laughter bubbling up within her for the first time since she’d entered his apartment last night. “Not hardly.”
Relaxing was the absolute last way she would have described what had transpired between them last night.
Pierce backed off, not because Amanda asked him to, but because he needed to. Something was going on and he didn’t like it. It was holding him and he wanted to be free. Freedom was of tantamount importance to him. It always had been.
“So, what are you going to do? About Grimsley,” he added.
She shrugged, feeling a little helpless on that score. It was like knowing that the Indians were going to attack but not knowing which direction they were coming from.
“Nothing, I guess, until I know what he has up his sleeve.” Amanda divided the eggs between the two plates, then surrounded each portion with toast.
He nodded as she set his plate in front of him. “I’ll see what I can pick up.”
It was a temporary truce between them, and she appreciated it.
“Thank you.” Pushing her plate over, Amanda circled the counter and took the stool next to his. “Paul told me you were married,” she said abruptly. Pierce raised a brow. “Paul Rodriquez, the cameraman,” Amanda explained.
He knew who she was referring to. He used Paul in the field on occasion. He knew they both did. That wasn’t what had prompted his quizzical look. He was surprised at her question.
“Why d’you ask?”
She shrugged, suddenly feeling self-conscious. She shouldn’t have asked. “Curious.”
Personal questions always made him leery. But this one was harmless enough.
“Yeah, I was. For about two years. Maybe three,” he speculated vaguely. He looked at her before beginning to eat. “I forget.”
Amanda had a feeling that Pierce didn’t forget so much as he wanted to blot the whole thing from his mind. She saw the rigid set of his jaw. Common sense told her to drop it. But he had probed her. Turnabout was only fair play. “What happened?”
He didn’t look at her. “I wasn’t meant for marriage. It’s as simple as that.”
Paul had given her no details. She pictured a bewildered young woman who had bought more than she bargained for by marrying Pierce. Amanda had only herself and Jeff to go on.
“Broke her heart?”
His eyes were cold when he looked at her. Though he squelched it quickly, one bitter memory had managed to get through: Marsha, her long hair spilling about her nude breasts, sitting up in bed and mocking him with her string of lovers.
“If I did, she was too busy screwing around to notice.”
The flash of pain she saw in his eyes was genuine, even though his response was flippant. She knew how much being betrayed could hurt. “I’m sorry.”
He frowned and took a last forkful. “It doesn’t matter.”
Was he as hard as he let on? Maybe she was reading too much of herself into him. “You don’t look any the worse for wear.”
Pierce pushed back his plate, his appetite suddenly gone. “People generally cover their scars, Mandy.”
She didn’t know if this was just a ploy to make her soften toward him or not. She only knew that it was succeeding.
Silence hung between them, thick and awkward. It was broken by a jubilant shout. The next moment, Christopher, dressed in yellow pajamas, came dashing into the room.
“’Lo, Mommy!”
Amanda got off her stool quickly and threw her arms around the boy. She let his hug warm her as it always did. ‘”Lo, yourself.”
Her face softened when she looked at her son, Pierce thought. For just the barest of moments, he found himself envying a two-year-old.
Releasing his death grip on his mother’s neck, Christopher turned his attention toward Pierce. Green eyes the same shade as his mother’s flickered over the tall man as recognition set in. Christopher’s face split into a huge grin. He grabbed hold of Pierce’s jeans and scrambled up his leg as if Pierce were a piece of furniture there for his exclusive use.
‘”Lo, man.”
Pierce eased the child onto the stool next to him. “Pierce,” he coached. “My name is Pierce. Can you say Pierce?” He gave Amanda a look that warned her not to laugh. “God, I feel like Mr. Rogers.”
Christopher looked as if he was trying to figure out how to fit his mouth around the name. ‘”Eese,” he declared triumphantly.
Close enough, Pierce thought. “’Eese it is, sport. Hungry?”
Christopher nodded his head vigorously.
Pierce looked over Christopher’s head at Amanda. “Looks like you’ve got another customer, Mandy. Good thing I brought a full carton.”
“Good thing,” she mimicked.
Pierce’s grin seemed to say that he could read her mind. “Put a little feeling into it next time,” he said.
Amanda watched the way Pierce let Christopher patiently explore the hair on his chest. Suppressing a smile, she tried not to make more of the scene than there was. But she couldn’t escape the fact that she liked what she saw. Or that it created a warm feeling within her.
She cleaned off the pan briskly, then set it on the burner once again.
“Breakfast coming up.” Two more eggs found their way into the pan. She scrambled them.
While the eggs cooked, she took out the orange juice and poured a little for Christopher.
Pierce watched as Christopher grasped the glass in both hands. Only part of the liquid made it into his mouth. The rest of the light orange stream decorated his face and the front of his pajamas.
“Where’s my fan club?” Pierce nodded toward the doorway, half expecting to see the round-faced woman peering at him shyly.
Amanda looked at her watch. It was a little after seven. Carla was usually up by now. “Carla’s still fighting off a sinus attack. Maybe she thinks she can sleep it off.”
“Just as well.” He took out his handkerchief and wiped the orange juice from Christopher’s cheeks.
Amanda caught the action out of the corner of her eye and a little more of her resolve cracked. She didn’t know why seeing him wipe her son’s face should make her feel closer to Pierce, but it did, even though she knew there was absolutely no future for this sort of feeling.
She was only asking for trouble.
She sighed inwardly. It seemed she was doing a lot of that lately.



Chapter Twenty Four
 
The sun streamed in through the restaurant window, highlighting the table where Amanda sat across from Carla. Christopher sat next to her, swinging his legs to and fro beneath the table, oblivious to the conversation. For once, he wasn’t the center of Amanda’s attention. Carla was.
“Carla, you just can’t leave like this. Christopher and I depend on you.” She reached across the table to squeeze the woman’s hand.
It was true. She did depend on Carla. More than that—she’d be lost without her. Amanda knew how difficult it was to find a competent nanny, especially for someone as energetic and exhausting as Christopher. Amanda desperately cast about for a way to persuade Carla to remain in Dallas.
She had been aware that the young woman’s homesickness was getting worse, but she hadn’t thought it was getting to the point where Carla would just quit and return to New Mexico. After all, Carla had become almost part of the family.
Carla stared down at her plate, her face set stubbornly.
Amanda felt bone-tired. It hadn’t been a good week, by any stretch of the imagination.
Grimsley was more intent than ever on getting rid of her. Though she and Ryan Richards were co-anchors, Ryan was suddenly being given the bulk of the copy to read. Amanda took the snub with dignity, hoping to ride it out. But the situation was getting worse and she knew that she was quickly heading for a showdown with the station manager.
But if she was heading for a confrontation with Grimsley, Amanda had absolutely no idea where she was heading with Pierce. Undoubtedly nowhere.
Right now, Pierce wasn’t even around to give her a clue. She had deliberately avoided him for a week after they’d slept together. And then the beginning of this week had seen a possible coup in one of the eastern European countries that kept forming and re-forming. Shorthanded because of a flu epidemic, the station manager had sent Pierce to cover the story. That left Amanda with some breathing space, and far too much time to think and feel.
And if that wasn’t enough, there was Whitney. He was to be indicted soon on charges of fraud and stock manipulation. She’d done the story herself. Amanda had been to see him twice, offering to do what she could. But it was her father now who would do Whitney the most good.
She didn’t seem to be doing much good at anything lately.
In an attempt to make Carla change her mind, Amanda had invited the young woman out to talk over their problem in a restaurant that specialized in authentic Mexican cuisine.
It had only made Carla more homesick.
Christopher squirmed next to her. His attention was entirely focused on his lunch. He wasn’t eating it, he was squeezing it. Beneath his small fingers, refried beans were oozing out of the child-sized tortilla on his plate in both directions.
Amanda refrained from reprimanding her son. It would only call attention to the negative side of Carla’s duties.
Amanda sighed. “Carla, what can I do to make you reconsider?”
The wide shoulders lifted and fell helplessly. “I’m lonely,” she said. “I miss my family. There is no one here for me besides the two of you.” She bit her lip helplessly. “I haven’t met anyone.”
By anyone, Amanda knew that Carla meant a man. But it was hard to meet people when she was busy with Christopher most of the day and closeted herself with tapes of soap operas during the evenings.
Amanda tried to remember what it was like to be twenty. It seemed an eternity ago, instead of just eight short years. There was a world of difference between her approach to life and Carla’s. Carla never went out to seize what she wanted; she waited meekly for it to come to her.
“Maybe if you joined a health club, or took a course at night, or—“
“No.” Carla shook her head. “My mind is made up. I spoke to Eduardo.”
Eduardo was her oldest brother and the head of the family in Taos. Amanda knew he had never liked the idea of Carla moving out of the state to begin with. It had been Carla’s sense of romance that had prompted her to go against his wishes in the first place. And now her homesickness was forcing her to return.
“He will be coining for me at the end of the week.”
A week? Amanda knew she would never find anyone to replace Carla in that short amount of time. Besides, she genuinely liked Carla. “I—“
Amanda’s next words were cut off by the sound of an alarm suddenly going off. The clatter drowned out the conversation. Carla looked around for the source. It was coming from outside.
“What is it?” Carla shouted.
Amanda had one restraining hand on Christopher. He was ready to dash out and investigate things for himself. “It sounds like a police alarm.”
“That’s not a siren,” Carla protested.
“No, I mean the kind that goes off when there’s a robbery in progress.”
Through the window she could see people converging before the liquor store across the street. Amanda was already on her feet. For the time being, Carla and her problems were going to have to wait.
“Wait here,” Amanda said. “I’ll be right back.”
Shifting in the booth so that she was now next to Christopher, Carla watched through the window as Amanda joined the swelling crowd on the street.
Hurrying across two lanes of traffic that were already beginning to snarl, Amanda stopped short of the liquor store. She saw movement inside, but it was difficult to make out just who was in there and what was going on.
She turned to the person closest to her, a gnarled-looking old man in a Stetson. His entire middle was defined by a huge silver belt buckle. “What’s going on?”
He didn’t even turn to look at her. His eyes squinted as they seemed to bore through the window of the liquor store.
“Looks like a robbery.” The wonder of seeing a drama unfold a few feet away was mirrored in his weather-beaten face.
“I seen him go in,” the woman behind Amanda volunteered, “some tall, skinny kid with a big gun, like in that drug movie that’s playing.”
Amanda turned to look at the woman. She truly doubted the youth was brandishing a gun as he entered, but Amanda knew that people’s imaginations and their need to be important tended to make them flesh out details. “Was he alone?”
The woman’s entire face seemed to shrug. “I didn’t see nobody else.”
Amanda moved closer for a better look into the store. She thought she could make out a tall, thin figure waving something around. Most likely a gun. Besides the person behind the counter, there didn’t seem to be anyone else in the store.
“What’s happening? What’s going on?”
The barely restrained hysteria in the stranger’s voice made Amanda turn around. She saw a tall, blond man clawing his way through the crowd. He was clutching a bag with a grease spot on the side of it. His eyes, huge with terror, were fixed on the store.
“Oh my God. Doris! That’s my wife.” He pointed toward the liquor store with the bag. “My wife’s in there,” he cried out to no one in particular.
Several people in the crowd murmured sympathetically, others craned for a better view.
Amanda made her way over to him. She had to lay her hand on his arm to get his attention.
“Are you the owner of the store?”
“Yes, yes, I just went out to get us some lunch. She wanted roast beef.” His Adam’s apple moved jerkily as he swallowed. “I just left her alone for ten minutes. Just ten damn minutes.” He looked at Amanda, seeing her for the first time. “How could this have happened? This is a nice neighborhood.”
Sympathy brimmed within her. “Things happen in nice neighborhoods all the time. There’re no fences around to protect you.”
He didn’t seem to hear her. He was staring at the store again, clutching the bag with both hands, squeezing it without even realizing that he was still holding on to it.
Amanda hurried back across the street to the restaurant. Carla was on her feet, holding Christopher’s hand as she stood by the entrance.
“What’s going on?” Her face, so lifeless only minutes before, was glowing with excitement.
“It’s a robbery. The owner’s wife’s inside. She must have tripped off the alarm and the gunman panicked. It looks as if he’s holding her hostage.”
Amanda took the purse that Carla had been holding for her and rummaged inside for a pad and pen. Finding both, she slung the bag’s strap over her shoulder.
“Here.” Amanda quickly wrote down the phone number to the news station. “I want you to call this number.” She tore off the sheet and pushed it into Carla’s hand. “Ask for Paul. Tell him to get out here as fast as he can with his camera.”
Carla stared at the paper she was holding. “Paul?” she echoed.
“Yes, Paul. Paul Rodriguez. Tell him we’ve got a robbery in progress.” She heard the siren abruptly stop and glanced automatically over her shoulder. But nothing appeared to have changed, except that there were more people in the street. “Got that?”
Carla nodded.
Amanda looked down at her son. The boy’s eyes were animated as the noise and excitement spurred him on. “And don’t lose Christopher.”
Carla’s hand tightened around the boy’s. “Don’t worry.”
“Mommy?” Christopher’s voice sounded a little uncertain as he looked up at her.
He was always getting lost in the shuffle, she thought with a pang of guilt. She dropped to her knees for a moment. “Mommy’s got a story to do, sweetheart,” she said, knowing he wouldn’t understand. But this was who and what she was, and eventually he would understand that. “Stay with Carla.” Kissing him, she rose and hurried back outside.
By now, the street was mobbed. Amanda saw the tall store owner and fought her way over to him. She tugged on his sleeve to get his attention. “Mr.—?”
He looked at her, his eyes dazed, like a man suddenly waking up to find himself in the middle of a war. “Anselmo.” He mumbled his name as if it were a strange word. As if nothing fit anymore, nothing was real. He stared at the store helplessly. “Diego Anselmo. I only left her for a minute.”
“I know you did,” Amanda said soothingly. “It’ll be all right.” She hoped it sounded as if she believed what she said. She’d seen too many things go wrong to be overly optimistic.
He heard her tone, but not her words. Everything was becoming blurred to him. “She’s pregnant,” he sobbed. “Nine months. It’s our first. Oh God, what if—?”
His bewildered cry was lost as a siren wailed. But Amanda didn’t have to hear him. She knew what he was thinking. What if the situation caused her to go into premature labor?
A squad car approached, its noise cutting though the thick layers of people. They parted on both sides of the vehicle.
Amanda took the store owner’s arm and pulled him in her wake as she made her way over to the squad car.
The first officer out of the vehicle was a heavyset, dark-haired man in his early fifties. His puffy face was scarred with pockmarks from his youth and creased with lines. There was a small, jagged scar just above his left eye.
He scanned the street scene with eyes that were devoid of judgment, of feeling.
“Anyone see what went on?” He threw his question out into the mob. A dozen voices began to answer at once.
Amanda elbowed her way forward. Her voice rose above the others, clear and sure. “I’m Amanda Foster with K-DAL News.”
The policeman’s eyes swept over her. There was no recognition. If anything, there was a trace of dislike.
Another person who thought the news media were vultures, she thought, not fully blaming him.
“Never watch the stuff. I’ve got to live it eight hours a day. That’s enough.”
She wasn’t about to argue with him. She urged the store keeper forward.
“Mr. Anselmo owns the liquor store. He stepped out to buy lunch for himself and his wife.” Amanda nodded toward the store. “She’s inside. While he was gone, someone entered the store and tried to rob her.” She glanced toward the store. “He’s still in there.”
More policemen were arriving on the scene. Amanda saw them bringing sawhorses to barricade off the area.
“Just one guy?” the policeman asked Amanda.
“That’s what I heard.” The policeman began to walk to the front of the mob. Amanda hurried after him. “I caught a glimpse of him by the window. He looks like a kid.”
A shot rang out from the store, shattering part of the front window. People in the crowd screamed and scrambled to get out of the way.
The policeman scowled, pushing Amanda roughly back behind him. “A kid with a gun.”
The store owner seemed to come to life at the sound of the gunfire. “Doris!!” Screaming her name over and over, Anselmo ran toward the store.
A policeman tackled him, bringing him down just as another shot rang out.



Chapter Twenty Five 
 
Pierce walked out of the assistant station manager’s office. Abrams’s accolades had barely registered. Pierce felt as if he hadn’t had any sleep in thirty-six hours.
He glanced at his watch. Thirty-eight would have been closer to the truth. He could usually sleep on planes. The nature of his work had forced him to develop the knack of being able to fall asleep almost anywhere, anytime. But on this last trip, it hadn’t been so easy. Amanda had continued to prey on his mind like an elusive mathematical puzzle that couldn’t be solved.
No matter what he did, he couldn’t seem to block her image from his mind for more than a few minutes at a time. All through the flight home—hell, all through the flight to eastern Europe—he had thought about nothing except returning to Dallas and seeing her. Being with her. Making love with her.
Five or six times, while still in Europe, he’d even pulled out his cell phone to call her. 
To say what?
That she was haunting him? That he, who’d never allowed anything to cloud his thinking, couldn’t rid his mind of her? That she seemed to cling to him like a thin film he couldn’t rinse away?
She would have laughed at him.
He’d laugh himself if it wasn’t so damn annoying. So he’d hung up and hadn’t completed any of the calls. He had brooded instead.
Always before, the anticipation of a liaison had far outweighed the pleasures of consummation. This time, it was different. There was no ensuing boredom or restlessness, no desire to move on. His gears were stuck in neutral.
After having her, he only wanted her more.
It was, of course, just an aberration. It was because she had turned out to be such a passionate lover. He’d be over her soon, just as he had gotten over all the other women. No one could lay claim to him; that was the way he wanted it.
Pierce had stopped off at the studio first, going there instead of home just to see if there’d been any new developments on his story while he’d been in flight. Abrams had been more than satisfied with his material and his on-the-scene reporting. Pierce had been the first to break the story that the rumors were false and that the prime minister of the newly formed tiny country was to be retained, along with his cabinet. The rumor of a pending revolution was just that: a rumor.
Tired, deciding that what he wanted more than a hot woman was a hot shower and a comfortable bed, he was heading for the exit and the parking lot when he collided with Paul in the hallway.
The young cameraman was almost flying, his camcorder securely packed in the case at his side. Taller by a head and far more muscular, Pierce steadied the other man by grasping his shoulders. “Hey, what’s your hurry, Rodriguez?”
“Welcome back, Pierce.” The affable grin was genuine. “Amanda called. Some nut’s trying to hold up a liquor store in the heart of the downtown area. He’s got hostages and everything. The whole shebang. Amanda wants me down there pronto before the other networks get wind of it.”
Pierce thought of Amanda’s last piece of independent work and Grimsley’s reaction.
“Did you tell Grimsley?”
“Nope.” Paul didn’t care much for Grimsley, but he knew better than to buck the man. “Grimsley’s at lunch with the owners.” Two rows of perfectly white teeth flashed. “And I ain’t got the number. I left a note with Carmella for Abrams. His door was closed.”
“He was with me,” Pierce said. “Or, I was with him, depending on your point of view.” He indicated the exit. “I’11 go along with you.”
Paul was already hurrying out the door. Time was of the essence with all stories. Amanda had told him to come with only the news truck team. She usually meant what she said. “Okay, but Amanda’s not going to like it.”
Pierce laughed. “Probably not.”
“Why did you bring him?” Amanda demanded.
The police were attempting to set up communications between the gunman and themselves. So far, though there was a telephone in the liquor store, no one was answering it when it rang. Word apparently hadn’t reached the other stations yet about the hostage situation and she wanted to go on the air, live, before anyone beat her to it. She’d been anxiously waiting for Paul to arrive. She hadn’t expected him to arrive with Pierce.
Paul shrugged. He felt as if he were standing in the middle of an electrical storm with a lightning rod on his head. These two definitely had the hots for each other, he thought. What he didn’t understand was why they hadn’t done anything about it.
Paul took his camcorder out of its case and handed Amanda the microphone. “I didn’t bring him. He just kind of tagged along.”
“Truth!” Pierce raised one hand solemnly as if he were taking an oath. He dropped his hand and looked at her. “Aren’t you going to say welcome back, Mandy?”
Amanda was already walking away from him. “Welcome back, Mandy,” she tossed over her shoulder. Then her attention switched to Paul. She couldn’t afford the luxury of having personal emotions get in the way of her work. “Paul, I want you to get some footage of the area and then tell me when you’re ready. I’m going to go on with Mr. Anselmo. He wants to go on the air. He’s the owner,” Amanda added when Paul raised a quizzical brow at her mention of the man’s name.
Paul looked around the crowd and saw Anselmo. “That guy who looks like his whole world’s been wiped out?” Paul prided himself on being tough as nails, but his heart had never been hardened to grief.
Paul’s description brought a pang of guilt. She’d had second thoughts about going on the air with the man, but Anselmo wanted to make a plea to the gunman. There was a tiny TV inside the liquor store and it was always turned on.
“That’s him. His wife’s inside.” Amanda realized that Pierce was right behind her but didn’t turn around.
“She the hostage?” Paul asked.
Amanda set her mouth grimly. “Yes.”
Pierce moved forward, studying the situation. As yet, there weren’t too many policemen on the scene. Just a throng of gawkers trying to kill an afternoon with someone else’s misery.
“Has the gunman made any demands?” Pierce asked.
Amanda shook her head. “Not yet. But he shot into the crowd once.”
Pierce squinted, trying to make out a form inside the store. The sun had shifted and it was impossible to see. “Could just be a psycho.”
That had already occurred to her. “Yes, I know.” She laid a hand on Paul’s arm. “All right, let’s get started. I think I just saw Channel Seven’s mobile unit trying to pull up. We want to scoop them, remember?”
“Don’t have to tell me twice.” Lifting the camcorder that was like an extension of his soul, Paul panned the area. When he trained it on Amanda, she quickly recapped the details of the city’s latest drama.
Behind her were the police barricades, holding back the crowd; beside her, the grief-stricken store owner, pleading with a man he’d never met to spare his wife. The liquor store with its bullet-shattered window was the eye of the hurricane.
It looked like a scene out of a B movie, she thought as she told the public what it felt entitled to know. Except that for those involved, it was all too real.
Anselmo was becoming incoherent, his grief, guilt, and fears mixing together to wipe out his ability to speak coherently. Amanda quickly wound up the broadcast, promising more details as they occurred. She did what she could to comfort the man.
“Here.” She thrust the microphone at Paul. She wasn’t going to be needing it any longer. “Film anything you think is newsworthy.”
“Where are you going?” Paul wanted to know.
“Maybe to make a deal.”
Forging through the crowd, Amanda made her way to the front and the policeman she had spoken to earlier. Any attempt at communicating with the gunman had failed so far, but even he had to be getting edgy with a possibly hysterical pregnant woman on his hands.
Pierce watched Amanda gesturing as she spoke animatedly with the policeman. The man wore a resolute expression as he shook his head.
“Looks like our girl is making enemies again. Can’t seem to get the knack of getting along,” Pierce muttered to Paul. “Keep filming,” he ordered just before he left.
Pierce came up behind Amanda just as the policeman shouted, “No!”
No was not an answer that Amanda was willing to accept. “Look, if I’m inside, maybe I can talk him into giving himself up,” she insisted.
“He’s already got one hostage—“
“That’s the whole point.” He wasn’t paying attention to her, she thought in frustration. Amanda looked toward the store again, thinking of the woman inside. Mrs. Anselmo had to be hysterical by now. “If I—“
Pierce nodded at the policeman as he wrapped his hand around Amanda’s arm. “Excuse me.” He pulled her none too gently to the side. She was so flabbergasted, she couldn’t say anything in protest. “You wouldn’t be trying to switch places with the hostage, now, would you?”
She yanked her arm free. “And what damn business is it of yours if I were?”
For two cents, he’d shake her just to hear her head rattle. “Just what land of stupid grandstanding theatrics are you into?” Pierce demanded angrily.
She clenched her hands together to keep from swinging at him. “No grandstanding. That might be your field, but it’s not mine. But there’s a pregnant woman in there.” She pointed angrily at the liquor store. “She’s got enough to contend with without some nut case waving a gun at her. I want to switch places with her before she gets so frightened that she goes into premature labor.”
It had been that way with her, Amanda remembered. In the middle of an emotional tirade, Jeff had hit her. She’d fallen and her water had broken. Christopher was born six hours later. One month early.
Pierce’s eyes were flat. “Very noble of you, but you’ve got a son to think about.”
He wasn’t going to cloud the issue by using Christopher. “What does Christopher have to do with it?”
She turned away from him, but Pierce caught her arm again and swung her around so that she was facing him. “Where’s Christopher going to be if his mom gets blown away?”
He had no right to dictate decisions for her, even if they had been to bed together. “Let me worry about my son.”
He looked at her with barely restrained disgust. “You haven’t got the sense of a gnat. Me, I haven’t got anyone to worry about, or to worry about me.”
Pierce strode past her toward the front of the crowd. Toward the liquor store. He knew better than to try to reason with the police officer. The man would just tell him to keep his nose out of it. Amanda had had a good idea; she’d just had the wrong player in mind for the little drama.
“Hey, you in there.” Pierce cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted into the store. “How about a switch? Me for the pregnant woman. I promise I won’t faint on you or get hysterical. I’m with Channel Eight. You can tell me your story. How about it?”
Amanda grabbed his arm, her fingers surprisingly strong as they dug in. “You can’t—“
Pierce turned, surprised at the horror in her voice. Was it because he was stealing her thunder? Or was there some other reason she sounded so upset?
“Why can’t I, Mandy?” The question, despite the din, was low, sizzling over her skin. ‘Why can’t I?’ he repeated. “Don’t tell me you’re getting sentimental on me.”
He saw the anger reach her eyes. But he saw something else as well. He wasn’t sure exactly what, he only knew that it made him more nervous than the prospect of facing the gunman.
“I’ll let you interview me after it’s all over.” He leaped over the sawhorse, then looked over his shoulder at her. “Exclusively.”
“Newsmen give lousy interviews,” she spat. Nerves were knitting together within her in an intricate tapestry of fear.
“We’ll work it out.” Pierce made his way slowly toward the store, aware that any sudden movements might be his last. His hands were raised high.
Amanda turned toward the policeman, who’d materialized at her side. “Aren’t you going to stop him?” she demanded hotly.
The man shook his head slowly. It was against regulations, and he knew he would get hell for this from the detective at the precinct, but sometimes, unorthodox methods worked a hell of a lot faster than methods that went by the book.
“He’s too fast for us,” the sergeant said, watching Pierce. And praying. His daughter was pregnant with her second, and he’d been picturing Dana inside that store in place of the owner’s wife.
“Hey, you in there,” Pierce called toward the store, “I’m coming in. Send Mrs. Anselmo out. And don’t break any liquor bottles. I’d hate to see the waste.” He grinned, knowing the gunman could see him plainly now. “I’m partial to scotch if you’re pouring.”
Amanda held her breath as she watched the door open. Mrs. Anselmo edged her way out, obviously terrified. The gunman was right behind her, his arm wrapped tightly around her just beneath her breasts.
They seemed to be fused together, like grotesque Siamese twins.
“Hey, this is great stuff,” Paul said from behind the camcorder.
Amanda jumped. She hadn’t even realized that he was standing next to her.
“Yeah.” Her mouth was utterly dry as she watched Pierce move closer, inch by slow inch. The gunman and his hostage remained in the doorway, waiting. Not too far to her left, she heard another policeman grumbling over this newest development. Pierce was a civilian, butting in where he didn’t belong. “Great stuff.”
God damn him, she thought, what if he got killed?



Chapter Twenty Six
 
Amanda watched, frozen, as Pierce walked slowly up to the front of the liquor store. The noise from the crowd behind her seemed to fade away. She heard nothing but Pierce, saw nothing but Pierce. Everything else ceased to exist.
His hands were raised only to his chest now, though his fingers were comfortably spread toward the sky.
He looked as if he was enjoying this, she thought, resenting him for what he was putting her through. No, what she was stupidly putting herself through, she amended. He wasn’t supposed to mean anything to her.
“Get going, lady,” Pierce ordered the pregnant woman pleasantly, as if he were just coming by to pass the time of day. But his eyes never left the gunman’s face—what he could see of it. The man was only half a head taller than the woman he was using as a shield.
“She ain’t going anywhere. Not until you get in here!” The gunman tightened his grip on Mrs. Anselmo and she cried out in pain.
“Easy, now, easy,” Pierce soothed.
He was hardly more than a kid, Pierce thought, disgusted. The weapon he was brandishing about didn’t transform him into a man. The gun was shaking in his hand.
“Looks like you and I are going to be spending some time together, sport. Why don’t you just let the lady go?” Pierce suggested easily. “She’s as big as a house and that’s a small store. There’s not enough room for the three of us in there.”
The conversation was agitating the gunman. His eyes took on a wild look. “Why don’t you just shut the fuck up and get in here!”
His voice bordered on hysteria as he barked the order; his eyes darted everywhere in an attempt to keep track of Pierce and the police at the same time. He stood with his back inside the store, and only the smallest part of him was visible.
Any second now, Pierce thought, he was going to break.
“What’s your name?”
“Leroy. Leroy Smith,” the teenager barked importantly, as if the name should mean something to Pierce.
Pierce stopped walking when he was about two feet away from the front of the store. He could yank the woman aside, he judged, but the kid might shoot her and then it would all have been for nothing.
“Well, Leroy, you’re going to have to clean up your act if you want me to hang out with you. I don’t take to such foul language.” Pierce’s smile was easy, his eyes never leaving the youth’s angry eyes.
He saw the perspiration beading on the kid’s forehead, the anxiety radiating from his eyes. Leroy Smith was a powder keg waiting to blow.
“Shut up before I shoot your fucking head clean off right here!”
“In front of all these witnesses, Leroy?” Pierce shook his head. “Won’t look good. Besides, I’m the one who’s going to make you famous. You want to be famous, don’t you, Leroy? Everyone wants to be famous.” Pierce took another half step forward. “Didn’t go as planned, did it, Leroy?” He let sympathy he didn’t feel dribble into his voice. “Just some easy pocket money, that’s all you wanted, wasn’t it? Not the whole DPD breathing down your neck and a pregnant woman on your hands.” His voice was singsong, lulling. But it didn’t work.
“What the hell do you know about it?” Without realizing it, the gunman loosened his hold on Mrs. Anselmo.
“You’re sweating,” Pierce told him mildly.
Pierce saw the gunman’s breathing become labored, as if he were a steam engine building up momentum. The gun he held stopped waving as he jerked it into position, aiming straight at Pierce.
“And you’re dead!”
Less than a foot away now, Pierce dropped and rolled as the gun went off. He heard someone scream. Pierce rolled himself straight into the gunman and the pregnant woman, knocking them over. Stunned, Leroy let go of Mrs. Anselmo. She cried out as she fell on top of Pierce.
Gunfire erupted. Unprotected, the would-be robber fell as police bullets struck him from three sides.
It was all over in less than five minutes.
Mrs. Anselmo was trembling and sobbing. Pierce was on his knees next to her, holding her to him, when Amanda rushed up. Police were swarming around the gunman. He was alive, but just barely. Amanda had looked at him as she passed. He couldn’t have been more than seventeen.
Ambulances that had been standing by all this time moved in. There were two, one for the gunman and one for Mrs. Anselmo.
Mr. Anselmo stumbled through the crowd, pushing people aside. “Let me through, let me through!” Paul was beside him, helping the man cut through the throng. The man threw his arms around his wife as he fell to his knees. “Oh God, Doris, are you all right?” He showered her with kisses and checked her over and over again, sobbing his relief.
“Fine, fine,” she said numbly, her own voice echoing in her head. They clung to one another like two survivors on a raft.
The Anselmos both looked at Pierce. “I don’t know how to—“ Mr. Anselmo’s voice choked off, too filled with emotion to continue.
“Then don’t.” Pierce rose to his feet. One less tragedy in the world, he thought, blocking off a surge of euphoria. “Are you sure you’re all right?” He looked at the pregnant woman just as the paramedics were lifting her onto a gurney.
She nodded, her hand spread over the wide expanse of her abdomen. “Yes, thanks to you.” The crowd swallowed the woman and her husband up as the paramedics took her to the ambulance.
Pierce turned and saw Amanda glaring at him. “Why, Mandy, you look annoyed.”
“Annoyed?” she echoed. “I’m angry as hell. You idiot, you were trying to provoke that kid into shooting at you.”
He pretended to turn her accusation over in his mind. “I guess I kind of was, at that.”
The man was insane. “What the hell were you thinking of?”
He stretched, taking in a deep breath. It felt good, he thought. Life was always sweeter when it seemed to be in short supply. For a while there, it had looked pretty dark.
“That it wasn’t my time to die.”
She fisted her hands at her waist in order to keep from pummeling his chest in front of witnesses. “And what is that? Some kind of crummy dialogue from a grade B war movie?”
He tried to recall. “No. Old western series, actually. High Chaparral, I think.”
He grinned down into her face. Damn, but he had missed her. It had taken looking down into the barrel of a gun to admit it openly to himself. But he still wasn’t ready to deal with anything beyond the recognition of that fact.
“Why, Miss Amanda,” he drawled. “I do believe you were worried about me.”
She blew out an angry breath. It caught the end of her bangs, ruffling them. “No, I was just afraid that if you got killed, Grimsley would find a way to pin this on me, too.”
Pierce slung his arm around her shoulders. She let it remain there. “Well, it was your call into the studio that started it.” He looked over her head at Paul. “Right, Paul?”
“Right.” He raised the camcorder proudly. “Got it all!” Paul crowed. “Damn, but the competition is going to hate our guts.” He looked at Amanda. “Grimsley’s going to have to forgive you now.”
That would be giving the man credit for fair play, Amanda thought. And she knew better.
“Grimsley doesn’t have to do anything. Besides.” She looked at Pierce. Her heart had remained in her throat the entire time he had faced the gunman, but she’d be damned if she was going to admit it. “It’s the Lone Ranger’s face you got in that grandstand play, not mine.”
Pierce looked at her sympathetically. She knew better than to buy into that, too. “You were in the foreground and at the beginning of the tape.”
“That and two seventy-five will get me a ride on the subway in New York.” She patted the camera. “Get going with that,” she ordered Paul. “They’re going to want to edit the tape before going on with it again.” Their mobile had transmitted the initial live report, but Paul’s tape was going to make several editions of the news tonight and tomorrow as well.
Paul grinned and saluted her like a soldier off to run a message through enemy lines.
“You coming?” he asked Pierce.
Pierce shook his head. He’d just stared down at a gun barrel and at his own possible demise. He knew where he wanted to be right now. With her.
“No, Mandy’ll give me a ride back.”
She looked at him suspiciously. “To where?”
“The studio, when you’re ready to go there. I left my car in the lot. I haven’t been home yet. I went to the studio directly from the airport.” He looked down at her, a smile playing on his lips. “Which reminds me, you haven’t really said welcome back.”
The crowd was beginning to disperse around them. “I haven’t said much of anything yet, except that you’re an idiot.”
The way her mind worked was a complete mystery to him. “Oh, I’m an idiot for attempting to trade places with her, but when you wanted to do it, all was okay.”
She hated the patronizing tone in his voice. She didn’t have to answer to him and had no idea why she did. “I wasn’t grandstanding for the camera or trying to provoke him, you big jerk.”
He grinned at her choice of words. “You’re burning up my ears.” He grew serious. “I was trying to get him rattled so that he’d let go of her and give the police a clear shot at him.”
She refused to believe Pierce had had a plan when he’d approached the gunman. It just wasn’t his style. Amanda stuck out her chin defiantly. “Oh, had the whole thing worked out, did you?”
He didn’t know which would give him more satisfaction at the moment, clipping her one on that pretty little chin of hers, or nibbling on it instead. He did neither.
“Down to the last detail.” His eyes swept over her. “The only thing I haven’t got worked out is what’s going on between us.”
She tried not to think of how much she’d missed him, or that she should have her head examined for missing someone who was liable to break her heart.
Her voice dropped to a whisper. “What is going on between us?’
He sighed audibly, his arm still around her shoulders. He pulled her to him just to feel that slight jolt.
“Beats me, Mandy, beats me. I’ll let you know when I figure it out.” He began to guide her away from the dwindling crowd. “Right now, let’s just enjoy the ride.” It might be all there is.
She wished she could. She wished she was the type of woman who could just enjoy the wild thrill he offered and not think about the future. But the future always had a nasty habit of arriving.
Amanda looked around at the faces in the crowd, hoping to see Carla among them. “I’ve got to find Carla. She’s here somewhere with Christopher.”
Pierce found that unusual. “Newsmaking a family event for you?”
She laughed then, the tension loosening its grip slightly. “I was having lunch with her at the restaurant when all the excitement started.”
It felt as if that had been a hundred years ago.
Amanda began to walk toward the restaurant. Pierce fell into step beside her. “I was trying to talk her out of leaving me,” she explained.
Pierce laughed to himself. “Must be that easygoing temperament of yours. I saw you rubbing that cop the wrong way before.”
Amanda looked at him. Why did she even care if anything happened to him? The answer hummed in the recesses of her mind, but she refused to reach for it.
“I wasn’t rubbing him the wrong way, and my ‘easygoing temperament,’ as you so delicately put it, has nothing to do with it. Carla’s homesick and lonely. She’s from New Mexico and she hasn’t met anyone here in the nine months we’ve been in Dallas. She’s tired of living her life through soap operas.”
“She wants a man,” he said, grinning.
She should have figured he’d be smug about it. Just because they had something hanging between their legs, men always thought they were the answer to a woman’s prayers.
“Stop grinning like you’ve just found the cure to the common cold. Yes, some members of the female population are still interested in dating.”
He cocked a brow. “But not you.”
What was the point of disagreeing? So that he could gloat? So that he could tell her he wasn’t really available? Amanda could not look at him.
“No, not me.”
“Glad to hear that, Mandy. As to your problem, why don’t you set her up with Paul,” he suggested.
“Paul?” Amanda repeated the cameraman’s name, dumbfounded.
In reply, Pierce jerked a thumb over her head in the direction of the restaurant. “I think she might like that.”
Amanda turned and saw that Carla, holding Christopher firmly by the hand, was talking to Paul. The smile she wore took up most of her face.



Chapter Twenty Seven
 
The drama within the tiny liquor store had been resolved more successfully than most. The gunman had been apprehended and no lives had been lost. K-DAL had gotten exclusive footage from almost the very beginning. By the time the other remote crews had arrived to cover the story, the police were clearing the scene and the excitement and suspense were over.
There was a certain glory, heady but fleeting, attached to having scooped the rival stations. Being on the scene when the story broke had made Pierce, Amanda, and Paul the momentary focal point of envy at the studio.
In the midst of the goings-on at the station, Amanda noted that Pierce had received a call from the general manager. It annoyed her that the congratulatory call had been extended to him and not her. She’d been the one to break the story. But she accepted it stoically. After all, Pierce had been the one to place himself in jeopardy to save Mrs. Anselmo.
Not that she hadn’t instigated that as well, she thought as she watched Pierce do a live commentary on the situation from the studio. Amanda had been perfectly willing to trade places with the other woman. It had been Pierce and the dour police officer who had “persuaded” her that it would be better if Pierce went in. Being bigger and stronger, Pierce had options available to him that she did not.
They were simply male chauvinists, throwing their weight around to get their way. Now that she thought about it, the chances of strong-arming a man with a gun had been remote at best; Pierce’s actions had been incredibly reckless.
The whole situation reminded Amanda how much she hated being manipulated.
Pushing the feeling aside, Amanda waited for Pierce to wrap up the commentary. When he did, they both agreed to leave.
But just as they reached the door, another call came in for him. Amanda sighed. “I can’t compete with your fan club,” she murmured as he took the call.
The adrenaline that had flowed during the hostage situation had almost completely dissipated. What was left in its wake was a deep weariness, a combination of frustration and lethargy. She needed to go home and get a little rest.
“I’ll just—“ She pointed toward the door and got no further as Pierce clamped a hand around her wrist.
“Wait,” he mouthed before speaking into the receiver. “Yes, sir, I’m listening.”
Her interest aroused, Amanda waited just out of earshot until Pierce was done. There was no point in pretending that she wasn’t curious. “What was all that about?”
He held the door open for her as they left through the rear exit. “That was the mayor’s office. There’s talk about me possibly receiving a commendation for heroism.”
The idea brought an ironic smile to his lips. Cops faced death every day. No one was handing out commendations to them. It wasn’t politically correct. And this was an election year, after all.
Amanda misread his smile. She thought it looked cocky. “Feeling pretty smug, aren’t you?” She began to walk toward her car. She’d parked close to Pierce’s vehicle.
He passed his own car and walked to hers. “Actually, yes.”
At least he was honest, she thought. Shallow, but honest. She’d hoped for more. But then, she thought, admonishing herself, she always hoped for more. She dealt with reality every day, but still insisted on fantasizing in her private life. She wondered if she’d ever change.
Amanda unlocked her car door. “So, you like all this attention?”
His expression slowly became solemn. He had no idea why he’d expected her to understand, but somehow he had. He’d assumed that she would just know how he felt. “No.”
She had meant it as a rhetorical question. She hadn’t expected a negative answer. Amanda looked at him, confused. “Then—?”
He tried to put it as simply as he could. “I like the fact that Mrs. Anselmo is going to live to have her baby.”
It was a noble sentiment. Just when she thought she had him pegged, he surprised her.
Amanda shook her head. “I don’t understand you. You stomp through life, not giving a damn about anything, or anyone, disregarding all the rules and treating women as if they were tissues to be used and tossed away. And then you say something like this, and confuse the hell out of me.”
“Hold it,” he ordered, closing his hands on her arms to stop the flow of words. “Just hold it.”
He looked so fierce, Amanda had no idea what he was going to say.
“I don’t start up lasting relationships, Mandy,” he corrected, annoyed at her flippant way of labeling him. He expected her to know better, just by being with him. “I’ve never used and discarded anyone. The women I’ve spent time with weren’t the home-and-hearth kind. They didn’t want strings any more than I did.” His eyes pinned her, daring her to prove him wrong. “Any more than you apparently do.”
And if he was wrong about that, about her not wanting a commitment, then what? he thought. He’d run off and leave her. He knew that. That was what he always wanted—no strings, no ties, no obligations.
So why the hell was he so restless?
Because, he told himself, he was chafing at shackles that might be. Nothing more than that.
Amanda didn’t look away. “I want strings, just not with you.” It sounded right. Why did it feel so wrong?
Pierce had no idea where the wave of sadness came from. She was just saying what he had wanted to hear.
“My point exactly.” He loosened his grip on her, sliding his hands down her arms. “What is it you want with me?”
More than anything, she wished she had never met him. “To see you cut up into little bits so that you don’t bother me anymore.” It seemed as if she hadn’t known a moment’s peace since he had barged into her life.
Pierce laughed. “Very bloodthirsty, Mandy.” Though her response appealed to his macabre sense of humor, he didn’t believe her. “You almost had your chance this afternoon,” he pointed out, teasing the sensitive skin on the inside of her elbows with his fingertips. “You didn’t look all that happy about it.”
She hadn’t been. She had been terrified. Terrified that something would happen to him.
Any moment now, she was going to become certifiably crazy.
“Why don’t you shut up and go collect your commendation?”
Amanda opened her car door, but Pierce wasn’t about to let her leave. He swung it shut again.
“Snappy comeback for an anchorwoman with two college degrees.” His mouth curved, mocking her. “I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t I come over to your place and you can fix me some eggs like the last time?”
It was almost six-thirty. “You like to have eggs for dinner?”
“No.” His eyes were smiling into hers. “For breakfast.”
He wanted to stay over. To sleep over. Or not. It was too tempting a trap to fall into. She slowly shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
But Pierce wasn’t in the mood to take no for an answer. Not without a fight. In one fluid, quick motion, he gathered her into his arms. Amanda opened her mouth to protest. And then he kissed her. Kissed her the way he had wanted to all day. The way he had wanted to since he’d left her house two weeks ago.
The sweet, passionate taste of her mouth made him feel restless and soothed at the same time. Above all, it made him feel as if he belonged. He knew it was crazy to feel that way. Maybe he was.
All her fears, all the passions she had worked so hard to lock up in neat little packages broke free and began spilling out their contents. Her purse fell to the ground. Or maybe she threw it to the ground. She wasn’t sure. She wasn’t thinking clearly. Amanda wrapped her arms around his neck, stood on her toes, and pulled him against her. She could feel him responding to her, out here, in the parking lot, in broad daylight. It had to mean something. Didn’t it?
Oh God, each time was worse than the last. And better. Worse because she was losing herself in him and better because the rapture was stronger.
The feeling that her soul belonged with his overwhelmed her.
Damn him, why didn’t he leave her alone? Why didn’t she have enough strength not to weaken every time he touched his mouth to hers? She had no strength to fight this. Only enough strength to rush toward it.
If he didn’t stop, he was going to take her right here, in the backseat of her tiny car, like some teenager in heat. With effort, he broke the contact.
“Change your mind?” His words were just a shade breathless as he rested his head against hers.
As if he had to ask. She couldn’t help the smile that rose. “You’re impossible.”
“I know.” He looked into her eyes. The words were teasing, but there was truth to them. “That’s why you like me.” It was the only L word he allowed himself to acknowledge. The other one didn’t really exist, except in lame poetry and bad movies. “C’mon, I’ll follow you home and then I’ll tell you all about what the royal family is doing these days. I had a two-hour layover in London.”
“Gossip?” she asked, amused. She stood by her car, waiting for him to get into his.
“That’s what the public lives for,” he said.
When Amanda walked through the door, Carla informed her with a satisfied, tired sigh that Christopher was already in bed. After she looked in on him, Amanda returned to find Pierce and Carla talking in the living room.
Carla flashed her a pleased smile. “I’ve decided to stay.”
Amanda hugged her. “That’s wonderful.” She released Carla and looked at her. “Any particular reason?” Whatever it was, she was going to go out of her way to make certain that it remained valid.
Carla smiled shyly as she nodded. “Things have changed a little,” she said. “And you need me.”
There was no arguing with the last point. But Amanda’s curiosity was aroused. What had happened since this afternoon to change Carla’s mind?
“What’s changed?”
Carla looked at Pierce. Her shy smile spread.
Amanda turned toward Pierce, attempting to understand what was going on.
Oh God, had he—?
Amanda’s accusation sprang into her eyes. Of course he had. He would do it with anyone without a male organ, she thought angrily. He made a religion out of making love to women. Still, she wanted him to deny it. Not that she would believe him, but she wanted him to go through the motions. “You didn’t...”
How had she guessed so easily? Then he remembered that he had pointed it out to her. What he had done was only natural, as far as he was concerned. He didn’t normally interfere, but this was for Amanda, and somehow, that made it right.
“Sure, why not?”
“How could you?” Amanda cried, incensed.
It was one thing to talk his way into her bed; it was another thing entirely to do the same thing with Carla. Carla was incredibly naive, innocent, and was under her wing. It was up to her to protect the young woman from men like Pierce. When had he found the opportunity? It made no difference. He had.
Amanda wanted to scratch his eyes out.
He had no idea why she was getting so worked up. “It was easy.”
“Easy?” she echoed incredulously. Then her expression darkened. “I’ll just bet it was.”
Amanda drew herself up to her full height. She was almost a head shorter than he was, but right at this moment, she appeared taller. Carla was watching her with huge, confused eyes. Amanda felt a pang of guilt. She had no idea how he had managed to get Carla alone for more than a few minutes, but somehow he had.
“I want you to get out of here, Alexander.”
One minute she blew hot, the next cold. What was going on? “What’s gotten into you?”
“Now!” she ordered. “I want you out of here now. Before I call the police.”
The woman was crazy. “Amanda, you were out in that sun much too long.” He spoke to her as if he were talking to someone verging on senility. “This is no big deal.”
She thought of Pierce and Carla together and shuddered, then looked at the younger woman with pity. For her part, Carla looked completely bewildered.
“No big deal?” Amanda repeated. “What kind of a bastard are you?”
He struggled not to shout. “A hell of a confused one. What the hell are you carrying on about?”
Was he so amoral that he didn’t understand? No, amoral people were naive, and Pierce had been born street-smart and world-weary. And jaded. “You and Carla.”
She had been out in the sun too long. He stared at Amanda as if she had sprouted another head. “Carla? And me?”
Carla’s eyes looked as if they were about to pop out of her head. “Him and me?” Carla choked the words out.
The surprise, coming from both of them, was much too great and much too spontaneous. Now it was her turn to be confused.
“Weren’t you just talking about taking Carla to—“
The wide, lazy grin that spread over Pierce’s face as he began to comprehend the reason for her sudden agitation stopped Amanda abruptly.
“All right, all right.” Amanda surrendered. “What are you talking about?”
Carla answered in a euphoric rush. “Mr. Alexander gave Paul my telephone number. He just called a few minutes before you came home.” She beamed. “We’re going out to see that new movie I have been wanting to see.” Carla’s wide smile softened as she looked at Amanda, completely mystified. “Mr. Alexander is your man. I wouldn’t go out with him.”
It wasn’t their “going out” that had had her so concerned, but Amanda decided it would be better if she didn’t elaborate. She’d already made a complete fool of herself.
“Mr. Alexander is not ‘my man,’ Carla.” The protest was notably feeble, and Amanda felt like an idiot for leaping to that conclusion.
Pierce placed his hands on Amanda’s shoulders as he looked conspiratorially at Carla.
“Amanda’s still into denial, Carla. I’d just humor her for a while if I were you.” He smiled down into Amanda’s face. “That’s what I’m doing.”
Amanda looked up at him. “What you’re doing is driving me crazy.”
For a moment, Pierce forgot that Carla was standing there. “I was hoping for that, because it’s mutual.”
Humming, Carla withdrew. If nothing else, after watching so many soap operas, Carla knew when an exit was necessary.



Chapter Twenty Eight
 
Amanda had known, of course. Known as soon as she had seen Pierce walking toward her with Paul at the hostage site that it was just a matter of time before she would wind up here, in her bed with him.
Known it because there wasn’t anything else she wanted as much, emotionally, as to be here with him like this again. It wasn’t logical. If anything, it was probably self-destructive to want it.
Pierce lay next to her, sleeping. And her heart was filled with so many emotions just watching him.
What she was, she thought with just a touch of misery, was in love.
She’d come to realize somewhere during their passionate lovemaking last night that this was what she had been trying to rationalize away so frantically. She was in love with Pierce.
Love, in glowing capital letters.
It didn’t change anything—not for him, not for her. She wouldn’t tell him, so he wouldn’t know. And when he left, as his track record indicated he would, she’d do nothing to stop him. They would continue on separately, just as they had before.
She was a big girl, she thought, and could readily accept all the consequences of her actions. That was what being an adult meant. If being here with him like this would lead her to an unhappy ending, so be it. Better a corner of happiness with no strings than no happiness at all.
Instinctively, Amanda knew that the biggest mistake she could make would be to tell Pierce how she felt. Because he’d be gone so fast once he knew, her head would be rotating for days. He might be Superman when it came to hostage situations, but Superman was afraid of commitment. It was his personal form of Kryptonite.
Pierce stirred next to her, then slowly opened his eyes and looked at Amanda. The smile came without conscious thought. He could get used to this, he realized. Easily get used to waking up to find her next to him.
He knew it was a mistake to feel that way. Nothing was forever except death.
But still, in the early morning haze, when all of his barriers were not firmly sunk into place yet, he allowed himself to dream a little and pretend that what couldn’t be, could.
When he was fully awake, he knew the regrets would come. Being here with her was a little like trying to give up smoking and failing. He’d enjoy the cigarette, though the guilt would be there, haunting him, and he’d already be planning how he would quit successfully—the next time. It was the same with wanting her. He knew he’d have to walk away eventually, but for now all he wanted to do was enjoy his weakness.
Pierce tugged at the sheet covering her breasts. He wanted to see her. All of her. Last night had been even more incredible than the first time. He’d never known a woman could be so agile, so athletic. She had literally taken his breath away.
When she tried to pull the sheet back into place, he covered her hand, stopping her. “Ready for another helping?”
She’d heard of stamina, but this was bordering on superhuman. Maybe he was Superman. The thought almost made her giggle. That in itself was out of character for her; Amanda had never giggled in her life.
Amanda glanced toward the window. Pinks and light shades of violet were fading in the sky. “It’s morning,” she protested.
“So?” He grinned. “You have your anatomy lessons mixed up.” Pierce moved the sheet slightly as he pretended to glance down at himself. “It only shrivels when water’s thrown on it, not when it sees light.” He pulled the sheet completely aside. “And certainly not when it sees you.”
Shifting, he pulled her against him, his arms bracketing her in place. Amanda stayed willingly. She feathered a finger along his hair.
“You’re incredible,” she told him.
“I know.” He appeased himself, for now, by kissing the hollow of her throat. “Abstinence does it.”
Even with all her senses beginning to melt, she could laugh at Pierce’s remark. He certainly wasn’t a candidate for Monk of the Month. “Yeah, I’ll just bet.”
Pierce continued to kiss her. “Maybe I shouldn’t admit it.” Telling her was even more intimate than making love with her was. The realization struck him as odd; he’d always assumed that lovemaking was the ultimate intimate act. But he had already gone too far to backtrack. “But I haven’t touched another woman since the last time we made love.”
God knows he had tried to. He’d even gone as far as to bring a woman he’d picked up in a bar back to his room. But all he could think of was Amanda. He had wound up giving the woman cab fare and sending her home without so much as kissing her. He’d spent the night lying in his bed, cursing Amanda.
And wanting her.
Amanda braced her hands on his shoulders as she felt a climax shimmering just out of reach. God, how could he do this so quickly to her?
“By my recollection, that was three hours ago.”
He laughed as he stopped for a moment and looked into her eyes. They were just eyes, he thought. He really didn’t see his soul captured there. It was only an illusion.
“I meant the first time.”
Amanda shook her head as if trying to get her bearings. Maybe she’d misheard him. “In that case, you’re not who you say you are. I’d like to see some ID, please.”
“ID coming up.” He grinned, positioning himself over Amanda as he nudged her thighs apart with his knee. “Ah, here it is now. Why don’t you try this on for size?”
Very slowly, his eyes fixed on hers, Pierce entered her.
Amanda wrapped her arms around his neck, bringing his mouth inches away from hers. Ecstasy began to curl through her like velvet smoke.
“Whatever you say.”
He smiled warmly as he began to move his hips. He saw the spark of desire flash in her eyes and spread. It seized him as well.
“That’s what I like, an even-tempered woman.”
Her breath was growing short as she arched against him, her hips matching his thrust for thrust. “The hell you do. You want a hellcat in your bed and a blue-blooded lady out of it.”
“You’ve got my number, Mandy.”
What scared the hell out of him, as he uttered the line jokingly, was that he was afraid he was right.
Amanda walked into her office the following Monday afternoon,  humming as she started up her computer. Pierce had stayed the entire weekend. During the day he had offered constructive suggestions about raising Christopher and played with the boy when he assumed she was busy elsewhere. Silly children’s games that delighted Christopher. It was easy to see that her son had taken to him.
And so had she.
Pierce had left early this morning for his own apartment, driven there by his need for new underwear. As he left, he’d offered to bring her back a pair if she felt like “getting kinky again” and wearing his. His parting shot was to tell her that he’d kept the torn scrap that had been hers as a souvenir, pinned to his headboard. If she wanted them back, she’d have to get them herself.
She’d thrown a pillow at him; he’d turned around in a flash, ready to avenge his “battered” honor. Leaving had been temporarily postponed for another half hour.
Amanda sighed, reliving the scene. More than ever, she knew it couldn’t last. But until the bubble burst, she had already made up her mind to drift with it. Drifting aimlessly in a relationship wasn’t her style. But then, neither was falling for someone like Pierce.
He represented everything she didn’t want in a relationship. Recklessness. A firm commitment to no commitment. And yet, she couldn’t make herself walk away from him, not when everything inside of her begged her to stay.
Get your mind back in gear and out of the bedroom. Amanda. You’ve got work to do. They don’t pay you good money to moon over Pierce Alexander.
Moon. Like a silly adolescent girl, she thought. Well, maybe that was it. Maybe Pierce represented her one wild, mad crush. The one she hadn’t had while growing up because she’d been so sensible, so dedicated to attaining her goals and showing her father that she could. Maybe Pierce represented the bad boy that supposedly every young girl fantasized about riding off with into the sunset on the back of his Harley-Davidson.
Except she wasn’t a young girl, she was a grown woman who was supposed to have come to terms with fantasies and rampant hormones years ago.
Amanda sighed again. There was no known cure for Pierce Alexander. No antidote, except time, she supposed.
She hoped time didn’t work soon.
Dropping her purse in the corner beside her desk, Amanda picked up a pad. If she wanted to continue working, she’d better see about looking over the copy for this afternoon’s broadcast.
She was just reaching for the doorknob when there was a knock. Before she could say, “Come in,” the door was pushed open. Amanda stumbled backward a few steps before she managed to regain her balance.
Grimsley’s bulk filled the doorway.
“Looking for me, Mr. Grimsley?” It was a sarcastic question. But she felt so good today, even seeing Grimsley wasn’t going to spoil her mood, she told herself.
He’d waited a long time to say this. Eight long months to get even with the bitch. He supposed it made the revenge taste sweeter. “Just thought you might want to know, we’re releasing you from your contract.”
Amanda stiffened. The smile on his lips should have warned her something was wrong. “I’ve got another three months on that contract. You can’t ‘release’ me until then, John.”
He took a step forward, trying to make her cower with his very bulk. He saw the loathing in her eyes. That wasn’t what he was after.
“Correction—I can release you as of right now. It’s my prerogative as station manager to make cuts if I judge them necessary for the good of the ratings.”
The sanctimonious son of a bitch. She knew why he was doing this. What she needed to know was what excuse he was using. “On what grounds?”
The stupid bitch didn’t know enough to realize the game was over. “Your Q status tested low.”
She stared at him in disbelief. Her weekly e-mail was as healthy as anyone else’s at the station, with the exception of Pierce. The twwBut then, she wasn’t getting letters asking her for an 8-by-10 glossy of herself in a swimsuit, either. Fan letters like that she didn’t need. What she looked like in a bathing suit had nothing to do with her credibility in delivering the news.
“What?”
“I decided to have an impromptu poll made up rather than wait for the regular one to be given,” he informed her mildly. “Just to see how things were faring, you understand.” He didn’t bother to hide his malicious pleasure. “It seems that the public doesn’t like you any more than I do. I think some of the terms they used to describe you were ‘abrasive’ and ‘condescending.’”
His jowls lifted into the smile. “You’re tight-assed, and they’re discerning enough to pick up on it.”
She didn’t believe him for a minute. He was making the whole thing up. “You can’t do this.”
“We just did.” His piglike eyes narrowed, “Just did. And I’ve got the perfect replacement for you waiting in the wings.”
She visualized a brainless centerfold type who was willing to put out for the chance at prime exposure. “Who?”
This was the part Grimsley knew he was going to enjoy most of all. The bombshell he figured would send her reeling.
“Someone who tested really high with the viewers. Surprisingly enough, with men as well as with women.” Personally, he didn’t care for the bastard, but Alexander got the news across and the man wasn’t afraid to go wherever they sent him. It made things run smoothly.
“Who?” she shouted again.
“Your pal. Pierce Alexander.”
Amanda felt herself growing pale, though she struggled against it. Shafts of betrayal pierced her heart.
Had Pierce known about this ahead of time? Had Grimsley promised him her spot if “things” didn’t work out well? Was Pierce trying to insure a smooth transition and her compliance by seducing her?
She didn’t want to believe any of it, but everything pointed in that direction. She found herself returning to the old question she had thought was buried: Why else had he suddenly started paying so much attention to her?
Still, something within her refused to accept this, perhaps because Grimsley took such complete delight in the scenario.
“Pierce wouldn’t accept the job.”
“Oh, but he already has.”
Amanda felt something die within her. “I want to see a copy of the questions used in the poll.”
There was no way he was going to let her get her hands on that. “Sorry, but that information is private. I don’t have to show you.” He was enjoying himself to the hilt. Vengeance was almost as good as a sweet piece of tail. And it lasted a hell of a lot longer. “And I won’t.”
He was bluffing. He had to be. There was no Q status report. Or if there was, he had doctored it. She would bet her soul on it. “You’re just doing this because I won’t go to bed with you.”
He raised his eyebrows, the soul of offended innocence. “I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re babbling about, Ms. Foster. The viewers rule and they indicated their displeasure.”
He bent over her, his face looming close, reminding Amanda of the alien leaning over Sigourney Weaver and slobbering. “In plain English, they know what they don’t like to see, and they don’t like you. Now if you want my advice—“
“I don’t.” She spat the words out.
He continued as if he hadn’t heard her. “I’d clear out and leave quietly before I got myself blacklisted.” His tongue curled around the last word. “Do I make myself clear?”
“You want quiet? Go buy yourself a tape of elevator music. You want noise, stand back and just listen, because I’ve no intentions of disappearing meekly without a trace like that pathetic appendage of yours that you keep trying to poke at unsuspecting women.” Her face flushed with anger as she remembered the way he was always “accidentally” backing her into the walls, talking about the possibilities of her rapid advancement at K-DAL, until she had threatened him with court action on sexual harassment charges.
Then it had been a bluff. But now she had her career to think about. She’d been a new anchorwoman out of a small station in New Mexico; he was a ratings wizard, revered by the station owners. She’d kept her mouth shut, except to say no to his proposition. But now it was a different story.
Grimsley’s face turned a deep red. “You’re going to be sorry you said that.”
“I doubt it.” She threw open the door and pointed to the hall. “Now this is still my office for today and I’d like you to get out.”
He’d expected her to crumble. To cower and plead for her job. Most people caved in if you pressed hard enough. He wouldn’t have relented, but he would have enjoyed the show. Perhaps he would have even allowed himself to be persuaded to let her “entertain” him in the hope of keeping her lucrative anchor position. After it was over, he would have enjoyed laughing in her thin, aristocratic face.
He wasn’t enjoying himself any longer.
Grimsley left, slamming the door in his wake.
Amanda slumped against the door on the other side, completely drained.
Now what?
Amanda covered her mouth with her hands to keep the sob back and tried desperately to think.



Chapter Twenty Nine
 
Fighting back tears, Amanda struggled to get herself under control. She pulled a worn, interdepartmental telephone book out of her side desk drawer and looked up the general manager’s number. Alvin Crispin had been the one who had hired her in the first place, after viewing the clips she had mailed him showcasing her work in New Mexico. She had a friendly, though somewhat distant rapport with the man.
Right now, she knew she needed someone with weight in her corner if she hoped to make any sort of a stand against John Grimsley. Crispin was the first person she could think of. He could definitely supply the weight that would shift the balance to her side.
She tapped out the numbers on her keypad and waited. A brief, unsatisfying conversation with Crispin’s secretary two minutes later told her that the general manager was taking a long, overdue vacation in the Bahamas. There was no way to reach him.
Amanda hung up the receiver, momentarily stymied.
Grimsley had undoubtedly known about Crispin’s vacation before he had come to fire her. The man was a lot of things, but he wasn’t stupid. He’d waited for an opportunity like this before acting.
Without Crispin here, her only chance was to get her hands on the Q status report. She wanted to do everything now, not later. But “later” was her only option.
Stomach churning, breath short, Amanda felt as though she was about to hyperventilate. She couldn’t seem to focus on anything. Her thoughts were flying in a dozen different directions. She stood for a moment, trying to get a grip on herself.
Amanda looked down and realized that she was digging her nails into her palms so hard she was breaking the skin.
Taking two deep cleansing breaths, Amanda willed herself to calm down. She had Christopher, a wonderful, healthy two-year-old. She had her own health. There was money in the bank to fall back on. It wasn’t as if she was going to starve. Things could always be worse. She was going to fight this the best she could, but to do that, she had to remain calm and logical.
She squared her shoulders. Yes, she’d fight it. And by the time this was over, that bastard would be the one looking for a job.
Paul.
She could talk to Paul. Her mind leaped and embraced the thought. Paul could find out where the Q status reports were kept. He had a gift for worming his way into everything. He was a wheeler-dealer who, if he wasn’t planning on becoming a filmmaker someday, would probably have made it as a con artist. He still might.
She had to find Paul right away. Focusing on that single thought, Amanda burst out of her office. If Paul wasn’t on assignment, he would probably be in the editing room, helping Kowalski, the senior editor, prepare the prerecorded part of the news.
Hurrying out, Amanda walked straight into Pierce.
“Hey, hold it, Mandy. You almost ran me down. What’s the—“
Pierce took one look at her expression and saw that there was no purpose in approaching the subject slowly. Everything was there in her face for him to see. He was coming to speak to her about Grimsley’s offer anyway. Might as well get it out in the open.
“You know?’
With his question, her last shred of hope dissolved.
“Then it’s true?” He was just like everyone else. The realization sliced through her like whirling blades. “You’re taking the position?”
Even now, she wanted him to deny it. To say that Grimsley had lied. Grimsley was certainly capable of lying without compunction. Almost as much as Pierce was capable of hurting her.
He had never seen such raw pain as he did now in her eyes. Pierce reached to touch her arm, not knowing where to begin.
“Mandy, I—“
Fool, she jeered at herself, how could you have thought anything different? Don’t you know by now?
“You are taking it.” Amanda backed away from him as if he had a highly contagious disease. “I didn’t want to believe it. When Grimsley crowed at me, I thought it was just his way of trying to get at me. Of trying to hurt me.” The pain she felt gave way to outrage and hatred. “But you spared him the trouble, didn’t you?”
Pierce tried to place his hands on her shoulders, but Amanda knocked them aside with such force, he was stunned. The look on her face told him that if she could have, she would have hit him right here in the hall.
They were beginning to draw a crowd. He took her roughly by the arm and pushed her through the open door. “Let’s go into your office.”
Amanda tried to resist, but she had little choice. He was twice as strong as she was. But not twice as angry. Her chin jutted out defiantly.
“Why? So you can seduce me again? So I won’t realize what you’re up to?”
Now she’d made him angry. He closed the door firmly, blocking out the onlookers. “It wasn’t like that and you know it.”
No I don’t. I don’t know anything.
“I just know what they tell me. That I’m out of a job and you have it.” Her eyes narrowed. “Less than four weeks after you started stalking me, you have the six o’clock anchor position and I’m out in the cold.”
She made him sound like an unctuous, unscrupulous animal. Did she really believe what she was saying, or was that just her anger talking?
“I didn’t stalk you.”
Did he think she was a naive idiot as well?
“No? What would you call it, then? A dozen coincidences?”
To think she’d actually believed that she was falling in love with him.
“You manipulated me, and I can’t forgive that.” She was working up a full head of steam, and now one accusation after another fell from her tongue. “You’re even more despicable than Jeff was. You’re like my father.” Of all the trespasses, she hated manipulation the most. “He tried all his life to make me do what he wanted. He’s a lot better at it than you are, and he failed.”
Bitterness entered her eyes as she remembered. “He settled for running and ruining my mother’s life instead.” How could she have let him blind her so easily? “I should have seen right through you in the first place.”
Pierce shoved his hands into his pockets to keep from physically stopping her verbal attack. “God damn it, if you’d just settle down for a second—“
She had no intention of letting him confuse her or fill her head with doubts. The fact remained that he had taken the position, and there was nothing in the world he could say to change that.
“Sorry. Go practice your charm on someone else.” She yanked open the door, placing herself in the doorway so that he couldn’t close it again. “I don’t have anything else that you’d find worthwhile to seduce out of me. You’ve got my job. But don’t get too comfortable about having it,” she warned. “I intend to get it back!”
With that she stormed away, pushing through the thin group of people who had gathered at her door, drawn by the sound of raised voices.
Pierce was too angry to go after her. He didn’t trust himself as to what he might do or say. They both needed to cool down before they could talk rationally, he thought. If that was possible with Amanda.
As she had hoped, Amanda found Paul in the editing room, working with the tapes.
He grinned when he saw her. “Hey, what’s up, Amanda? Here to give me the once-over because I’m seeing Carla?” His grin faded when he saw the look in her eyes. Paul slid off the stool, temporarily abandoning the tape he was viewing. He placed a hand on her shoulder in an attempt to comfort her. “Hey, you look all shook up.”
Damn, why couldn’t she mask her feelings just a little? When it was airtime she could keep the horror of what she viewed out of her eyes, but once the camera was turned away her tricks failed her. Her feelings were all there in her eyes, for anyone to see.
“I’ve been fired, Paul.”
He could only stare at her as the words shimmered beyond his comprehension. “What?”
“Fired,” she almost shouted. She saw that Kowalski had stopped working and was looking at her, mute sympathy in his eyes. “Axed.”
Restlessly, she began to prowl the small, window-less room. The artificial lighting overhead added to the surreal atmosphere. Maybe it was just a bad dream. All of it.
“Grimsley had a special Q status report done. He just informed me that I tested low and that I’m being ‘released’ from my contract because the viewers don’t like me.” She turned, a renewed fire in her eyes as she repeated the words. He had to be lying. “I need to see a copy of that report. Can you get it for me? I hate to do this to you, but you’re the only one I can ask.”
He flashed her a reassuring grin. Paul didn’t have the slightest idea where the reports were kept or even where to begin to look. But he would try.
“Sure. For you, Amanda, anything.” She needed someone to talk to, he thought. Without resentment, he knew he qualified as a second-stringer. She needed someone more in her league. “Have you told Alexander yet?”
Paul couldn’t understand why her expression changed to one of cynical bitterness.
“Who do you think is replacing me?”
He didn’t have a clue, but her phrasing had him going for the obvious, even though he couldn’t bring himself to believe it.
“Not—.”
Her mouth hardened, crushing her smile. “None other. The smooth-talking weasel knew about it all the time.” And she could kill him for it. Not for taking her position; she could understand ambition like that, even if she couldn’t condone it. No, she could have killed him for using her the way he had. For using her heart and playing up to her son.
For making her care, when all he had cared about was climbing up the ladder.
Paul shook his head in utter disbelief. He’d worked with the man. Pierce made his own rules, but they were rules.
“I can’t believe that.”
“I can.” She didn’t want to, but she could. All too easily, now that she looked back. She let out a sigh. “Since I have no news to anchor, I’m going home.” She tried to smile her gratitude, but it was only halfhearted. “See what you can do.”
Paul laid a hand on her back reassuringly. “Hey, don’t worry, Amanda. You’re as good as back already. And this thing with Pierce is just one big mix-up.”
“No, it was one big mix-up. But it’s over.” She brushed a kiss on the cameraman’s cheek. “Thanks, Paul. It’s been great working with you.”
He pointed a finger at her. “Not been, is,” he corrected.
“Right.” Amanda nodded, feeling suddenly numb and tired as she walked out.
She stopped by her office only long enough to get her purse. In her present frame of mind, she might not have remembered to do that, except that she needed her car keys.
As she left the office, Pierce was nowhere around. She’d half expected him to be jumping out of the shadows at her.
Just as well. The way she felt right now, she would have given in to the temptation of kicking him where it would have done the most good, at least as far as her sense of satisfaction went.
On the way home, Amanda was scarcely aware of the radio being on. Music and the occasional commercial and DJ patter buzzed in the background as she tried to create some sort of order in her mind.
It wasn’t until the news segment was almost over that she realized it was about Whitney. Startled, she almost swerved into the car on her right as she turned up the volume.
Whitney had been indicted that morning by the grand jury. The matter was now going to trial.
Life, it seemed, could always get worse.
Tears burned in Amanda’s eyes, stinging before they spilled out. What a difference an hour made. An hour ago, she’d felt as if she was on top of the world, however temporarily.
Temporary was hardly the word for it. Her happiness had lived and died within a forty-eight-hour period. Now she was out of a job, with the threat of being blacklisted if she protested. She’d been used by the man she’d just realized she was in love with, and now someone who was closer to her than her own father was facing prison.
It couldn’t get much worse.
Amanda felt as if everything that had any meaning in her life had shattered into a thousand pieces before her eyes. Her tears blinding her, Amanda stopped the car by the side of the road. She needed to get herself together before she had an accident.
She cried for more than five minutes. And then, annoyed at her own weakness, she forced herself to stop. Crying was no remedy.
She had to think, to plan.
Her words to Grimsley came back to her. She was going to fight this if she had to. In court, if necessary. She wasn’t about to give Grimsley, or Pierce for that matter, the satisfaction of seeing her cave in. Her career, her integrity meant too much.
“As God is my witness, they won’t—“
Amanda broke off the thought and realized that she was paraphrasing a line out of Gone With the Wind. She smiled to herself. That’s what she got for reading the book twelve times as a child.
It had been her favorite novel. Whitney had given her a hardback copy for her fifteenth birthday. The edges of the pages were gold. He had inscribed it: Amanda J. Foster, A Budding Scarlett O’Hara. Always remember that Tomorrow Is Another Day.
She closed her eyes and saw the inscription in her mind.
“Yes,” she murmured. “Tomorrow is another day. And I’ll be ready for it.”
Amanda turned her ignition on again and headed for home.



Chapter Thirty
 
Carla looked up from the floor, surprised to see Amanda walk into the living room. Carla was busy playing with Christopher. A network of trains and tracks was spread out all over the floor. There was a soap opera on the television in the background, but Carla had only been paying cursory attention to it. Her own life was becoming far more satisfying and fulfilling than anything she saw on the screen.
She sat back on her heels, trying to fathom the expression on Amanda’s face. “Aren’t you supposed to go on in a few hours?” Amanda always prepared for three hours prior to a broadcast.
Amanda started to drop her purse on the sofa and immediately realized her mistake. Christopher was already up off the floor, reaching for it. She slipped the strap back onto her shoulder.
She faced Carla. “I’ve been fired.”
“Fired?” Carla scrambled up to her feet. Her expression registered both fear and concern. All the possible ramifications began to take shape in her mind. She thought of Paul. “Oh no, does this mean we have to go back to New Mexico?”
Amanda shook her head. “No, it means we’re digging in and fighting. I just need some ammunition.” Stepping over a line of miniature railroad cars, Amanda glanced toward the den. “And a lawyer.”
Carla interpreted the words the only way she could. “You’re going to shoot someone and go to trial?” Her eyes were huge.
In Amanda’s present state of mind, it was a tempting thought.
“I’d like to, but no, it isn’t that simple.” Amanda crossed to the den. “Please keep Christopher occupied for the next few minutes. I need quiet.” She set her mouth grimly. “I have to make a phone call. To my father.”
Carla remained where she was. Now the seriousness of the situation really became evident; she knew how difficult that would be for Amanda. “You’re going to ask your father for help?”
Amanda didn’t want to discuss it. She knew she needed to make the call. Yet if she gave it too much thought, she would change her mind about it. “In a way.” She eased the door closed behind her.
Amanda stared at the telephone on her desk for several minutes, trying to work up the courage to face her father, even by phone. She needed the name of a lawyer. A very good lawyer.
She would rather have asked Lenny Baker at the station’s legal department. But now Lenny was on the other side of the table, with Grimsley beside him if it came down to that.
And she was standing alone.
She needed top-class help. No one knew the best names like her father.
Steeling herself, Amanda slowly tapped out the numbers to her father’s San Francisco office.
A crisp voice on the other end of the line answered almost immediately. “Law offices.”
Amanda was holding the receiver so tightly that the muscles in her hand were beginning to ache. She consciously loosened her grip. “I’d like to speak to Mr. Foster, please.”
“I’m sorry, but Mr. Foster is unavailable.” It was the standard answer that was given to everyone who called. Amanda was more than familiar with it. “May I ask what this is in reference to?”
Amanda thought she recognized the voice on the other end of the line.
“Rita?” Rita Kingston had been her father’s executive secretary for the last twenty years. How the woman could stand it, Amanda had no idea.
“Yes? Who’s this?”
Amanda breathed a sigh of relief. She could talk to Rita. “It’s Amanda, Rita. Amanda Foster.”
“Amanda?” The crisp voice dissolved in a flurry of warmth. “How have you been?”
There was so much to say. How could she pack four years into a single sentence? Amanda chose something deliberately vague. “Working. I’m at K-DAL in Dallas now.” Or I was. “Is my father really busy, or—?”
“He’s just going over a brief, but I’m sure he can spare a few minutes for you.”
Well, that makes one of us, Amanda thought.
Amanda knew how much her father hated to be disturbed. To be disturbed because his prodigal daughter was on the line would only compound his ire. She wouldn’t have wanted to be Rita when the woman walked into her father’s office.
But Rita, Amanda recalled, had always managed to ride out her father’s bad moods, far better than Amanda’s mother had. There had been a time when Amanda had been convinced that Henry Foster was sleeping with his secretary, but if that were true, she only felt pity for Rita. It must have been infinitely difficult and unsatisfying to make love with a man who had no love to give.
“Let me put you on hold,” Rita was saying. “I’ll go tell him you’re calling.”
Soft theme music from classic old movies filled the air. Rita’s choice, no doubt. Her father would have opted for numbing silence.
Amanda fidgeted with the wire, wondering what her first words to her father would be beyond hello. She hadn’t had any contact with him since before her son was born. Not since the day of her mother’s funeral. With her mother gone, there didn’t seem to be any reason left to pretend that they were a family.
She knew her father well enough to know he undoubtedly blamed her for the schism.
But then, she thought, he hadn’t tried to get in contact with her either.
She stiffened as the soft music abruptly ceased and she heard someone come on the line. Geronimo! It was a cry uttered by marines leaping from airplanes. Amanda felt as if she had left her chute on the plane.
“Amanda.” The male voice was formal. Cold.
That was so like her father. No hello, no small talk. Just cut to the chase. There was no interest exhibited in anything other than his law firm.
With great effort, she managed to keep her emotions out of her voice. Her father would only view that as a sign of weakness. Weakness always irritated him and the conversation would become even more difficult. The man knew how to inspire trepidation with just a pregnant pause.
“Hello, Father. It’s been a while.”
“Yes. Did you call to tell me that?” He didn’t bother masking his impatience. There’d been no word from her, no attempt to make any sort of contact, and then suddenly here she was, interrupting his work schedule, with no regard for how busy he was.
Amanda was tempted to hang up, but there was more at stake here than old wounds. “No, Father, I called to ask some advice.”
The laugh was harsh and without compassion. “A little late in the game for that, don’t you think?”
She knew exactly what he was thinking. His ego always took center stage. “I’m not calling about a career change, Father.” At least, I hope not.
He snorted. Apparently she hadn’t acquired any more sense in the last four years than the little she’d already had. “Or that embarrassment of a marriage of yours?”
She would have liked nothing better than to tell him that she was deliriously happy. But she wouldn’t lie, not even to him.
“I’m divorced now.”
That caught him by surprise. “Perhaps you’re not as devoid of common sense as I had thought.”
Everything always turned into negative criticism with him. Just those few words brought vivid memories back to her. Memories she didn’t want.
Amanda thought she heard a doorbell in the distance and hoped she was mistaken. She didn’t feel like talking to anyone, unless it was Paul.
“Father. I didn’t call to trade thrusts and parries with you.” She cut to the heart of the problem, desperately wanting to get off the line as quickly as possible. Just the sound of her father’s condescending voice was beginning to agitate her. As it always had. “I’m going to need a lawyer. A good one.”
“My calendar is full, Amanda. As you might know, I’m representing Whitney Granger.”
He wouldn’t even make room for her if she needed him, she thought, her hurt feelings and resentment mounting. Nothing had changed.
She struggled to hold onto her temper. “Yes, I do know. And it’s not that kind of a case. All I want from you is the name of a good civil lawyer. I might have to take my station to court.”
“Still dabbling in the news field?” Contempt dripped from every syllable.
Amanda knew he would have never approved of what she did, no matter what it was. With her father, there were only varying degrees of disapproval. If she had become a lawyer, he would have criticized the way she handled every case, whether she won it or lost.
“I’m the six o’clock news anchor at K-DAL. That’s hardly dabbling.” Her anger at his demeaning attitude broke free. “But it seems the station manager doesn’t like me any more than you do and he’s found a loophole in my contract to get rid of me—“
“Then go. Why would you want to stay where you’re not wanted?”
He made no effort to disguise his boredom with the topic. Hearing that energized her.
“I don’t cave in that easily, Father, I think you know that. All I’m asking for is the name of a good lawyer to represent me. I don’t really care what you think of me, Father, but surely you must know what it feels like to want to stand up for yourself. At least allow me the same dignity you’d allow a client.”
There was a pause on the other end of the line, as if he was wrestling with his better judgment. She half expected the line to go dead.
“Jefferson Stone,” he finally said. “He’s with Rushmore and Teicher.”
She scribbled down the name on a scrap of paper. “Do you have the number?”
“It’s in the book.” She heard the impatient breath he blew out and could picture him, sitting in his wine-colored leather chair, cherrywood smoke curling from his pipe as it rested in the carved ashtray on his desk, his face pinched into a patrician frown. “Is that all?”
You couldn’t want me to hang up any more than I do, Father.
“Yes. Except for one thing.”
“Yes?”
There was a whole list of things she would have liked to say to her father. There were accusations, recriminations. Questions that had never been answered. At the very least, she’d have liked to finally get into a meaningful dialogue with him, one in which he didn’t shut her out with one of his pat statements.
But she was too tired, and what was the point? Her father had never listened before. Why would he bother to now? “Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
The brittleness spurred her on. She knew her father had deliberately lost track of her life. “Oh, there is one more thing.”
“Yes?” This time, the impatience was tangible. “Get on with it.”
“You’re a grandfather.”
The connection broke off.
Amanda hung up the telephone. Well, that certainly spoke volumes. The wound she had told herself she no longer carried felt as if it was oozing again. The conversation she’d just had, or not had, was breaking old stitches within her.
She would have thought that at twenty-eight, the lack of parental approval or affection would no longer mean anything to her.
Damn it, even fools learned eventually.
Apparently, she didn’t.
Amanda sighed deeply and turned around. She heard Christopher squealing loudly in the living room. Maybe a little time playing with her son would take her mind off what was happening, at least until she heard from Paul about the report or could find a way to get in touch with the station’s general manager.
She stopped dead when she reached the living room. There, sitting in the middle of her living room floor playing with Christopher, was Pierce.



Chapter Thirty One
 
He was sitting cross-legged on her floor. Her son was on his lap. There was a six-inch dark brown streak on the side of Pierce’s light blue knit shirt, thanks to the huge chocolate bar Christopher clutched in his hands. The heat from the little boy’s fingers was melting the bar faster than he could do away with it. But he was giving it a good try, gnawing on the chocolate and smearing it all over his face.
Pierce’s demeanor was that of someone who felt very comfortable with what he was doing, as if this were simply a part of his everyday life instead of just a ruse. He was behaving as if he didn’t have a care in the world. And maybe he didn’t.
Or, more aptly, she thought, maybe he didn’t have a conscience. If he could actually sit there, smiling at her, when he’d just been instrumental in stealing something from her that she had fought long and hard to win, then maybe he didn’t have one after all.
Plucking three tissues from the dispenser on the coffee table, Amanda dropped to her knees and began cleaning Christopher up. She thrust what was left of the melting candy bar—a peace offering of his, no doubt— at Pierce. She didn’t bother to look at him as she worked on her son.
“How did you get in here?”
Gingerly, Pierce folded the silver foil around the remaining chocolate, then licked off the small bit that he’d gotten on his fingers. He noted that Amanda was pretending not to watch him, but her strokes had gotten slightly less vigorous as she cleaned Christopher.
He grinned. “Carla let me in.”
Carla peeked in at that moment, drawn by the sound of Amanda’s voice. As a rule, Carla avoided the scene of any confrontation, afraid that some of the barbs might be hurled in her direction. This time she decided to stick it out. Amanda needed support at a time like this, even if she might be angry.
“I thought that maybe you might need a friend to talk to.” Carla’s eyes indicated Pierce.
The woman’s heart was in the right place. There was no reason to get annoyed with Carla. It was Pierce she wanted to shoot.
“If I did, it wouldn’t be him.” Amanda rolled the tissues into a ball, then rose to her feet. “He’s not a friend, he’s a traitor.” She urged her son toward Carla. “Why don’t you take Christopher into the bathroom and hose him down? He’s got so much chocolate in his system, we’ll be peeling him off the ceiling for hours.”
Amanda looked accusingly at Pierce. Something else she could blame him for.
Carla was more than happy to comply. She’d decided that she was standing in the middle of a mine field. One that was going to be tripped at any minute.
Despite Pierce’s easygoing smile, he looked as if he was just waiting to have something set him off. And Amanda looked as if she was more than willing to do the honors.
Taking Christopher’s still sticky hand in hers, Carla hustled him out of the room, hoping for details later, when things settled down.
Pierce rose slowly to his feet, dusting off his hands on his jeans. He frowned at his shirt and wondered if chocolate was washable.
He looked at Amanda, searching for an opening, wondering why he was even here. “You don’t sound as if you get along very well with your father.”
He’d been eavesdropping again. The man made a habit out of listening in on her life. She frowned at the mention of her father.
“I don’t think God could get along with my father, but that’s really none of your business, is it?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. The betrayal she’d felt earlier rose up into her mouth like bitter brine, almost choking her. “What are you doing here? Is there something else of mine you’ve decided you want?”
His natural inclination, when being attacked, was to strike back. He worked to curb his temper, telling himself that she had a right. Up to a point.
“Yes.”
She misread the look in his eyes. Of all the unmitigated gall. He’d come here with an itch, after what he’d done to her, and expected it to be scratched.
Contempt rose in her eyes. “I’m not interested in another tumble in bed with you. You’re under no obligation to hand me a consolation prize now that you’ve gotten what you wanted.” The tissues still wadded in her hand, she turned to stalk out.
Pierce caught her by the arm and spun her around. She knew exactly what buttons to press to aggravate him. “You don’t have the first clue what I want.”
Trouble was, lately, neither did he. But he was in no mood to admit that to her, or to explore the reasons why he’d suddenly lost his way.
She tried to jerk free, but he wouldn’t let her. He didn’t want to follow her around, arguing with her back. Defiance rose in her face.
“Oh no? Tell me that you didn’t want my job.”
That was easy. “I didn’t want your job.”
He said it with such underscored sincerity, she almost believed him. Almost. Her eyes narrowed into slits. “Liar.”
He was tempted to shove her away. Instead, he released her. “I never bother to lie, Amanda. Lies get you all tangled up, and I don’t like to be tangled up.”
“Oh. Right.” Sarcasm tinged her mouth. “No strings. Well, there aren’t any,” she assured him. “But don’t get too comfortable in my job, because I’m going after it.”
“I figured that.” He would have expected nothing less of her. He would have thought less of her if she didn’t try.
Right. He wasn’t stupid. In her place, he’d undoubtedly do the same thing, she thought. “And you’re here to head me off at the pass.” It wasn’t a question; it was a given.
He realized that he’d given her too much credit when he’d thought she understood him. That she thought so little of him both annoyed and hurt him. That was the part he didn’t care for. That it hurt. Nothing was supposed to hurt anymore. He’d paid his dues and earned the scar tissue that was supposed to keep him invulnerable.
“I’m here to knock a little sense into your head, if it isn’t too late.”
Amanda folded her arms before her, stubbornly digging in. She knew it was foolish to goad him like this. But she was too angry, too incensed, too hurt to back down or care.
“You’re not talking me out of this.” She turned to leave the room.
He wrapped his fingers around her arms and held her in place, struggling to contain the urge to squeeze just a little. “I’m not here to talk you out of anything, God damn it, except that miserable stubborn streak that keeps you from listening to anyone else once you have an idea in that narrow-minded head of yours.”
She tried to shrug him off, but she might as well have been trying to move a boulder by blowing on it. “I don’t have to stand here and have you insult me.” She knew she didn’t have a choice. She wasn’t going anywhere unless he wanted her to.
“Then listen to me, damn it. I don’t want your position.”
The hell he didn’t. He had it, didn’t he? He hadn’t turned the station manager down flat and told him to go to hell when he’d offered it to him. That told her everything she needed to know.
“You have a damn funny way of showing it.”
Patience in the face of aggravating circumstances was never in abundant supply for Pierce. He tried to find some now, for her sake. “Grimsley came to me with the offer. He said if I didn’t take it, someone else would.”
Did he want her to think he was noble for accepting it? “Better you elevated than someone else, is that it?” she countered sarcastically.
She still didn’t understand, did she? “Yes,” he said fiercely. “Because I’ll step down.”
Now he wasn’t making any sense. “Excuse me?”
He went through it slowly. “If you win the case, or the station makes Grimsley back down, I’ll walk away from the anchor position and go back to my old beat. Someone else might not be that willing to give it up.”
“But you would.” Some of the sarcasm had ebbed away, but she still couldn’t let herself believe that he was in her corner.
Pierce looked at her, wondering if he should have his head examined. It’d been a long time since he had put up with any sort of garbage because of a woman. And even then he hadn’t taken it. Why was he doing it now? She didn’t believe him, anyway.
“Yes.”
It didn’t make any sense. He was ambitious. This was a plum spot. “Why?”
He sighed, then fell back on a standard reply. If he was really going to have to explain it to her, then it would lose its meaning. “Being an anchor is too staid a position for me. I like fieldwork, remember?”
The wind was being taken out of her sails as she looked into his eyes. She knew she was being a fool, but she couldn’t help herself. “Why should I believe you?”
Damn, how could one woman turn him inside out like this? It didn’t seem fair. In the middle of their argument, all he could think about was touching her. About making love with her again. He was badly in need of an exorcist, because she was quickly becoming his demon, his ruling force.
“I think you have to start believing someone somewhere along the line,” he told her quietly, belying the magnitude of emotion he felt. “Whether you know it or not, Mandy, you’re one hell of an angry woman. You’re angry at your father, at Grimsley, at your ex-husband—“
Who was he to criticize her? Especially about them. “Not a winner in the bunch.”
His eyes held hers. “At me.”
It was hard not to look away from the accusation she saw there. Hard to talk when her mouth suddenly went dry. “I’m angry at you because I thought you used me.” She had used the past tense without meaning to.
He had no idea what made him even bother. Normally, he’d just walk away. Instead, he stayed. Like a jerk. “I didn’t.”
Even as she railed against him, she wanted to believe. Convince me, a small voice pleaded. “I’ve only got your word for that.”
Anger broke free of the bonds he’d tried to place on it. “That’s right, just my word. If that’s not good enough, then the hell with you.”
Leaving a curse hanging in the air, he turned on his heel and began to leave. But, overwhelmed with emotions he couldn’t sort out properly, he turned at the last minute and pulled her into his arms.
“Something to remember me by,” he said in answer to the startled look on her face. He knew it would only further annoy her to leave it like this. But she’d hurt him, hurt him more than he thought was possible, and he wanted to lash out at her.
The kiss was rougher than any they’d shared before. And with it came a savage passion that left her angry and weak at the same time.
She balled up her fists and beat at his chest, to no avail. The kiss would be over when he wanted it to be. That much he could dictate, even if he had no control over his heart any longer.
He practically thrust her from him, knowing if he didn’t, he’d give in to his craving and make love to her right there on the living room floor. He couldn’t think rationally when it came to her.
“There. Think on that.”
He slammed the door in his wake.
Amanda dragged both hands through her hair, thoroughly shaken. She tried to concentrate on just breathing and nothing else. It was impossible.
Angry or not, she was still incredibly, mind-numbingly attracted to Pierce. It just made everything that much worse. When Jeff had betrayed her, she couldn’t stand the sight of him. His touch had left her cold.
Pierce’s touch made her want to beg for more.
Amanda slowly crossed to the den. She needed to do something, to keep busy. Taking out the Dallas white pages, she looked up the telephone number of the lawyer her father had given her. Whatever else happened, she couldn’t concede to Grimsley. Not without a fight. Not if she wanted to live with herself.
She was just about to call the number when she heard the doorbell. Amanda put down the phone and quickly crossed to the door.
“I’ve got it, Carla,” she called out. “Pierce—“ she began as she threw open the door. She was ready to rail at him, ready to throw herself into his arms. He had her so confused, she didn’t know whether she was coming or going. None of it made any difference, as long as he would just hold her.
“Sorry, Amanda, only me,” Paul said as he strolled in. He had a manila envelope tucked under his arm that she didn’t notice at first.
Amanda flushed as she closed the door. “He was just here; I thought he forgot something.”
Paul studied her face for a moment. “You, from the looks of it.”
Amanda closed her eyes as she sighed. “No lectures, okay, Paul? It’s been a hell of a rough day.” She led the way into the living room.
“Yeah, I can just imagine.” He looked around absently for Carla, expecting to see her there. With a wide grin, he held the manila envelope aloft. “This should make it all better.”
Amanda looked at him suspiciously. “What is it?”
“The Q status report.”
She stared at him. “So soon?”
He shrugged, enjoying her amazement. “Hey, you asked, I delivered.”
Now that she had it, Amanda suddenly felt afraid. What if the report bore out Grimsley’s claims? Then where would she be?
She took the envelope into her hands. “How did you get it?”
He lifted his shoulders in a cocky, nonchalant response. “A couple of people owe me favors. People owe them. It works out in the end.” He tapped the envelope. “Those are copies. I don’t know if it makes a difference.”
She shook her head. “No, it shouldn’t. What’s on them, should.”
“Well?” He waved at the envelope. “Then open it.”
Amanda took a breath and pulled back the flap.



Chapter Thirty Two
 
Tossing the envelope on to the sofa, Amanda quickly scanned the various sheets, looking for her name. She was only vaguely aware that Carla had reentered the room. Christopher came charging in ahead of her.
“Paul, what are you doing here?” Carla asked.
“Helping Amanda, I hope.” Paul nodded toward Amanda as he watched her.
Amanda glanced up to see that Carla had lit up like the sky during a Fourth of July celebration. At least something was going well around here, she thought. The next moment, she saw her name.
“Here it is.” Amanda wasn’t completely aware of crying out the words. She stared at the sheet bearing her statistics and felt a wave of fear undulate through her. Everything was riding on this one piece of paper.
Summoning strength, she pulled the sheet out and placed it on top of the pile. Like a diver at the edge of a thirty-foot board, she took a deep breath, then took the leap. As she scanned the dozen or so questions, Amanda could feel her heart sink in her chest.
The rating was low.
The dive was completed. Amanda felt as if she were standing at the bottom of a deep, dark well, its walls too slick to afford her the merest hold. There was no chance of climbing out.
“Here.” Amanda handed the multi-paged report back to Paul.
The cameraman didn’t take it from her. “Don’t you want to go on?”
“What’s the point?” Amanda sank down on the sofa. Christopher plopped down next to her. He was quiet for once as he wove his little fingers through hers. It was as if he somehow sensed she needed comforting. Amanda stroked the boy’s head, grateful that she had him in her life. “Grimsley wasn’t lying.”
Paul’s eyes twinkled as he winked at Carla. “No, not about that sheet.”
Amanda’s head jerked up. “What do you mean ‘that’ sheet?”
Taking up the pages, Paul set them on the coffee table and fanned the sheets out as if the report were a giant deck of cards. “There’s two sets.”
Amanda was on her feet as quickly as if she’d just been shot out of a cannon. “What?” She grabbed the reports back eagerly.
“The real ones are in the back.” He added a little drama to his voice, preening for both the women in the room. But only Carla was impressed.
Amanda was too busy rifling through the rest of the sheets until she found another one with her name on it. “Got it!”
She tossed the others onto the sofa. Christopher dove for them. But Carla was quicker. She scooped them up before he had a chance to turn them into so much confetti.
Unlike the first sheet, this one had her scoring a high grade. Amanda took back the other sheets from Carla and scanned them quickly. Hers was one of the highest scores in the pack. Extreme pleasure shot golden arrows through her. She didn’t need adulation, but it was gratifying to know that people responded favorably to her.
Amanda carefully folded the sheet in half, feeling vindicated. The bastard. The unspeakable bastard. He’d rigged this somehow.
She smiled triumphantly at Paul. “Grimsley lied.”
Paul looked at her. “Of course he lied. What did you expect?”
Carla looked at Paul, confused. “But how can he get away with lying like that? Don’t people see this?”
“Not usually. It goes to heads of departments on request. To some it’s everything. To others—“ He shrugged. “It’s as important as you want it to be. As for how he could lie about it, the answer is easy.”
Paul slipped his arm around Carla’s shoulders. There was something about her simple honesty, her unassuming manner, and her infectious laugh that made him feel at ease, that let him be himself. Paul felt no need to pretend around Carla.
“Nobody challenges him, for one thing.” He looked at Amanda. “Until Amanda, of course. Grimsley does a great job and he delivers, which is all the big guys at the station care about. So they let him act like a dictator.” He looked down into Carla’s face. “Everyone’s afraid of a dictator, especially one with backing.”
“Thanks, Paul.” Amanda gave him a quick hug. “I owe you. Big time.”
Paul waved away her gratitude as if what he’d done was nothing special. “Hey, just go after that son of a bit—“ He glanced down toward Christopher. “Gun,” he amended. “For all of us. Nothing we’d rather see than Grimsley taken down a few pegs.” He grinned broadly as a thought occurred to him. “Unless it’s seeing him fired.”
Amanda picked up the rest of the reports. She was going to need to show the lawyer both sets. It would back up her claim regarding the man’s duplicity. “I don’t want anyone fired. I just want my job back.”
Carla looked at her eagerly. “You going to confront Grimsley?”
There was nothing she’d like better than to light into the man, but though sweet, it would be very shortsighted. Victory would be over within a moment, and Grimsley would just look for another excuse to get rid of her. And this time, it might stick. Ultimately, it boiled down to him against her, a ratings wizard against a lone anchorwoman. What she needed was to use this to build a case so that he could never threaten her position again.
“Maybe, but not yet,” she said slowly. “I want to talk to a lawyer about all this and handle it right.” She shoved the papers back into the envelope. “At the moment, it’s just my word against his.”
“But you’ve got the papers,” Paul protested. Why had he gone to all that trouble if she wasn’t going to use them?
Amanda shook her head. “It’s not enough. I want him never to bother me again. I need legal muscle.”
Paul nodded. It made sense. “So, what’s the next move?”
She was not above setting scenes and employing a little drama. She wanted to lull Grimsley into a false sense of security. “I clear out my desk and make Grimsley think that I’ve thought it over and decided to leave with my tail between my legs. I want the element of surprise on my side.”
 
She had planned to slide in and out quietly, perhaps let one person see her to carry the word to Grimsley.
But it wasn’t that easy.
Because of the heated words that had been exchanged between her and Grimsley and the nature of the situation, Amanda realized that she had suddenly become newsworthy herself.
When she emerged from her office, her belongings stuffed into one large box, she found the hall crowded with people. Most were people she worked with. Others she recognized from broadcasts on at other hours. They had one thing in common: They all had questions for her.
The first volley was fired before she could even close her door. “Are you really going to sue the station, Amanda?”
Saying nothing was the best approach for the time being. The element of surprise was one of the few weapons she had at her disposal. She didn’t want anyone carrying tales to Grimsley yet. “I haven’t worked that out yet.”
“How about Grimsley?” Someone else asked. “Going after him?”
Again, she wanted to say yes. After all, these were people she worked with, had spent time with. But it wouldn’t be prudent. Amanda maintained a stoic expression. “I’ll let you know.”
A woman she didn’t know by name but recognized from the weekend news blocked her way. “Any truth to the rumor that you’re filing sexual harassment charges against him, Amanda?”
Stunned by the aggressiveness, both of the question and of the woman who asked, Amanda could only stare.
A reporter in the rear shouted, “Did he try to get you to put out in exchange for staying at the station?”
What were they doing? These people knew her. Why were they acting as if she were a raw piece of meat thrown their way and they were hungry Dobermans? “Well, he—“
Janine, one half of the team from the early morning talk program, smirked at her. “Just how did you get your anchor job?”
Amanda found the murmuring of voices and what they were insinuating sickening.
“Yeah, it’s a long way from a tiny news station in New Mexico to the six o’clock spot in Dallas,” Kyle Williams, a would-be anchor who was still doing the sports at eleven, agreed. “Just what kind of’ ‘dues’ did you pay to get here?” It was evident from his question just what he thought the answer was.
Amanda turned, incensed by the implication. Juggling the box, she managed to free one hand to push him out of her way. “Long, hard years up a road we all know. Lots of lean times and then a little luck.”
Voices converged, swarming around her like bees attacking an intruder at the hive.
“What kind of luck, Amanda?”
“Was it a man?”
“Did you sleep with Grimsley?”
“Any truth to the fact that you had a lovers’ quarrel and that’s what this is all about?”
“I saw the sparks that went flying after the Granger announcement.”
“C’mon, Foster, give.”
She wanted to scream at them, to tell them to leave her alone. With a stab of guilt, Amanda suddenly realized what it was like on the other side of the microphone. She thought of Whitney, and her heart ached.
Did she come across like this in the field? Oh God, she hoped not.
No, no she wasn’t like this, she thought fiercely, remembering Mr. Anselmo. She had let him have his grief in private.
With determination, Amanda reverted to the one statement everyone used when hounded by the media. And she was being hounded, she thought, annoyed at them for doing this to her. After all, she was one of them. She deserved some sort of consideration, some sort of professional courtesy.
“No comment. Look.” She raised the box. “I just came to clear out my desk.”
Someone reached for the box and Amanda pulled it aside. “Does that mean you’re giving up?”
“Was Grimsley right?” A voice behind her asked. “Are you bringing the ratings down?”
She stopped and swung around, her eyes blazing. She didn’t know who asked the question and she didn’t care. She was disgusted with the lot of them. They weren’t her coworkers any more. This was a mob.
“Don’t you people have anything better to do than to turn me into some kind of a freak sideshow for your own amusement? I could have been any one of you.”
“But you’re not,” someone pointed out. “And you’re news.”
“Maybe, but she’s damn well tired of being picked apart.”
Amanda turned toward the voice she’d recognize anywhere. Pierce strode into the crowd, effectively parting it. He took her arm protectively.
“Let’s go, Mandy.”
“Hey, Pierce, is it true?” Ryan Richards asked, amused. And relieved that it was Amanda who had gotten the ax and not him. They all knew the business was cutthroat. There was no time to mourn a fallen comrade; they were too busy looking out for their own backs. “Are you taking over for Amanda? How does it feel to step into her spot?”
Pierce wasn’t about to let himself get sucked into any of this. They’d all know soon enough. He had to go on tonight. “Ask me when this is all ironed out.” The smile remained on his face, but there were sharp edges to it. “Now let the lady through.”
More questions buzzed around them as they made their way to the exit, but neither Amanda nor Pierce answered. As he opened the exit door, Pierce shot a look over his shoulder that warned the others to back off.
“Hey, Pierce—“
“Later,” he ordered. Everyone knew that there was no arguing with him.
They stepped outside, and Pierce took the box from her hands. They said nothing as he walked her to her car.
Amanda turned and looked at him. Emotions churning, she had to say something to Pierce. “I guess I should say thank you.”
He placed the box on her hood. He didn’t want her just going through the motions. There was no need for that. “Only if you want to.”
She knew he meant that. About everything. Amanda unlocked her trunk. “Why’d you ride to my rescue?”
Pierce picked the box up and placed it inside for her. “I always wanted to play a hero.”
She closed the trunk and then got in on the driver’s side. She put her key into the ignition, but let it stay there. Her door was still open. “That’s twice you’ve played hero in one month. Except no one would have shot me.”
He arched a brow. “They might have if I’d let you go into that liquor store.”
Let her? Amanda’s eyes widened in surprise. “You did it for me?”
The grin was slightly cocky. “Hell, no, I did it for me, remember? I like glory and attention.”
Like hell he did. Had he really risked his life to keep her from going in? She hadn’t thought of it in those terms. “Alexander, I just can’t figure you out.”
Slowly, he smiled at her. “The feeling’s mutual. Maybe we should both stop trying so hard.” Pierce touched her cheek. “See you around, Mandy. And watch your back. Our fellow reporters love a good story.” He shut her door for her and stood back.
Amanda started up the car and drove away. Her emotions were in an even larger jumble now than they had been before. One moment, she felt he was using her; the next, he was coming to her rescue and refusing to take credit.
The man was making her crazy, she thought. Ultimately, that was probably his plan.



Chapter Thirty Three
 
In appearance, at fifty-seven, Jefferson Stone had no stage presence whatsoever. He was a tall, almost emaciated-looking man with a body that approximated a curved wire coat hanger. His yellow-white hair was neatly combed and looked tacked onto his pear-shaped head. It wasn’t until Stone opened his mouth to speak that Amanda’s confidence began to rise.
When she was first ushered into the senior lawyer’s office by a chirpy young secretary and had gotten her first look at the man, Amanda was certain that her father was attempting to play a bizarre trick on her. Wearing a hound’s-tooth jacket and a drooping bow tie, the man sitting behind the neatly organized mahogany desk struck her as a caricature drawing of a befuddled old history professor.
But when Stone spoke, the voice that swelled and filled the office was deep and pleasingly resonant, exuding both confidence and assertiveness. Just by speaking, he created a feeling that made his clients believe they were in the absolute right. Stone conveyed the impression that agreeing with him was not only the wise thing to do, it was the only thing to do.
It was an excellent gift for a lawyer.
Stone’s green eyes, small and deep-set behind wire-rimmed bifocals, were intelligent and alert. He seemed to be dissecting everything and reducing it into terms he could work with. Her father had the same look, except that his was cold. Stone’s eyes had a warmth to them, a humanity that put Amanda instantly at ease.
The lawyer listened quietly as Amanda told her story, stopping her occasionally to ask a question and taking notes on his legal-sized yellow pad. When she was finished, he studied both sets of the Q status reports she had brought in.
Setting them aside on his desk, he rocked slowly in his chair, his blue-veined hands folded before him. He worked his lower lip thoughtfully. He didn’t like taking money for no reason.
“This could be easily resolved without my help.”
“This particular incident,” she agreed. “But perhaps not the next. And the one after that. I want to be assured that Grimsley will stop trying to find ways of having me fired. Permanently.”
He studied her face as he worked over the facts she had told him. “I think you have a case, Miss Foster.”
“A good one?” She began to slip the reports back into her manila envelope, but he placed a hand on the top sheet.
“I’d like to keep those, if you don’t mind.” Amanda nodded and withdrew her hand. “I wouldn’t be thinking in terms of taking your case if it wasn’t a good one. At my age, I am no longer given to tilting against windmills. That’s for younger men with something to prove and reputations to forge.”
He leaned and pulled over a large crystal jar filled with jelly beans of a dozen or so colors and flavors. He helped himself to a few, then pushed the jar in Amanda’s direction.
“No thank you.”
He smiled. “My secretary helps me indulge my one and only weakness.”
He neatly replaced the lid on the jar and moved it to its original spot. Everything within the office, Amanda noticed, looked meticulous and precise. There was no clutter.
Stone glanced down at the notes he’d made. “Discrimination and harassment have been popular causes for years now.”
Amanda could just see the headlines, both in newspapers and in grocery store tabloids. Though citing harassment had been her initial inclination, she didn’t want to be thought of as someone jumping on a bandwagon just to get a place in the spotlight.
“Mr. Stone, I’m not looking to capitalize on a ‘popular cause.’”
An enigmatic smile barely dusted his lips. “Too bad, because you have one.” He flipped to the next page and nodded to himself as he read. “And it’ll work in our favor. We might not even have to go to trial.”
Amanda leaned back in her chair for the first time and breathed a sigh of relief. It had been what she was hoping for.
“I’d like that.”
The accuser in a sexual harassment trial was severely grilled by the defense attorney. It wasn’t something Stone enjoyed seeing his clients subjected to. That was his reason for wanting to avoid going to trial. Her reasons against it piqued his curiosity. He knew whose daughter she was, but little else about her.
“Would you?”
She saw the hint of doubt in his gaunt face. Time to set the record straight now. “Mr. Stone, I’m not grandstanding and I’m not looking to cash in on any publicity that’s out there.”
“Why not?” He flipped the pages back and leaned on the pad, his hands folded again. “It’s there. You might make it work for you.”
She needed to make him understand. If Stone was going to be her lawyer, he was going to be an extension of her. That meant he had to understand the woman he was representing.
“All I want to work for me is me. I’m a news reporter, and a good one. I want to do the news and build my career on credibility and good journalism. I don’t want to do it by default, because I got in due to a quota system or because it’s politically correct to espouse something.”
Getting up steam, Amanda sat on the edge of her chair and looked at Stone. “Here’s the case in a nutshell. For his own reasons, Grimsley doesn’t like me, and because he doesn’t like me, he’s taking away my job. And I don’t want him to. Ever. It’s as simple as that.”
Stone was silent for a moment, and Amanda began to think that she’d lost him. “Always get on your soapbox so quickly?”
She had lost him. Amanda began to rise. “Maybe I should rethink this.”
She meant rethink hiring him. Stone allowed himself a smile. A real one this time. He waved a wide, bony hand at her.
“Sit, sit, I was just testing you.”
She didn’t know if she liked his way of operating. “I’m afraid I didn’t come prepared for an exam.”
He knew better. Amanda Foster was a woman used to being tested, to being challenged.
“Yes you did. And you passed. I don’t need to take cases, Miss Foster. My needs are simple and I couldn’t outlive my money if God decided to turn me into another Methuselah, which I sincerely hope He doesn’t. Although He has been known to have a quirky sense of humor.” Stone took her completely by surprise when he winked. “Just look at some of our presidents and you’ll understand my meaning.”
Stone sighed. “But I digress.” A satisfied look creased his face. “At my age, and with my reputation, it’s allowed.”
Steepling his fingers together, he leaned back and rocked again. “I don’t like people who wield power badly. It makes no difference to me whether it’s a manager in a small fast-food chain or the head of a huge conglomerate. Power, all power, is fleeting, and should be used to benefit people, not make them cringe. I’ll take your case, Amanda Foster, and we will win it. You have my promise.”
To seal his vow, he leaned over his desk and shook her hand. Amanda noted that his hand felt cold, as if his circulatory system was having trouble reaching it.
That taken care of, Stone leaned back and glanced at the notes he’d made while she’d told her story. “Now then, about this Pierce Alexander—“
Amanda immediately felt on edge. “I’d really rather not have him brought into the case if possible.”
Stone looked up at her sharply, alerted by her tone of voice. “Why?”
To keep from fidgeting, Amanda rested her hands on the arms of the chair. “He didn’t have anything to do with my losing my job.”
She believed that part of it. It was the rest she was trying to work out for herself. Did Pierce, once he learned about the possibility of getting her job, try to seduce her so that she wouldn’t be inclined to oppose Grimsley’s decision? And did he lobby the man for her job once he thought it was in jeopardy?
Amanda had no answers for that. She only knew what she wanted to believe.
“Yes, but the point is he has it now.” Stone cocked his head, reminding her of a bent Q-Tip. “Are you seeing the man?” When she hesitated with her answer, he pressed on. “I see. Then are you romantically involved with Alexander?”
She was. Whether romance had anything to do with the way Pierce viewed what they’d had, she didn’t know. But she doubted it.
Amanda shrugged evasively. “I’ve gone out with him once or twice.”
Her response brought forth a patient sigh. “I’m your lawyer, Miss Foster. I don’t think I have to explain to you that what’s said here is confidential. At the moment, I am half parent, half father-confessor. I don’t believe that the truth shall always set you free, but I do know that I need the truth in order to effectively do my job.”
“Yes.” She paused before continuing. It was hard to say the words out loud. “I am romantically involved with Pierce Alexander.”
It was just as he had surmised. “Well then, stop.”
Amanda narrowed her brows. “Excuse me?”
He didn’t bother repeating himself. He knew that she had heard him. After making a few more notes to himself, Stone raised his eyes to hers and continued.
“I can’t, of course, live your life for you; nor can I dictate its terms. I can only advise you. My advice is that until the case is resolved to your satisfaction, you have nothing to do with Mr. Alexander.”
However mildly, Stone was attacking Pierce’s integrity. Amanda found herself in the odd position of feeling defensive on his behalf.
“Mr. Stone, I don’t think that Alexander—“
Stone was already one jump ahead of her. “I’m not insinuating that Mr. Alexander is Mr. Grimsley’s spy, although stranger things have happened.” He let the idea sink in before continuing. “What I am saying, however, is that you might inadvertently say something in the man’s presence that could be detrimental to your case.” He spread his hands in an innocent gesture. “A slip of the tongue that Mr. Alexander then passes on without realizing it.”
Pierce wouldn’t carry stories to Grimsley, even inadvertently. Would he?
She dismissed the idea. If nothing else, Pierce was too close-mouthed for that to happen. “He’s not that careless,” she insisted.
Stone had learned not to place odds on the impossible. But he didn’t feel like arguing the matter. His job, as he saw it, was to merely suggest.
“And neither should we be. I can only give you the benefit of my experience, Miss Foster. It is what you’re paying for.”
Amanda nodded, conceding the point.
What Stone was saying to her made sense. Logically. But it was hard to separate her emotions from the situation with Pierce. Far too much had happened between them. She’d shared too much of herself, had felt too much in a very short space of time. If she had been a planet, Pierce would have been the meteor that had collided with her—and thrown her completely out of orbit.
Amanda raised her eyes to see that Stone was studying her carefully, watching her reaction.
“All right,” she agreed stiffly, “I’ll take your recommendation under consideration.”
“That is all I ask. Now then”—he raised his pad before him, glancing over once again at what he’d jotted down—“my first order of business will be to get in contact with the station’s legal department.”
Amanda nodded, thinking of the people she knew there. A schism had materialized, separating her from the others, transforming them into adversaries. She was now part of “us” while everyone else at K-DAL had joined the ranks of “them.”



Chapter Thirty Four
 
Without her work to keep her mentally and physically occupied, Amanda suddenly had too much time on her hands. Worse, she had too many opportunities to think. Over the course of the next two days, she found herself pacing about her house like a caged tiger, reexamining pieces of her life that were still too raw to face the light of day.
Growing up beneath her father’s constant criticism and then suffering Jeffs belittling accusations just before the divorce had greatly undermined and shaken her self-esteem. Looking back over those years brought her only grief.
Maybe Pierce had been right. Maybe she was too angry—not that her father, Jeff, and Grimsley didn’t warrant her anger. But by letting her anger consume her, she was lowering herself to the level of the people she held in contempt. And it was a colossal waste of time and energy.
Amanda knew that the only way to triumph over anything was to rise above it. Anger had given her the energy, the drive to overcome obstacles, but it had also sapped away the basic core of her being. That part of her which allowed her to feel happy, to be optimistic. To dream dreams and then forge ahead to turn them into reality.
Dwelling on the past would only turn her into a bitter woman. She had to put a stop to it, to continue to move ahead.
She closed her eyes. And saw Pierce’s face, as she so often did these days.
And what about Pierce? Doubts continued to plague her. How could she begin to understand him and the way he figured in her life? Was he a user? Or was the way things had fallen into place just a matter of coincidence?
Even if it was a coincidence, even if Pierce hadn’t been instrumental in causing any of her problems, what was their future together?
Was there a future together?
Her head began to hurt.
Amanda decided she needed to get out of the house before she exploded. With a few parting words, Amanda left Carla, Christopher, and Mr. Rogers together in the living room and hurried out the door in search of her sanity.
She went to see Whitney.
She’d been following his story closely, and knew that bail had been posted for him. Her father had arranged for it so quickly, Whitney hadn’t had to spend any time behind bars. She was relieved that he had been spared the humiliation of having to be incarcerated. At least her father was good for something.
No, no more bitterness, she thought firmly. Her father was who he was. In a certain light, he was as much a prisoner of his personality as she was. He could no more reach out to her than she could reach in to him. Her mother had proven that to her. She had loved Henry Foster beyond all reason. In return, he had given her his name, his money, and his seed, but not his love.
A person couldn’t give what he didn’t have to give. For the first time in her life, Amanda felt sorry for her father. How awful it had to be to never have experienced the exhilarating effects of love. She had felt it when she had been swept off her feet by Jeff. It had been a wild, dizzying sensation that made her blood rush and centered the world, however fleetingly, on one person.
It had been like a madness, perhaps, but it had been a wonderful madness just the same.
She smiled without realizing it and thought of Pierce. Now there was madness. Falling in love with him was like trying to tie a kite to the tail of the wind. Impossible. But exciting.
Maybe, in time, she’d learn to appreciate the small things, because that was all that life granted. The small things.
Showing her ID to the guard on Whitney’s estate, Amanda waited until the iron gates parted and then drove through. When she drove up the winding path to the house, she saw a sleek, black Mercedes 560 parked in the driveway. A short, stocky man dressed in a gray driver’s livery was leaning against the hood. He was reading a newspaper and trying not to look impatient.
Amanda instinctively knew her father was there. Rita always arranged to have a Mercedes and a driver at his disposal wherever he went. Henry Foster demanded only the best.
For a moment, Amanda thought of turning her car around and going home. But that would be running away, and she had ceased to do that a long time ago. Besides, she’d have to face her father sometime. It might as well be today.
She parked her Mustang beside the Mercedes. It looked like an impromptu statement contrasting practicality and elegance, she mused, getting out. The driver looked her way. She flashed a smile at him and walked up to the front door.
When she knocked, a familiar old face opened the door. Hastings, the butler Whitney had told her he’d released, was standing in front of her. The old man smiled broadly when he recognized her.
“Hastings, you’re back.” She looked at him in total surprise.
“Indeed I am, Ms. Foster. Indeed I am.” With a little flourish, he ushered her in. “Couldn’t leave Mr. Granger in his time of need, now, could I? He tried to send me off, but as soon as I heard the real reason on the news, I marched myself right back into his life. Loyalty counts for something, even in these days.”
Hastings shut the door. He towered over Amanda by a good foot, but reduced the distance by the confidential tone he used in addressing her.
“He’s been more than generous to me through the years, so money’s no problem.” He leaned over, his tone lowering. “Had to talk him into letting me come back, but he needs us, don’t you know?” He winked conspiratorially at her, then straightened, resuming his position as butler. “Mr. Granger’s in the den. With your father. Shall I announce you?”
Amanda shook her head. “No, I’ll be a surprise.” For her father, at any rate.
“Very well.” Hastings nodded. “It’s this way.” Turning smartly on his heel, the seventy-two-year-old man led her to the room and then unobtrusively withdrew, like a white wisp of a shadow.
Amanda stood in the doorway, looking in. There was only one man in the room, and he had his back to her. The years hadn’t stooped the shoulders any, any more than they had mellowed the man, she thought, looking at her father’s back. He appeared to be perusing a book. Whitney was nowhere in sight.
She debated waiting outside the den until Whitney appeared. But if her father turned around and saw her, she’d look as if she were hiding. Her pride wouldn’t allow that.
Bracing herself like one of Tennyson’s riders galloping into the Valley of Death, Amanda entered the room. “Hello, Father.”
Henry Foster turned his head in the direction of her voice. If he was surprised to see her here, only the slightest flicker in his eyes hinted at it.
“Amanda.” The gray eyes measured her, assessing his daughter and reducing her to a combination of details. He disapproved of loose hair and tight jeans. She was guilty of both. He noted the flush in her face and wondered absently if it was embarrassment. If it wasn’t, it should be. “You’re looking well, considering.”
It was on the tip of her tongue to ask, “Considering what?” but she wasn’t here to argue. She was here to see Whitney and offer a few words of comfort and support if she could. Arguing with Whitney’s lawyer wouldn’t accomplish that.
“You too.” She was purposely enigmatic. Two can play, Father.
They stood there stiffly regarding one another, as if they didn’t share the same blood and hadn’t shared the same house for almost eighteen years, before she had eagerly gone off to college. They had lived together for almost two decades and now they stood looking at one another with nothing to say.
Amanda viewed it as a great pity, even though she knew her father didn’t.
She hated silence around her father. She could almost feel his eyes boring into her, judging her. Amanda wanted to say something before the inevitable criticism commenced. “How’s the case coming along?”
He frowned. Her father’s expression clearly indicated that he thought she was trying to intrude on his territory. “Well.”
Just one word. No details, no embellishments. Not a single crumb to toss her way. He was more talkative with the caddies at his country club than he was with her.
Let it pass.
Amanda pressed her lips together. “Where’s Whitney?”
“Right here,” a warm, familiar voice said.
With a wave of relief, Amanda turned to see Whitney walking into the room.
He held a book in his hand, which he passed to the older man. “Here, Henry, an F. Scott Fitzgerald first edition, as promised.”
Turning, Whitney took both Amanda’s hands into his. “Amanda, what a pleasant surprise.” He released her. “Here to see the jailbird?”
“You’re not a jailbird, and you won’t be. Clash of wills notwithstanding, you do have the best lawyer there is.” Amanda glanced toward her father. There wasn’t even an iota of acknowledgment on his face that she was speaking of him. So much for truce-making. “I came to see how you were doing. I heard about the indictment on the radio.”
“The media is always looking for a new prominent citizen to crucify,” Henry commented. He didn’t bother to look up at her, but merely continued slowly paging through the rare book. Rare books were a passion with him. Not to read, but to own. For ownership meant control and control was everything. “But then, you’d know all about that kind of pulp journalism.”
Whitney saw the way Amanda’s eyes darkened. He spoke quickly. “Your father thinks I can get off with a limited sentence, which might then be commuted to several hundred hours of public service and a hefty fine.”
If anyone could find a way to arrange things, her father could. She was relieved for Whitney, and nodded enthusiastically.
“Especially since you’ve already begun to repay the money.” In her eagerness for a commuted sentence, she forgot that she no longer held down her anchor position. She could only think of the fact that there were times when judges took popular support into account when they passed sentence. “I could try to drum up popular support for you.” The thought caught fire, feeding on itself. “A grass-roots type of thing. I could get petitions started and find a way to announce it on the air—“
Her father cut in just as she remembered that there wasn’t anything she could do at present on the air, aside from having herself interviewed by someone else.
“Amanda, I would appreciate it if you would leave the management of the case to me.” His voice dripped of acid. “You have no business interfering in something you know nothing about.”
All the battered emotions that she had been trying to hold at bay erupted as she turned to look at her father.
“I know about friendship, Father. About coming through for someone you care about. Of being there for them. That’s something you know nothing about.”
In all the years that he had been a family friend, Whitney had never seen Amanda like this. He’d witnessed the hurting words and the demeaning looks Henry had given his daughter, but she had either borne them in silence or ignored them entirely. She had never lashed out before.
He placed his hand on her arm and gave her an affectionate squeeze. “Please, Amanda, don’t get yourself excited.”
No, her father wasn’t worth working herself up over. “Maybe I’d better go.” She looked into Whitney’s eyes. “I just wanted to—“
Whitney nodded. No words were necessary. He understood what she was trying to do. “I know. Let me walk you to the door.” He glanced at his lawyer. “I’ll be right back, Henry.”
Whitney placed his arm around her shoulder and walked her to the front door. “Don’t let him get to you like that, Amanda. Henry’s never going to change. He’s never going to open up to you.” He smiled down at her. “It’s his loss, you know.”
She glanced toward the den, feeling sad and angry again. “He doesn’t think so.”
“Maybe not, but I do.” He opened the front door and escorted Amanda out. “And I appreciate what you’re offering to do for me, especially since you’re not exactly trouble-free at the moment yourself.”
Amanda stopped on the top step, surprised. “How did you—?”
“I can still read, Amanda. The story is in the newspaper.”
Of course it was. She’d forgotten about that. All she’d been thinking about since she’d arrived was Whitney. She smiled in spite of herself. “Newspapers? Huh. Never touch the stuff.”
But Whitney wasn’t fooled by her blase attitude. He knew what her career meant to her. It was the brass ring she’d secured all on her own. “Is there anything I can do for you?”
She was touched that he could think of her at a time like this. “Yeah. Win your case.” She kissed his cheek. “I’ll be okay.”
“I’m very proud of you, Amanda.”
He walked her to her car. Her father’s driver turned his back to give them privacy.
“You’ve turned out to be a wonderful woman. Someday the right person will come along who’ll appreciate all those good traits of yours, and the years you’ve lost with your father won’t hurt as much.” He held the door open for her as she slid in, then closed it. “He’s not a happy man, you know.”
She thought of all the aborted attempts at reaching him. “He could be.”
But Whitney shook his head. “He doesn’t know how. Take care of yourself and call me if you need anything.”
Same old Whitney, she thought fondly. She merely nodded in reply. “Always.”
She’d sooner die than burden him. But it was still nice to know he was there for her. With a smile and a wave, Amanda drove away.



Chapter Thirty Five
 
The house felt almost too quiet.
Carla had left earlier with Paul to spend the weekend at his parents’ house. The senior Rodriguezes were celebrating their fortieth anniversary and there was going to be a huge party for the entire family. Amanda had been looking forward to spending some time alone with Christopher. She’d taken him to the park in the morning and then to a fast-food restaurant for lunch.
As usual, Christopher had begun the day with an incredible surge of energy. But as the day wore on, so did he. By the time evening came, he was oddly subdued. His eyes were slightly red and he was sniffling.
Amanda felt his forehead, but it was cool. “Would you like some hot chocolate, honey?”
“Chocolate,” he agreed with only a shred of the enthusiasm the mention of that confection in any form usually elicited.
“All right, you wait here. I’ll be right back.” Amanda left him sitting propped up on the sofa, blearily watching a cartoon she had turned on.
In the time that it took to heat a mug of chocolate milk in the microwave, Christopher fell asleep. She found him slumped over on his side when she returned.
“Poor little guy.” Amanda set down the mug on the coffee table. “I never thought I’d see the day when I wore you out.”
She didn’t attempt to wake him. Instead, she picked Christopher up and carried him to his bedroom. Taking off just his shoes and socks, Amanda tucked her son into bed and pulled a sheet over him.
Her plans for the evening altered, Amanda went back into the living room with nothing to do. She felt listless and out of sorts as she looked around the living room. Now what?
For the longest time there had been a whole host of things she had been meaning to catch up on if she ever had any “free time.” Now free time was staring her in the face and she didn’t feel like getting to any of it. There were letters to answer, magazines to page through, and old movies that had long since faded in popularity as they waited for her to find the time to view them. All of it went untouched.
Nothing appealed to her.
Like the sea during a storm, she felt restless, as if there was no place for her here in the home she had chosen to hide in.
This was ridiculous, she upbraided herself. A few weeks from now, she’d look back and be annoyed with herself for allowing the time to slip through her fingers like this. She’d be back hard at work and all this time she’d wasted would be like unmined precious gems to her.
Determined to enjoy herself, Amanda took down a book that had sat on her shelf for more than a year. She settled down on the sofa, kicked off her shoes, and curled her feet under her.
Ten minutes on page one told her she wasn’t concentrating.
With a sigh, Amanda closed the book and dropped it on the coffee table. Who was she kidding? This thing with Grimsley had robbed her of the ability to focus her mind on anything else for any real length of time.
She was like an islander watching storm clouds gathering on the horizon and wondering if she could withstand the hurricane to come.
Maybe, if she didn’t drop the suit, she’d never work again, just as Grimsley had threatened. Amanda shivered and ran her hands along her arms.
Curious as well as antsy, Amanda turned on the news at six and watched Pierce. The screen seemed to come alive as soon as the camera panned his way.
He had a presence, she thought, but then she’d always known that. Next to him, Ryan Richards had been reduced to the role of sidekick, like Donald O’Connor to Pierce’s Gene Kelly in Singin’ in the Rain.
She knew Ryan wasn’t going to be happy about this turn of events. His huge ego would balk at being shoved into second place.
Amanda watched the newscast for as long as she could endure it. It wasn’t envy that had her switching off the television set; it was longing. With everything that had happened, she was still in love with Pierce. She still wanted to forget everything but the feel of his arms around her, his mouth on hers. God, she was pathetic, Amanda thought in disgust. You’d think that after all this time, she would have learned her lesson.
She hadn’t learned anything.
Desperate, Amanda found a documentary playing and told herself she was going to watch it. The scene came alive with colorful, exotic birds found in the forests of South America. Contrasting with the profusion of color was a droning voice in the background detailing each bird’s origin and mating habits.
Amanda began thinking about mating habits of her own and lost the thread of the presentation, as hard as she tried not to.
When the doorbell rang sometime later, she jumped, startled out of a semisleeping, semidazed repose.
Maybe it was someone from the studio, finally offering support. A few people had called her at home. But most of them had steered clear of her. She was persona non grata at the studio now and any contact with her might be guilt by association.
It was, she thought as she crossed to the door, as if she had suddenly developed leprosy.
A moment before she turned the doorknob to pull open the door, she knew it was Pierce. Maybe she had even willed him to be on her doorstep. All Amanda knew was that her heart accelerated to a hundred RPM when she opened the door and looked up into his blue eyes.
He didn’t know how it was, with so many different roads running in so many different directions through Dallas, that he kept finding himself taking the same old one, and then winding up at the same old house— Amanda’s.
“Hi.” He nodded toward the interior of the house. “Can I come in?”
“Sure.” She stepped back to let him in. “I saw you on the news this evening.”
He crossed to the living room and sat down on the sofa before he said anything else. Laying his ankle across his thigh, he looked at her, waiting.
“And?”
She settled on the opposite corner of the sofa. “You were very good,” she said honestly, then smiled. She remembered how much flak Ryan had given her in the beginning, outlining exactly what he deemed his “territory” to be and what lines she wasn’t allowed to cross as the new anchor. “Ryan should hate you right about now. You make him look like a plastic Ken doll.”
Her compliment about his work meant more to him than he guessed she probably realized. He knew he couldn’t show her. “Ryan might not have to worry.”
Were they firing Ryan too? She leaned forward, as if to draw the answer out of him. “Why?”
In the back of his mind, Pierce knew why he had driven this way, why he had come to her. He began to empathize with lemmings.
“Because I’m going to quit.” He looked into her eyes before he added, “If you want me to.”
This was a step up the ladder for him. It didn’t make any sense to jump off it right at the beginning. “Why would you do that?”
He moved closer to her, but he didn’t touch her. His eyes did that for him. “Because I don’t want it between us,” he said impatiently. He’d always known where he was going before, always had a plan. Now someone had thrown water on his map and all the lines had gotten blurred.
“I don’t know what’s going on, Mandy. I can’t even sort it out for myself, which is annoying the hell out of me. But I do know that I don’t want this schism between us. I don’t want this anchor position driving a wedge between us before I have a chance to figure out exactly what ‘us’ is.”
He sighed and stood up, chafing at the situation. “I don’t know how else to put it.”
And he probably never would, she thought. It was the most he could offer her, and she was willing to accept it, knowing it was all he had.
She rose to stand next to him. “There’s no point in you screwing up your career as well, Alexander. Grimsley won’t give me back my job just because you walked out. Like you said, it’ll just go to someone else if you don’t take it.” Her mouth curved. She knew saying this had been hard for him. “But I do appreciate the gesture.”
His eyes darkened just a shade. “It wasn’t a gesture,” he said solemnly. “I mean it. I’m prepared to go through with it.”
Amanda placed her hand on top of his. “I know.”
Looking into his eyes, she knew he was serious. They might not be the windows to his soul, and they were usually closed against her, but there were times when she could look in and see the truth reflected there. He meant what he said. It was all she wanted. For him to make the offer. She didn’t need him to go through with it. She only needed him to want to.
The rest she could take care of just as well on her own as with him.
The only time he hadn’t thought of her today was during the actual taping of the broadcast. She’d been there, lingering in his mind, twining with his thoughts, ever)’ other moment of the day.
And all he could think of now was having her again.
Paul had told him that he was taking Carla to his parents’ home in Fort Worth for the weekend. That left them alone in the house. Christopher, Pierce assumed from the quiet, was sleeping.
“Amanda, I—“
The sound, half wail, half scream, had them both turning toward the hall. Less than a moment later, Christopher came running in. His eyes were wild as he clutched his throat, gasping.
“Baby, what is it?” Amanda cried as she hurried to the little boy.
But Christopher didn’t seem to recognize her. He continued to run around in desperate circles, crying, bleating, a frightened, glazed look in his eyes.
Amanda looked anxiously at Pierce, not knowing what to think, what to do. “What’s wrong with him?”
Pierce didn’t answer. He grabbed the boy and held him tightly in his arms. Christopher’s arms flayed out. Pierce stroked his face with the tips of his fingers.
“Calm down,” he said in a soft, soothing voice. “Calm down.” Pierce chanted the words over and over. They seemed to penetrate and Christopher stopped thrashing so hard. But he was still wheezing.
Amanda hovered over Pierce’s shoulder. “What is it?” She had never seen him like this before. Alarm vibrated through her. The feeling of helplessness was overwhelming.
Pierce continued to hold the boy in his arms, rocking him. “Do you have a pediatrician?”
What an idiot she was. She was falling to pieces instead of thinking. “Of course I—“
“Call him,” Pierce ordered, but she was already opening her cell phone as he spoke.
Three rings later, she was talking to the doctor’s answering service, struggling not to let hysteria enter her voice. Christopher had gone to bed with the sniffles; there was no reason why he should have woken up gasping for air like this.
She looked at him. His eyes were still glazed and his breathing was labored and shallow. Amanda felt herself coming undone.
The answering service promised to have the doctor get back to her. It seemed an eternity later, rather than five minutes, that the phone rang. Amanda had the receiver off its cradle before the ring was completed.
“This is Dr. Hoi—“
Amanda didn’t let the doctor finish saying his name. She immediately began to rattle off Christopher’s symptoms. Her eyes never left her son. Pierce was still holding him, still calming him down. She realized that there were fresh scratches on Pierce’s neck. Christopher must have clawed him when Pierce grabbed him.
The mild, tranquil voice on the other end of the line assessed what Amanda said and told her that Christopher seemed to have the croup, a common children’s ailment. Dr. Holt advised Amanda to set up a cold mist vaporizer in Christopher’s room.
“His breathing should be back to normal by morning. I’ll call in a prescription for him at your usual drugstore. Don’t worry, he’ll be fine. Call me if anything unforeseen happens. Good-bye, Ms. Foster.”
Amanda hung up. She turned toward Pierce. “The doctor said to put him in a room with a cold mist vaporizer.”
Pierce shifted Christopher to his other shoulder. “Do you have one?”
She shook her head. There’d never been any need for one. “No.”
He’d assumed as much from her voice. Gently, he transferred Christopher into her arms. “Most drugstores carry them. I’ll go get one for you.”
She followed him to the door. “Pierce, it’s after midnight.”
“Someplace has to be open.” He started to leave, then stopped. “Give me your keys. I don’t want to ring the bell in case he’s asleep.”
Amanda nodded to her purse on the coatrack by the door. “They’re in there.”
Pierce rifled through what he thought was an enormous amount of clutter before he found a key ring. He shoved the keys into his pocket as he glanced at the small, heaving chest. “Put him in the shower until I get back.”
She looked at Pierce dumbly. “The shower?’
“Not inside,” he instructed. “Just run hot water with the door closed. The steam should help him breathe.” Pierce kissed the top of her head. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
As the door closed, Christopher’s breathing grew louder and more labored. Amanda hurried off with him to the bathroom, praying that Pierce knew what he was talking about.



Chapter Thirty Six
 
It took him close to an hour.
With each minute, Pierce could feel himself growing edgier. He drove to four different locations. Each time the scene was repeated: The drugstore was closed. His frustration grew. He had gone to every shopping center he was familiar with in the area. Now he was just cruising and hoping he would get lucky.
Slowly, with one eye on the road, Pierce searched a line of stores in a small strip.
He spied a small, privately owned pharmacy on the corner of a busy street. The store was wedged in between a greengrocer that was closed and an all-night hamburger stand. The owner of the pharmacy was just locking up.
Bringing his car to a skidding halt, Pierce double-parked and jumped out. The man was already walking down the street.
“Hey, wait up,” Pierce called as he hurried after the man.
The man turned around. He was a short man in his middle or late sixties with a shallow, concave chest and a mustache that resembled a small toothbrush. He looked at Pierce and shook his head. “Sorrv, I’m closed.”
By then, Pierce had caught up to him. He placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. There was no way he was going to let him walk away.
“I’ve got a sick baby. I need a cold mist vaporizer. I’ll pay you twice what it sells for.”
The man stood a moment, debating with himself, then sighed.
“C’mon in.” He led the way back. “The wife always says I’m too soft. Should’ve retired years ago,” he mumbled, more to himself than to Pierce, as he unlocked the door. “But then, what would I do? Sit and listen to her talk all day as well as all night?”
He turned and made a face at Pierce, like a man sucking on a lemon. “I’d rather die here behind the counter, helping people get well.”
The pharmacist ambled down one of the small, crammed aisles and picked up a box. He brought it back to Pierce. “Here, this is what you need.”
Pierce handed him two fifties, took the box, and started to leave the store. But the pharmacist shook his head. “The price is the one on the box. I’ve been honest all my life; I’m too old to do anything different now.”
He made change out of his own pocket, giving it to Pierce, then followed him out to close up again.
“Hope your baby feels better. If not, there’s a hospital about two miles down the road,” the pharmacist called after Pierce.
But Pierce was already in the car. “Thanks!” he shouted through the window as he drove away.
The image of Christopher’s wide, frightened eyes played itself over and over again in his mind. He knew that taking Christopher into the shower was the right thing to do. He’d seen it work firsthand. But he wanted to get back to Amanda as quickly as possible, to assure her that everything was going to be all right.
And to be there if it wasn’t.
She’d looked so frightened when she’d turned to him, it had wrenched something inside of him.
Damn, just look at me, he thought as he squeaked through a yellow light. This strange protective bent he was experiencing toward her, toward the boy, was getting the better of him.
At the outset, he’d said no ties, no entanglements. That had always been his credo. But damned if he wasn’t doing it to himself. It wasn’t her fault, at least not directly. She certainly wasn’t asking anything of him; if anything, she was pushing him away. And there he was, perversely returning for more as if he were some kind of yo-yo attached to a string.
No, it was her fault. If it wasn’t for her, he’d be free.
It wasn’t even the sex, although that was pretty damn satisfying. It was something else, some nebulous “something” that kept pulling him back. But he’d go on resisting it as long as he could, Pierce vowed vehemently as he pulled up into her driveway. And maybe, if he continued resisting, eventually, he could walk away.
After tonight.
He’d barely pulled the keys out of the ignition before he was hurrying out of the car, the box with the vaporizer in his hands. He let himself in with her key.
All the lights were on, but he didn’t hear anyone. “Mandy?”
There was no answer.
He stood there, looking around, the door still open at his back. For a moment, he thought she had panicked and gone to the hospital. Maybe Christopher had taken a turn for the worse.
Anxiety tugged on the knot in his stomach.
Pierce stepped outside again and realized that her car was still parked in the driveway. He hadn’t even seen it when he’d pulled up.
That meant she had to be home. He raised his voice and called out her name again.
“Mandy, are you here?”
Still carrying the box, he crossed to the back of the house. That was when he heard the sound of running water. She was still in the bathroom with Christopher.
“Mandy, are you in here?” Not waiting for an answer, Pierce pushed open the bathroom door. A cloud of steam billowed out, encompassing him.
“Close the door,” she protested wearily. “You’re letting all the steam out.”
It felt as if she’d been in there forever, but the steam was working. Christopher’s breathing was almost regular.
Pierce shut the door behind him. The humid atmosphere enshrouded him immediately. It felt as if he were stepping into a sauna.
“I got the vaporizer.” He set the box on the lip of the sink, then crouched down to look at Christopher. Sitting on the edge of the tub, Amanda had Christopher on her lap, her arms wrapped around the boy. Pierce passed his hand over his dampened head. “How’s he doing?”
“Better.” The relief in her voice was almost tangible. “Your suggestion about the shower seems to have helped. I owe you one.”
“We’ll discuss payment later.” Pierce looked at her for the first time. “You look like a drowned rat.” Grinning, he lifted a strand of her hair. It was limp and badly frizzled. “I like your new hairdo.”
She pushed his hand away. She was tired and achy, and for a while, had been terrified of losing Christopher. “You try sitting in a steaming bathroom for an hour and see what you look like.”
“Sounds good to me.” He rose to his feet. “But first, I think we’d better put your subdued holy terror to bed.” He picked up the box again. “Why don’t I set up the vaporizer for him first and then you bring him in and change him? He looks like he’s wringing wet.”
Amanda nodded. “That makes two of us.” She looked at the vaporizer. “Where did you get that? I never thought you’d find someplace open.”
He felt uncomfortable about telling her the truth. He didn’t want to give her any ideas about their relationship. He knew what women were like. Amanda would push for a commitment from him, and right now, he wasn’t certain he could resist.
He tried to tell himself that all he was doing was helping out a friend. That there were no emotional attachments to this good deed.
Like hell.
“It wasn’t easy.” He opened the door. “I had to threaten a doddering pharmacy owner with bodily harm if he didn’t open up. But I think he recognized me, at the end, thanks to my extra exposure.” He grinned over his shoulder as he went to Christopher’s room. “Otherwise, the station might have two lawsuits on its hands instead of one.”
She didn’t know whether he was telling her the truth or not and was too tired to care. All she knew was that Christopher was better and she owed it to Pierce.
“C’mon, tiger,” she murmured as she rose with the boy in her arms. “I think you’re going to be all right now. Thanks to that moody guardian angel we seem to have temporarily acquired.”
Christopher hardly heard anything his mother was saying. He looked down the hall. Pierce was just disappearing into his room.
Exhausted eyes turned up to her. ‘”Eese?” Christopher asked.
He could talk again, she thought as relief washed over her. She kissed his head, holding him to her breast. “That’s the one.”
She entered Christopher’s room just in time to see Pierce snaking his way out from underneath her son’s crib. “What are you doing?”
He sat up, brushing dust off his chest. “Plugging in the vaporizer.” Pierce scowled as he stood up. “Haven’t you got any more sense than to put the crib flush up against the only socket in the room?”
At any other time, she might have taken offense at his tone. But gratitude balanced out a great deal. “Apparently not.”
With Christopher in her arms, Amanda managed to open up a drawer in his bureau and take out a pair of pajamas. Quickly stripping him and toweling Christopher off, Amanda slipped the pajamas on her son.
“There.” She smiled at the boy. “Nice and dry, which is more than I can say for your mom.”
Pierce had placed the vaporizer on a chair and left it next to the crib. Amanda carefully laid Christopher down in his bed. She could still hear the rattle in his chest and the wheezing sound when he breathed. Renewed uncertainty filled her eyes, and she looked at Pierce.
He switched on the vaporizer. It began to hum as tiny clouds of mist emerged.
“That should take care of it,” he told her. Because she looked so vulnerable, Pierce slipped his hand over hers and squeezed.
They stood in silence for a moment, watching the boy. Christopher was completely exhausted by his ordeal; his eyes slowly drifted shut. His breathing was slightly labored, but steady. As a precaution, Amanda put the intercom next to his crib just before she closed the door. The mate was in her bedroom.
She dragged her hand through her damp hair as she turned to look at Pierce. Gratitude overwhelmed her, washing over Amanda like a huge wave.
“I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been here.”
Though a part of him was pleased, her gratefulness made him uncomfortable. It wasn’t something he was accustomed to.
He shrugged. “You would have done what you always do—pulled through.” He looked down into her eyes and found, to his annoyance, that he had to struggle to keep his own feelings reined in. “I strongly suspect, Mandy, that if you hadn’t had anyone to turn to, you would have managed very well on your own.”
It was a heady compliment, coming from him, but she knew herself better than he did. If he hadn’t been there, she would have been terrified. In all likelihood she would have driven Christopher to the hospital, needlessly frightening him and possibly making his condition worse.
Amanda smiled up at Pierce. God, but it felt good, having him here to turn to. “Think you know me pretty well, do you?”
“Yeah, I do.” His mouth curved sensuously. Or was that just her imagination? “Well enough to get you into a change of clothes.” In one fluid motion, he swept her into his arms.
For an instant, Amanda was startled; then she settled back and absorbed the comfort of having his arms around her. “Pierce, I’m really tired,” she protested. He’d want to make love and she felt like falling on her face. She didn’t want to be a disappointment after what he’d done for her.
He was already walking toward her room. “Don’t worry, changing clothes doesn’t take that much energy.”
All she could manage was to slip her arms around his neck. “But being with you does.”
“Not necessarily.” Entering, he crossed to her bed and gently set her down. He pulled open the wardrobe doors and looked around, rummaging through several things. “All right, where do you keep them?”
She looked at him blankly. “Them?”
“Nightgowns.” Pierce pulled the wardrobe doors shut. “Or whatever it is you sleep in when I’m not around.”
She covered her mouth to stifle a yawn that threatened to overwhelm her. With her other hand, she pointed to the bureau. “Third drawer.”
Pierce opened the drawer and then frowned as he went through the selection. Nothing but cotton and flannel nightgowns and a jersey or two. Nothing sheer, nothing slinky.
Slowly, a smile took over. “Well, at least I know you’re not a closet femme fatale.” He chose a football jersey for her. “Good team.” Turning, he tossed it to her. “Catch.”
Amanda missed it completely. The jersey fell to the floor beside her. With a sigh, Pierce strode over and picked it up.
He stood over her, jersey in hand. “I know a damsel in distress when I see one. Lift your arms for me, Mandy, and I’ll try my damnedest to act like a candidate for wings.”
She raised her arms as he instructed. To Amanda’s surprise, Pierce removed her clothing, then slipped the jersey on over her. He didn’t caress her, he didn’t stroke her. Instead, he did it all as gently as if he were dressing a child.
Amanda wondered if he knew what this meant to her and how much she loved him at this moment. Probably not, she figured, because if he did, he’d probably be running out the nearest exit.
His hands ached to touch her, but she needed rest more than he needed gratification. If there was a heaven, which he doubted, he knew he had at least made it up the first rung of the ladder tonight.
He picked up her wet clothing. “I’ll get rid of these. You get into bed.” Then, as if he didn’t trust her to follow instructions, he tugged the sheet over her, the night being too warm for the comforter.
Pierce shoved the clothes into the hamper in the bathroom, then stopped to look in on Christopher. The boy was sleeping soundly. Satisfied, Pierce eased the bedroom door closed and returned to Amanda.
She was curled up on the bed, sound asleep.
He stood looking at her, then shook his head. He should be leaving. But he wasn’t. “Man, oh man. Woman, one way or another, you’re going to ruin my reputation.”
Getting into bed beside her, Pierce drew Amanda against him and held her while she slept.
It felt right.



Chapter Thirty Seven
 
Amanda woke up slowly, in gradual stages. She was loath to surrender the pervasive feeling of security that she knew would disappear once she was awake.
But sleep peeled away from her in tissue-like layers and she finally opened her eyes. When she did, she realized that her head wasn’t on a pillow. It was cradled against something warm.
Something that was breathing.
Startled, she bolted upright. She had been sleeping on Pierce’s chest. He was sitting with his back propped up against the headboard. And he was asleep. The last thing she remembered was lying in bed, waiting for him to return. He must have slipped in next to her and gathered her in his arms.
Tenderness filled her and she smiled.
“Pierce?” She laid her hand on his shoulder and gently shook him.
“Hmmm?”
Pierce opened his eyes, waiting for the pain to fade.
It didn’t. He realized that the pain wasn’t part of a dream. It was very real. It started in his neck and radiated through his shoulders and up his jaw.
Served him right for being a sentimental ass. Annoyed with himself, Pierce rubbed his hand over his neck as he straightened. He felt as if he’d spent the night in a trench.
His hair was in his eyes and he appeared exhausted. He looked, she thought, suppressing a smile, adorable. She shifted, rising up to her knees to face him. “Did you sleep like that all night?”
He scrubbed his hands over his face, as if washing the remnants of sleep away. He felt worse than if he’d gotten no sleep at all. His answer came out before he could think to censor it.
“No, most of it I just spent looking at you. I wasn’t planning on sleeping here, really.” He shrugged vaguely. I just thought I’d hold you for a while before I left. “I guess I must have dozed off.” And now he was damn sorry that he had.
She couldn’t resist feathering a hand through his tousled hair, then pushing it from his face. “Yes, you must’ve.” He hated being caught acting sweet. Too bad; she rather liked it.
Amanda looked at her watch. It was almost six. Christopher! she thought with a sudden start. She hadn’t looked in on him all this time.
“God,” she muttered, scrambling out of bed. She hit the floor moving. “If they handed out grades for motherhood, I would have flunked a long time ago.”
“His breathing’s regular.”
Amanda stopped just short of the door and turned to look at Pierce.
“How do you—?”
He pointed toward the intercom she kept by her bed. “I monitored him most of the night.”
This was a little above and beyond what she would have expected of him, even now that she knew he had a good heart.
“Why?” Amanda crossed back to the bed and sat down on the edge. “Why would you do that?”
He didn’t like her questioning his motives. There didn’t have to be a hidden meaning to everything he did. He’d been awake, the monitor was there, and he’d simply listened. No reason to make anything out of it. “Must be my mean streak coming out again.”
She knew he didn’t like her probing him any more than she liked being probed. But some things had to be explored if they were ever to go forward. “No, I’m serious. Why are you being so nice?”
He shrugged again and sighed. “Damned if I know. It’s totally out of character for me.” He twirled an imaginary mustache. “I usually find a few widows and orphans to cheat before breakfast.”
She shook her head. One way or another, he kept hiding from the truth. “I’m beginning to think you’re not as hard as either one of us believes.”
He had gotten his wind back and felt awake. A wicked grin lifted the corners of his mouth. “I can be if you get rid of that ridiculous jersey.”
He was skirting around it again, denying good intentions and his feelings. She wasn’t about to let him, at least not easily.
“You know what I mean.”
Pierce sat up and hooked a thumb on the corner of her jersey. With a good tug, he pulled her to him. Laughing, she came willingly. He slipped his free hand under the jersey and up her thigh.
“And you know what I mean.”
Last night he’d denied himself because she had needed him to. This morning, his desire was ripe and so was she. He could feel her nipples brush up against his chest, and that sent needs running through him. Instantly.
“Why don’t you check on Christopher, satisfy yourself that he’s all right, and then come back here. We can discuss my payment for scouring the semi-sleeping city for a cold mist vaporizer last night.” He let his hands slide slowly down the length of her body.
Amanda felt herself responding to him. Just a single touch, that’s all it took, and the throbbing began. “Did I thank you for that?”
His eyes tore away her jersey, seeing her the way she’d been for a moment last night. Soft, vulnerable. Tempting. “No, but you can once you get back.”
Amanda moved away from him and off the bed with effort. “I’ll only be a minute.”
Pierce leaned back and laced his hands behind his neck. “I’ll be here.”
As she approached Christopher’s bedroom, Amanda could hear the soothing hum of the vaporizer through the door. Opening it slowly, she quietly crept into the room. It was like moving through the Everglades in the middle of summer. The air felt heavy with mist. It was covering almost everything in the room.
She was going to have to dry the carpet, she thought, looking down at the darkening semicircle around the side of the crib. But the important thing was that Christopher seemed to be better. His breathing was even and he was still asleep.
Smiling to herself, Amanda eased out of the room and closed the door.
Pierce looked up when she reentered the bedroom. “Well?”
Amanda slid fluidly onto the bed. “He’s asleep and his breathing’s normal.”
Pierce looked pleased. “What did I tell you?”
There were no words to express the gratitude she felt for what he’d done for her. There was no way even to begin. Tucking her feet under her, she sat down before him. Tiny pricks of excitement began to jab through her.
“That thing with the shower—how’d you know what to do?”
Pierce slowly began to trail his hands over her. He felt excitement drumming impatient fingers through him, but he maintained a slow, steady tempo.
“I’m just naturally brilliant.” He laughed as she arched a dubious brow. With a tug, he settled her against him. “I also saw a nun do it at an orphanage in the Ukraine while I was doing a three-parter on conditions there.” He remembered the appalling squalor he’d seen in remote parts of that country. It was hard to conceive of human life surviving in places like that. Yet somehow, it managed. “Except they didn’t have a real shower. She rigged up something with a garden hose hanging over the curtain rod. But it did the trick.”
He smiled as he thought of the nun. “Sister Maria Elena. Must’ve been at least seventy. She was a tough old lady, ran that orphanage like a military camp. But she managed to keep those kids clothed and fed, against all odds.”
Amanda cupped her hand along his cheek. She wished she could have met the woman who’d so earned his respect. He certainly didn’t give it easily. “Sounds like an admirable woman.”
Pierce captured her hand in his and pressed a kiss to her palm. He rolled her words over in his mind. “Yeah, I guess there are a few around at that.”
For once, she could easily read between the lines. “Don’t like women much, do you?”
He grinned broadly. He wasn’t in the mood for serious conversation. He was in the mood to lose himself in her. “I love women.” He ran a possessive hand over her hip. “They’re much curvier and softer than men.”
“I used the word like, not love.”
Looking over his past history, at the women who had figured prominently in his life—his mother, who had deserted him; his grandmother, who had abused him; and his ex-wife, who had cheated on him—Amanda could see why he didn’t exactly hold the gender in high regard.
No, he didn’t like women, Pierce thought, but he didn’t feel like talking about it. There was no point. It was all philosophical anyway.
“Trying to analyze me, Mandy?”
“Maybe.” He kissed her throat and her eyes fluttered shut for a moment. He was pressing her buttons again, and she was helpless. Her voice grew thick with desire. “Maybe I’m just trying to understand you so I know whether or not I’m being a fool.”
Pierce dove his fingers into her hair and framed her face. For a moment, he just looked at her—at the determined chin, the clear eyes.
“Not you, Mandy. You’re nobody’s fool.” Maybe that’s why he kept coming back. Because she didn’t allow herself to be used, and yet was still here for him. It was a powerful aphrodisiac.
She frowned as unwanted memories surfaced. “I was Jeff’s.”
He didn’t want to hear about Jeff, or anyone else in her life. He only cared about now. There was no tomorrow, no yesterday. They had only this moment. That was the way it had always been. No plans, no regrets. No ties. He wanted to keep it that way.
“You were younger.”
“I was in love.” Amanda searched his face, looking for something he wouldn’t show her. “That’s very dangerous for intelligence. Intelligence seems to shut down in the face of a strong emotion.” Like now.
“I wouldn’t know.”
The lie came so easily to his tongue, he almost believed it. The fact was, he thought he did know. And he didn’t want to. He was still grappling with the unwanted emotion and the fear that knowing he was getting tangled up with her created.
Every ounce of reason within him told Pierce to leave. It was just his body, he maintained, that was urging him to stay. But even as he spun that excuse for himself, he knew better. Virile, with healthy, active hormones, he’d still never been the prisoner of his urges, not even when he was younger.
What was happening to him went beyond sexual enjoyment, beyond even a passing infatuation. It was more. And because it was more, he was afraid.
He saw the flicker of disappointment pass through her eyes at his words. He couldn’t help that, he told himself. He’d warned her. She knew what he was like. She knew he couldn’t love anyone.
Pierce began to slowly slide the jersey up her body. “Now, are you bent on talking away whatever free time I have left, woman, or are we going to do something constructive with it?”
Pulling it over her head, Pierce tossed her jersey to the floor. She sat before him, nude and tempting, an ice cream sundae set before a man who was dying for even the smallest of licks.
The very heat from his eyes was warming her. Leaning over, her breasts brushing along his arm, sensitizing his skin, she began to unbutton his shirt.
“Constructive?” she echoed. “I never heard it called that before.”
Impatient, he shrugged out of his shirt. Balling it up, he threw it next to her jersey. Amanda’s hand pressed against his abdomen as she slid her fingers to the top of his slacks.
She was going to make him beg, he thought, feeling his blood surging through his loins. “There’re lots of names for it,” he said.
Loosening his belt, Amanda placed the tip of her finger on the zipper and slowly moved it down. She slipped her hand inside.
“Like?” she prompted.
Fire flashed through him when she touched him. He saw the satisfaction come into her eyes and he almost laughed, enjoying her pleasure.
“Right now, all I can think of is you.” He pulled her down on top of him and lost himself in the taste of her mouth.
This time, the lovemaking evolved slowly, as if there were time, all the time in the world. As if there were no clocks ticking for either of them.
He let himself taste every part of her, sampling, nibbling, savoring. A deep fulfillment spread through him as desire bloomed like a spring flower. The sensation held him in awe.
With a gentle hand, Pierce explored what he already knew, and took what was already his. Amanda was like warm water in his hands, soft and fluid. She seemed to second-guess all his needs, all his moves; she was right there with him—not ahead, not behind, but with him.
She was his soulmate.
But when Amanda moved on top of him, straddling him like a horse she intended to ride, she managed to catch him by surprise.
Delighted, he kneaded her buttocks, gripping her warm flesh. “Something new, Mandy?”
“Always,” she murmured.
She felt both drugged and drunk on his Iovemaking. Her hair hung down both sides of her face like a blond curtain as she placed her hands on his chest and balanced herself above him. “With you, always. The familiar becomes different.”
“My thoughts exactly.”
Tangling a hand in her hair, he brought her mouth down to his and mercifully stopped thinking about anything except the wildness she aroused.



Chapter Thirty Eight
 
The hours knitted themselves into days, and somehow two weeks passed by.
Amanda felt like she was going stir-crazy.
Stone had gotten in contact with the station and had presented their terms. Wheels, as predicted, were turning slowly—far too slowly for Amanda’s taste. She wanted an instant confrontation, an explosion; she wanted to have it all over with now. But the law didn’t work that way, Stone counseled her.
How well she knew that. The law was slow, cold, methodical, and often plodding. The same adjectives she would have used to describe her father. Though now in Dallas indefinitely, Henry Foster had made no attempt to contact his only daughter, or to see the grandson he’d never met.
That, more than anything, Amanda couldn’t forgive him for.
“Poor Christopher,” she murmured, watching the boy play on the floor next to her. “Forsaken by both your father and your grandfather.” She sighed. “It’s not an easy life, sweetie.”
Her thoughts drifted to Pierce and what he had endured as a little boy. Unloved, unwanted, always in everyone’s way. What a horrible life for a child. It was a wonder he hadn’t grown up to be a homicidal maniac. At least Christopher had her and knew that he was loved.
She ruffled the boy’s head. He looked up at her and grinned. “You’ll always have lots of love,” she assured him. “I love you, Christopher.”
“Love you, Mama,” he parroted.
She’d taught him to say that, taught him the words from the very beginning so that they would always be part of his life. He was always going to know love and accept it as part of his due.
Not like Pierce, she thought, who resisted it now that it was finally being offered to him.
Contrary to her lawyer’s advice, Amanda had seen Pierce frequently during this exile. Try as she might to resist—and she wasn’t trying nearly as hard as she had earlier—Amanda would find herself either going to his apartment or opening her door to discover Pierce standing on her doorstep.
He was part of her life now. She knew it was only a temporary arrangement, but she’d take it on any terms it was given. She cared for him, wanted him, and even if it could only be for a short time, better that than not at all.
She knew that on some level, this whole situation disturbed Pierce. He didn’t like patterns, and he was falling into one. It was making him feel trapped. She could see it in his eyes.
Yet he was here, and it was enough.
What a stupid thing it had been to fall in love with him, she thought with a sigh. She knew that when he left—and he would—she was going to feel lost.
Though she didn’t say anything to Pierce that in her opinion might inadvertently be used against her, seeing him so frequently was having an adverse effect on her case.
Amanda was beginning to have doubts about going on with it.
Anyway she looked at it, she was in a catch-22 situation. If she continued to pursue the case and won back her position, Pierce would be out of a job; at the very least, he would lose the high-profile position that anchoring the six o’clock news afforded. The worst-case scenario was that he’d leave the station altogether and go off to God knows where. The very thought made her melancholy.
Career moves aside, there was the matter of his pride to deal with. His pride was at once both very delicate and steely. Could Pierce handle being bested by her in public? It would have been a difficult enough matter to deal with in private, much less having it splashed across the newspapers.
She thought of the small boy he’d been. His pride had been all that had seen him out of that backwater town in Georgia. Amanda didn’t relish going up against it.
And that was what it all boiled down to, in the absolute sense: him against her. More than anything, she didn’t want it to be that way.
Amanda closed her eyes. She could just hear the feminists railing against her, vilifying her for the way she felt. But being old-fashioned had nothing to do with it. It was a matter of being logical and facing reality. Where could a relationship go after a man felt he’d been humiliated by a woman? She didn’t know and she was afraid of finding out the answer.
All she did know was that she wanted this relationship to grow, to thrive.
Despite the case, despite anything he might or might not have had to do with it, she knew she loved Pierce. After Jeff, she’d been sure she would never fall in love again. But she had. Deeply. Did she want to win her case more than she wanted his love?
But would she ever even have his love? At least her career was tangible. Pierce had gone out of his way to tell her that he couldn’t love anyone, that he didn’t want to. Then again, for that matter, neither did she, and here she was, hip-deep in it anyway.
But Pierce was different.
His actions indicated that he cared for her, but maybe that was just his way. The bottom line was that he’d never told her he loved her. And even if he did say the words, could she risk believing him?
He had, after all, accepted her job. If the tables had been turned, she knew she would have never done that in his place, no matter what the reason. By turning the job down, he would have given her a show of support.
But taking it was just a smart move on his part, she reminded herself. His rationalization throbbed in her brain.
Damn, but she was confused.
She looked listlessly around the living room. She had too much time to do nothing but think, to do battle with shadows and vacillate. She was on the telephone to Stone’s office three times a week. Stone continued to tell her the same thing—to leave everything in his hands, to do nothing. And the one thing he had instructed her to do, she hadn’t done: She hadn’t stopped seeing Pierce.
Amanda sighed. It wasn’t going well.
She wasn’t meant to just sit around and watch life pass by without her. She had a need to be out there, amid the stories, amid the pulse of the city, at least once in a while.
She pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her chin on top. Maybe she should just quit this whole thing and go back to journalism. Amanda turned the idea over in her head, toying with it. She could find a little newspaper somewhere in a small town and write columns for it.
The hell she could.
She wasn’t the small-town type any more than she was a big-league baseball player. What she was was a newscaster without a news program.
Amanda watched Christopher begin to destroy the city they had spent the better part of an hour building out of large Lego blocks.
Forcing her problems to the back of her mind, she laughed as Christopher toppled a blue skyscraper. Turning, she raised her voice so that it would carry into the kitchen. “I think we’re raising another Rodan, Carla. All he likes to do is smash things.”
Christopher grinned at his mother over his shoulder and then demolished a squat orange building that Amanda had designated as a firehouse.
Amanda leaned against the back of the sofa and watched him continue to reduce the rest of the city to rubble, squealing with delight as he did it. It was wonderful seeing him look so healthy. He’d taken only three days to bounce back from his bout with the croup.
Even that reminded her of Pierce. It seemed as if Pierce was taking over all the corners of her mind, forcing everything else into the background. A small, niggling voice whispered that maybe he wanted it that way. For his own reasons. Amanda dragged her hands through her hair, wishing she could clear her mind just as easily.
“I can’t wait to see what he’s going to be like when he grows up,” Carla called from die kitchen. Her statement was punctuated by the clatter of a pot being loudly placed on a burner.
“I can.” Amanda scooted closer to her son again. “Don’t grow up too fast, Christopher,” she whispered to him, “no matter what I say when I’m upset. Okay?”
His palm hovered over the last remaining building in the city. “Okay, Mama.” The blocks toppled, to his obvious satisfaction.
The doorbell rang. Amanda hurried to her feet, glancing at her watch. It was too early for Pierce and too late for the mail. Her life had been reduced to a waiting game. Like a prisoner behind bars, she was waiting for people and things to come to her.
It had to stop. She needed to get back among the living, and soon.
Hoping it was Pierce even though the odds were against it, she unlocked the door. It wasn’t Pierce.
“Paul, what are you doing here?” Amanda opened the door wider to let him in. She smiled as he entered. “Taking the day off?”
He strolled in, a little more cocky than usual. “Yeah, permanently.”
She didn’t like the sound of that. Amanda slowly closed the door. “What do you mean?”
Paul hooked his thumbs on his belt. “Grimsley’s pretty uptight about the lawsuit. Seems he has more eyes and ears than we thought he did, people desperate to hang on to their jobs.”
“And?”
She was afraid she knew what was coming. Out of the corner of her eye Amanda saw Carla walking into the room, drawn by the sound of Paul’s voice. The woman’s wide smile dissolved when she saw Paul’s annoyed expression.
“And someone told him that I was the one who copied the Q status reports and gave them to you.” Paul shrugged as if the incident was too insignificant to bother with. As if what had happened didn’t bother him. “He fired me.”
Guilt slammed into her. “Oh, Paul, I’m so sorry.”
Carla ran up to him, concern mirrored in her wide brown eyes. Paul slipped his arm around her shoulders and squeezed, grateful for Carla’s support. He looked at Amanda and saw her guilt.
“It’s no big deal, Amanda. I’ll find another job.” A wide grin slashed his dark face. “Hey, lady, haven’t you heard? I’m good.”
“I know that. That’s not the point.” Anger nudged aside her remorse. “He shouldn’t have fired you. He did it to get back at me. It has nothing to do with you.”
Miserable bastard! For two cents, she’d shoot Grimsley and face the consequences. He had no right to take things out on her friends.
Paul was already bouncing back from the blow, though his pride had been stung at first. “He shouldn’t have fired you, Amanda, but he did.”
Amanda knew that it would be an empty promise to say that she’d get his job back for him when she won the case. She wasn’t entirely certain that she would win. Being in the right wouldn’t automatically make her a winner. And the stakes had escalated. Amanda was demanding a public apology from Grimsley and a restraining order against any further harassment. That might take some time and some doing to accomplish.
But she had to deal with the immediate problem first, not with what might be. Amanda looked at Paul. “What are you going to do?”
His expression was mild as he considered the question. “I’ve got some money saved up. And I’ve always wanted a shot at Channel Seven.” His voice took on enthusiasm. “They’ve got this guy in the editing room that’s an absolute wizard. I could learn a lot from him.” He grinned at Carla. “I heard from Manuel that they’re hiring.”
At least it was something to go on, Amanda thought with relief. “Pierce can write you a recommendation. God knows mine wouldn’t get you very far right now.”
It was his turn to comfort her. Paul laid a hand on her shoulder. “It will when you win.”
“Yeah, when I win.”
Pierce or no Pierce, she had to go through with the lawsuit now. She had no choice anymore. She was in too deep. It wasn’t just her problem any longer. Paul had lost his job helping her. She owed it to him to win.
Carla linked her arm through Paul’s and took him into the kitchen. Their heads were together and they were talking in whispers.
Amanda sighed. At least he was taking it well. If there were any ruffled feathers, Carla would see to smoothing them out. And Amanda would ask Pierce to give Paul that recommendation as soon as she saw him.
While they were still speaking to each other.
After this went to court, she didn’t know if he’d ever want to talk to her again. And part of her couldn’t completely blame him. But there wasn’t anything she could do about it. She couldn’t back out now.
Amanda sank down on the floor again next to Christopher and mechanically began rebuilding the city he’d just toppled. Christopher began talking to her, but her responses didn’t go beyond “Uh-huh” and “Yes.”
Her mind was elsewhere.
She felt like Gary Cooper, pinning on a star after having initially tossed it on the sheriffs desk. High Noon was coming, whether she wanted it or not. And try as she might, she couldn’t see Pierce taking on the Grace Kelly role.



Chapter Thirty Nine
 
He couldn’t walk away from her.
It bothered the hell out of Pierce that he couldn’t just forget about Amanda. He told himself that it was all just a delusion. Of course he could walk away from her. He had always been able to walk away from a woman. Any woman. There was no reason in the world why he couldn’t walk away from Amanda, too.
After all, one woman was pretty much like another, and if he looked forward to seeing Amanda, to touching her, if his nights were filled with dreams of her and his days with yearning for her until he was with her, well, that would fade eventually.
He’d walk away from her and there’d always be another woman there for him. Or not, as he chose. That was the key word: chose.
No question about it. He would walk away from her. Maybe not as easily as from the others, but that was because she wasn’t really like the others. She didn’t ask anything of him.
Just his freedom, he thought cynically, although she had never said anything to that effect, never made plans. Never even referred to them as “us.”
Still, he’d have to go. And he could do it. Tomorrow. But not today. He couldn’t leave her now.
Now she was in the midst of an emotional upheaval and it wouldn’t be right to just go.
So he found himself, like a fool, standing on her doorstep. A fool walking into a quagmire that had a sign posted in front of it clearly labeled Quicksand.
But he could still leave, he argued. Anytime.
‘”Eese!” Christopher called as his mother opened the door. He quickly grabbed Pierce’s hand and pulled him into the house.
Pierce walked in like a man who didn’t even have a nodding acquaintance with tension. Like a man who hadn’t spent the last fifteen minutes arguing with himself in the car. His smile was easy, lazy. It masked a great deal.
“Hi, kid.” Pierce glanced into the living room. It was in its perpetual state of chaos. “Up to no good as usual, I see.”
Pierce turned to Amanda. He’d called and told her they were going out to dinner. She was wearing a dark blue sheath that simultaneously accentuated her eyes and her curves.
“You look good enough to eat.” His eyes had a certain glint to them that she’d come to look forward to. It made her feel decidedly feminine and sexy. Before him, it had been a long time since she’d felt like a woman.
Amanda picked up her clutch purse from the table and tucked it under her arm. “If you’re that hungry we’d better be going.” She bent down to kiss Christopher. As she did, she saw Carla approaching them from the kitchen. “We’ll be gone a few hours, Carla.”
Carla took Christopher’s hand to keep him from scooting out the door along with Pierce and Amanda. The little boy tugged hard, trying to pull her along.
“Go!” he demanded.
Pierce shook his head. “No go. Maybe next time.” He tousled the curly hair.
Carla began to close the door. “Paul’s coming over to keep me company later,” she told Amanda. Her brown eyes glowed when she mentioned Paul’s name. It wasn’t hard to see that Carla was in love.
“Make sure you don’t get too distracted to keep an eye on Christopher,” Amanda warned before walking out.
The rumors of a job opening at Channel 7 had been just that, rumors. And Paul, after two weeks, was still very much unemployed. Amanda felt horrible about the whole thing. If it hadn’t been for her, he would still be working.
Pierce opened the passenger door for her. “Paul’s been coming around a lot now that he’s not working,” Amanda told him, getting in. The restaurant he was taking her to wasn’t far, but it felt good to be getting out. “I think they’re getting serious.”
Without mentioning it to anyone, Pierce had attempted to negotiate with Grimsley to allow Paul to return to work. Grimsley had said, “No dice.” The failure frustrated Pierce. As did a lot of things.
He shrugged in reply to her statement. “Man can’t afford to pass up a meal ticket.”
How could he be so harsh? He knew Paul. Paul wasn’t the type to use people for his own gain.
“It’s not that,” she insisted. “He cares for her.”
Pierce was having trouble dealing with his own emotions. He wasn’t in a position to judge anyone else’s. “Sure, why not?”
Amanda felt her temper fraying. Maybe she’d been cooped up too long. But just when she was beginning to give Pierce points for being a warm person, he had to shut down on her.
“Damn it, Alexander, why do you always insist on reducing everything to such cold, pragmatic terms?”
Traffic was light. He tried not to think about the fact that just her sitting here, so close to him, was arousing him. Damn, he didn’t like being a prisoner like this.
“Because the world’s a cold, pragmatic place, Mandy. You ought to know that.”
No, she didn’t have to know anything of the kind. “But we can still make our piece of it better,” she told him stubbornly.
He glanced at her as they went through a yellow light. How was it that she’d somehow remained uncontaminated by everything around her? It drew him to her, and he struggled to get free.
“You really believe that, don’t you?”
She didn’t like the cynicism she detected in his voice. “I don’t think I could stand it if I didn’t.”
Why was her vulnerability pulling him in like a fish on the line? He tried hard to distance himself. “Maybe we should change your name to Pollyanna.”
Amanda stared straight ahead, trying to ignore the hurt. “Maybe.”
 
 
“So, what are you going to do if the case doesn’t go your way,” Pierce asked as he toyed with his after-dinner drink, “and you lose?”
All through dinner, it had been as if they were suddenly two opponents circling one another, sizing each other up. She had no idea what had brought this on. What was wrong tonight?
Stone’s warning suddenly rang in her head. He’d said not to see Pierce because he could potentially use things she said against her. She looked at Pierce suspiciously.
Pierce took a sip and then set his glass down. He could feel her eyes. She was staring at him uncertainly, as if he were a dangerous wild animal.
His eyes held hers. “What?”
“Why do you want to know?” she asked slowly. Was he trying to play with her mind? To psychologically undermine her so that she would walk away from the entire mess?
Lately, he’d been visualizing her on the stand. Visualizing her having to defend herself. If Grimsley’s lawyer was worth his retainer, there would be all sorts of sexual allegations flying through the air. He didn’t want her subjected to that. But he didn’t want to say it. She would probably construe it as a self-serving attempt to discourage her from going through with the lawsuit.
He shrugged. “Curious, that’s all.”
Amanda looked down at her drink. She hadn’t touched it. She’d barely touched her dinner. Amanda had felt the tension humming between them and hadn’t felt much like eating under such conditions.
“I haven’t thought about it.”
“Don’t you think you should? There is a chance you might lose, you know. Maybe the case isn’t worth going on with.”
He hadn’t meant to say that. The words had just come out. He regretted them as soon as he saw the wariness in her eyes. Her expression was tinged with disappointment. But it was too late to say anything.
“I’m well aware that I might lose.” Amanda suddenly felt very cold. “Is that what you’re hoping for?”
His expression grew hard. “I don’t think I have to answer that.”
Maybe she was getting a little paranoid. But she was trying to inch her way across a tightrope and she had no idea if she was heading toward the platform, or just more rope.
She’d started to apologize when someone called out her name.
“Hey, Amanda, look this way!”
She turned and a flash went off, blinding her. She could barely distinguish a man in a violet shirt with slicked-back hair pointing a camera with a telephoto lens at her. “Thanks! Now once more. Can you smile this time?”
Pierce nearly overturned the table as he made a grab for the man. His hair-trigger reflexes surprised the would-be photographer.
Pierce grabbed him by the shirt and slammed him against a wall. “Get out of here.”
Panic washed over the shallow face. Pierce was a good fifty pounds heavier than he was and at least ten years younger.
“Hey, don’t get your back up. A guy’s gotta make a living, you know?” He tried desperately to drum up a feeling of camaraderie. “Looks like you’re resolving the ‘battle of the anchorpersons’ in your own way.” He winked lasciviously at Pierce. “Way to go, Alexander.”
Pierce held him under his neck by his shirt so tightly, the man’s color drained from his face. “Look, bastard, if you don’t get your camera and your slimy self out of here fast, you’re going to have to learn a whole new way to walk.”
People had gathered around them. Amanda felt a knot forming in her stomach.
“Take it easy,” the photographer pleaded. “Don’t blow your cool. Just ‘cause you’ve got what you want doesn’t mean you can’t give a guy a break. I get paid by the picture.”
“You want a break?” Pierce released him. Then he took hold of the camera, popped it open, and pulled out the memory card and snapped it between his fingers. “There, there’s your break. I didn’t smash your camera or you. Count yourself lucky.”
Grumbling, the man hurried away before Pierce changed his mind.
Amanda was on her feet, nausea clawing at her. Everyone was looking at them. The waitress stood a few feet away, her eyes wide.
“I guess this means dinner’s officially over,” Pierce said, taking out his wallet and signaling the waitress. “Check, please.”
Unable to endure the stares, the humiliation, and the overwhelming sense of betrayal any longer, Amanda ran from the table and out of the restaurant.
“Damn!” Pierce threw down a couple of bills, figuring that should cover the meager meal they’d had. He hurried after her. “Amanda, wait.”
Amanda heard him, but she didn’t turn around. She had no idea where she was going. She just wanted to get away. Away from everything.
Pierce caught up to her in the middle of the parking lot. He grabbed her by the arm and jerked her around. Why was she running away from him? He’d just sent that bastard on his way.
“What the hell’s the matter with you?”
Amanda swung around, her eyes blazing. “How did he know we were here?”
Her question stunned him. “I don’t know. Maybe the waitress recognized us, or you. Maybe it was someone at one of the tables and they called in a tip. The guy was obviously from the paparazzi. Those rags pay for tips. Your face is plastered all over those tabloids and the news. How the hell should I know how he got here?”
And then what she was really saying dawned on him.
Fury at her lack of trust lashed at him. He grabbed her shoulders. “You think I called him?”
What else could she think? “You knew where we were going. He was here as if right on cue. And you obviously have nothing against stalking—you stalked me yourself, in the beginning.”
In disgust, he released her. Afraid of what he might be capable of, he shoved his hands into his pockets.
Amanda exhaled a ragged breath as she dragged her hand through her hair. She’d never been so miserable, so confused before. She wanted to believe him. Yet he kept backing away, changing on her. She didn’t know who he was anymore, and she was beginning to wonder who she was.
“I don’t know what to think anymore.”
He blew out a breath, and for the first time in over a month, longed for a cigarette. And a drink. A real drink, not one of those watered-down cocktails they served in restaurants like this. A mind-numbing, gut-burning real drink. Maybe, just maybe, it could burn away this taste in his mouth.
And blot her from his mind.
“No, apparently not.” He nodded toward his car. “Get in the car,” he ordered gruffly. “I’ll take you home.”
She walked to the car ahead of him. When she got in, she waited until he was seated before she spoke. She hated this turmoil, hated not understanding what was happening between them. Why each time they got close, something went wrong.
“Pierce, I. ..” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t know what to say.
“Yeah.” He ground out the word as he pulled out of his spot. “Me, too.”
They drove home in silence. Pierce let Amanda out at her door while remaining in the car. His anger was so great right now, he knew he couldn’t trust himself to talk to her. He had to get away.
He peeled out of her driveway, leaving her standing there, watching him.
He never looked back.
It wasn’t the anger at her accusation so much as the hurt that bothered him. He didn’t understand the hurt. Her lack of trust tore at him. Maybe she didn’t have that much to go on, but she should have known that he wouldn’t betray her.
Instinctively, she should have known.
Then again, why?
They were all the same. They all let you down in the end. He knew that. He’d learned that as a kid. What was the big surprise?
Pierce swore at Amanda and at himself all the way home. It didn’t help one goddamn bit.
He was still in love with her.



Chapter Forty
 
Amanda angrily switched off the news. Pierce’s face, with its own odd mixture of raw sensuality and sincerity, quickly dissolved into nothingness.
Swearing, Amanda wrestled with the tears that were welling up in her eyes, threatening to overflow.
Idiot!
That’s what she was, a hopeless idiot. Why hadn’t she learned with Jeff? How many times did she need to be beaten over the head with a two-by-four before it sank in? If the marines were eternally looking for a few good men, why did she continue to believe that she had an inside track on one?
She turned from the television set and ran her hands over her arms. Her skin felt oddly cold, from the inside out. Restless, she began to pace.
She could cover the den from end to end in a few measured steps. But she didn’t want to take the tension she was feeling out of this room, where Carla and Christopher would see her. More than anything, she didn’t want them to see her crying, and right now she couldn’t seem to stop herself.
She wiped off another trickle with the heel of her hand.
Maybe, if she just let the emotion and the tears flow, she could get them permanently out of her system.
No such luck. Besides, tears and regrets were for the weak. She had time for neither.
Amanda balled her hands up into fists and continued pacing. Continued going nowhere.
She loved him. God help her, after everything was weighed and considered, she still loved the miserable bastard. Talk about being a glutton for punishment, she thought, looking at her reflection in the computer’s monitor.
But whether she loved him or not, it obviously wasn’t enough to bridge the gap between them. That sort of optimism was for romantic movies and insipid greeting cards. Love didn’t conquer all. In the real world, all it had managed to conquer was her.
If she needed any proof of his lack of regard for her, she had it now. Pierce hadn’t bothered to see her since the incident at the restaurant. Nine days. Nine whole days without a call, without a word. Nothing. He had completely cut himself off from her. Just like that.
Maybe her angry accusation had been right on target. Maybe he had called that photographer, tipped him off. Nothing like a little splashy publicity to keep him before the public’s eye.
If he wasn’t guilty as charged, where was he?
It was obvious that she’d been creating rainbows where there weren’t any to be found. He didn’t care about her. It had all been just a trick, a plan to get her to give up her suit. When she’d made it clear to him that she intended to go on with it, he’d dropped his ploy and disappeared from her life.
Left her.
God, it felt awful.
She took a breath, as if that could somehow cocoon her against what she was feeling. As if it could shield her from this huge, cavernous hollowness inside.
Amanda clenched her hands, fighting for control over herself. Damn it, she had survived this pain once before, and she could do it again. And this time, she’d remember. Really remember.
She had Christopher and, by God, she was going to have her career. That would be more than enough to fill her days and her nights.
If that meant her bed and her soul remained empty, so be it. She still had more than most people, and it was a sin to ignore that, to mourn over what she didn’t have. Over what she’d never had.
Determined, Amanda opened the door and walked out into the rest of her life.
The next morning, Amanda received a call from Stone. It sounded urgent. It annoyed her that the lawyer had refused to give her any details over the telephone. He’d merely told her to come down to his office as soon as possible—now, if she could. His tone gave her no clue as to whether the news he had to tell her was good or bad. Amanda’s nerves were stretched like a string over the bow of a violin.
She had agreed to come right down.
Nerves hopscotching over one another, she entered the neo-rustic glass and wood two-story structure that housed Stone’s legal practice. It had taken her almost an hour to get here, forty-five minutes longer than usual. A truck had jackknifed on the expressway, turning the short trip into an ordeal.
As if she didn’t already have enough to deal with.
Startled, Amanda caught her breath when she saw her father leaving the outer law offices.
Stone wouldn’t have been attempting to arrange some sort of a reconciliation between her and her father, would he? One that was aborted because she had arrived late? No, that was absurd. It wasn’t in the man’s makeup to play mediator on a personal level. Besides, her father would never allow it.
Henry Foster saw his daughter the moment she entered the building’s foyer. He paused, scrutinizing her for a moment. She’d filled out in the last few years, lost some of her gangly edges. She’d turned out to be a handsome woman, like her mother. But she had tenacity, determination, so unlike the woman he had taken as his wife.
In a perverse way, he took pride in the way Amanda had turned out, even though she’d failed to follow in his footsteps.
Her loss, he mused. She’d find that out in time, if she hadn’t already. His hands were tied if she refused to listen to reason.
“Amanda.” He nodded as she approached.
The best way to deal with this was just to get it over with.
“We just must stop meeting like this, Father.” He stared at her. Amanda tried to remember if she had ever heard her father laugh. Not a single memory materialized. “Humor, Father. Sorry.”
In far more ways than one, Father, she added silently.
Henry Foster had never felt any awkwardness or social discomfort in his life. So it was difficult for him to properly identify the sensation he was experiencing at this moment. He just knew that he didn’t like it or approve of it.
But this had to be said. He was not one to shirk a duty when he saw it, even if it was unpleasant.
“Since I have this opportunity to see you,” he began, as if he had planned this meeting instead of it being the result of a mishap in timing, “I’d just like to go on record as saying that although I would have never chosen your path, you’ve shown yourself to be a Foster by sticking to your convictions.”
Go on record. She wasn’t going to accept half statements from him anymore. “Is that your way of saying you’re proud of me, Father?”
He shifted ever so slightly, without being aware of it. But she was. “Perhaps.”
Amanda sighed. Well, well, well.
“I suppose that’s the best I can get out of you.” She looked at him. “It would have been nice to get more.” But all that was long in the past, and there was no malice in her voice.
He didn’t understand. “More?”
He didn’t know, did he? she thought. Didn’t know how much he had failed to give her, except the will to succeed just to spite him. “Encouragement,” she pointed out.
She was talking nonsense. “I encouraged you to follow the right path.”
The right path. Like Galahad going after the Holy Grail, except in this case, it had meant going after a law degree and following in his footsteps.
Amanda sighed. “Some of us are weak, Father. We choose lesser vocations.”
He nodded, obviously agreeing with her assessment. “Oh, you might be interested to know that I arranged to get Whitney a commuted sentence this morning.” He didn’t have to add, “Against all odds.” He was good, but then, Amanda had always known that, just as she’d known, at an early age, that the man had no love in his heart. He had been born without that capability.
“That’s wonderful. Tell Whitney I’m very happy for him.” She made a mental note to call him as soon as she returned home. This was cause for celebration—if only she felt like celebrating.
He had said what he’d had to say and now it was time to leave. “Good luck.”
Yeah, you too. She turned around to face him again just before entering the office. “Oh, Father.”
He stopped and looked over his shoulder, anxious to be leaving. “Yes?”
She smiled. The man was chiseled out of granite. “Christopher has your eyes.”
“Christopher?”
He didn’t even remember, but then, she hadn’t expected him to; Christopher wasn’t a client. “Your grandson. Possibly you’d like to see him sometime.”
He merely nodded, though her words planted a seed. “Possibly.”
Such enthusiasm, she thought. It would have been humorous if it wasn’t so sad. “Good. My address is in the book.” With that, she entered Stone’s office. The secretary showed her right in.
“Ah, Amanda. I was just conferring with your father about a case.”
“Yes, I know. I just saw him.”
“The man has a brilliant mind. But I suppose you already know that.” Stone gestured toward the chair in front of his desk. “Sit down, sit down.” He waited until she did before continuing. He looked pleased. Amanda began to relax. “I wanted to see you in person to tell you this.”
“You have a court date,” she guessed. That in itself would be a feat; the court calendar was notorious for being overcrowded.
“No.” A smile filtered into his eyes. “Better.”
What was better than a speedy court date? She had no idea. “Which is?”
Stone steepled his fingers together and looked at her over the pyramid they formed. “It seems that Grimsley not only gives heart attacks, he has them.”
Amanda gripped the arms of her chair as she slid forward to the edge. “He’s dead?”
“No,” Stone corrected her without emotion. “But he’ll be out of commission for a long time. After he recovers, the station is forcing him into early retirement. Harold Abrams is taking his place.”
Amanda felt a flood of relief. She could deal with Abrams. Stone’s next words bore out her thought.
“Abrams wants you back. They’re anxious to put this whole ugly incident behind them at the station. Lawsuits are always costly, not to mention that the publicity has not been favorable for them. Public support, it seems, is on your side.” He drew a breath and made his announcement. “You officially have your job back.” His eyes twinkled just a little. “If you still want it.”
Her job back. That meant Pierce was out and she was in. She tried not to think about that. Pierce had proven his true colors. It served him right.
So why wasn’t she happy?
“Of course I want my job back,” she said, trying to make it sound convincing. “But there is another point now. Paul Rodriguez was fired because of me.”
Stone nodded. “I’m well aware of that. But you have to understand, Miss Foster, that Mr. Rodriguez is an entirely different matter. He appropriated something he shouldn’t have.”
Amanda wasn’t about to be put off by semantics. At this point, it was all or nothing. She couldn’t just leave Paul in the lurch, not because of something he’d done for her.
“’Something’ that should have been available to the parties involved in the first place. Grimsley was hiding the real copies of the Q reports. He doctored the others. That’s part of’ ‘ugly’ business, isn’t it? I want Paul back or we go on with the case and go to court.”
“Miss Foster—Amanda,” Stone amended, feeling that the situation demanded a stroke of familiarity. “Do you know what you’re saying?”
“Yes I do. I’m saying that Paul Rodriguez went out on a limb for me and now I have to return the favor. That’s what makes me different from people like Grimsley.” She smiled at the lawyer. “And that’s why you took the case to begin with.”
He nodded, understanding. And admiring her for it. “They’re anxious to smooth things over, as I had hoped they would be. I’ll see what can be done to reinstate Rodriguez as well. In the meantime”—his lips curved just the smallest bit—“you’ve won. Congratulations.”
Stone rose and leaned over his desk to shake Amanda’s hand.
She grasped it and smiled because the man expected it. But she wasn’t exactly sure what she was experiencing at the moment.
She thought of Pierce again, though she didn’t want to. It was an odd sensation to have won and lost in the same stroke, by the same stroke. She’d won her case and lost Pierce irrevocably. Her good fortune had a flip side to it: Pierce’s misfortune.
Losing Pierce was something she was going to have to learn to live with, along with a broken heart. She had always known the day would come.
“Thank you,” she said to Stone. “Thank you very much.”
He laughed then. It was a dry sound. “Don’t thank me. I didn’t cause Grimsley’s heart attack. Years of being a type A personality did that. Which is why,” he said mildly, leaning back, “I never get excited about anything.”
It was a good trait, Amanda thought. One she would probably never acquire. Or miss. She enjoyed getting excited about things. Enjoyed feeling.
Even miserable? she asked herself.
For that, she had no answer.



Chapter Forty One
 
It felt strange to be back at the studio, as if she’d been gone for months instead of just a few short weeks. She felt as if she’d lived an entire lifetime during those weeks, while everyone else had remained the same.
It was going to take her a while, Amanda thought as she looked around the temporarily quiet set they used to tape the newscasts, to fit in again, to overcome this feeling of alienation.
It wasn’t long before someone noticed her standing there. A cameraman hailed her. As she answered, someone else came along. Within minutes, she was surrounded by curious well-wishers. Everyone seemed eager to congratulate her and acted as if they’d always been on her side.
Maybe subconsciously they had been, she thought. Perhaps they’d just been too afraid for their own jobs to say anything. Except for Paul.
She recognized that she was rationalizing, but it helped and that was all she needed now.
Amanda was very glad that Stone had persuaded the station to review Paul’s situation. That had been her only condition. She wanted no raise in pay, no perks, had even given in on her demand for a written apology. All she had asked for was for Paul to get his job back, and for her to continue on in the six o’clock anchor spot. For its part, the station issued her a new contract, this one for two years. Amanda had been more than happy to sign it.
After ten minutes, the crowd dispersed, disappearing as quickly as it had formed. Amanda stood a moment longer, alone, relieved, then headed to her office.
Jon Fennelli caught up to her right outside her door.
“Hey, stranger, welcome back!” He hugged her, then cupped her hands in his. He held them a little longer than she thought was necessary. “I’m really glad everything turned out this way, Amanda. I always knew you were a scrapper.” He grinned. “I was rooting for you the whole time.”
So why hadn’t he come out in support when she’d needed him? There was no point in challenging him. Amanda merely smiled and nodded. “I knew you were. Thanks.” She eased her hands out of his.
“Listen, maybe we can get together tonight, after the broadcast.” He assumed his best public relations smile. “You know, to celebrate your homecoming?”
Amanda shook her head as she opened her door. “I don’t think so. I’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”
He looked a little disappointed. “Maybe some other time.”
“Maybe.”
When hell freezes over. She was through taking chances, through with socializing. She just wanted to get back to work and get on with it.
And heal.
“Is there anything I can do for you, you know, to make it easier?” Jon genuinely liked Amanda, beyond the physical attraction he felt for her. He’d been sorry to see her treated so shabbily, but from his standpoint there had been nothing he could do.
“Yes. Keep me out of any baseball games you’re planning for a while.”
He laughed. “You got it, Amanda.”
“Thanks.”
Amanda shut the door behind her and sighed. She was relieved to be here and yet—
And yet she wasn’t comfortable or quite happy.
Maybe that was just the human condition, she mused, never to be completely happy.
In her heart, she knew why she felt this unsettled, this out of place, but she refused to even so much as think about it.
Amanda sat down at her desk. Surprisingly, the office had been basically untouched. Papers were piled high on one side of her desk: incoming mail, FYI bulletins. She began to leaf through them, separating items she wanted to review from her general mail.
Preoccupied, Amanda jumped when she heard the knock on her door. She went on sorting and ignored whoever it was outside. She didn’t want to talk to anyone else right now. All she wanted was to gather herself together for the broadcast tonight.
And to forget about Pierce.
The knock repeated, more urgently this time. A third time had her rising to her feet. Whoever was there had to know she was inside and wasn’t about to go away. Maybe it was Fennelli with a renewed offer for tonight.
Amanda opened the door, and the smile she’d summoned to her lips faded.
“I figured I’d find you here.” Pierce felt as if his legs were frozen and he had to force himself to move across the threshold.
He hadn’t known how much the sight of her would affect him, how much he’d missed her, until this very moment, until he looked down into her face and saw the hurt shining there. More than anything, he wanted to sweep her into his arms, to crush her against him and never let her go.
He resisted the urge. There were things that had to be cleared up first.
Amanda couldn’t ignore the hurt. It swelled within her like a freshly opened wound. She’d known she was going to bump into him eventually. She had mentally prepared for this encounter over and over. She even had several curt remarks down pat.
Nothing came to mind.
Why was he here, plaguing her like this? And then she realized that there were probably still things in here that belonged to him.
Like she once had.
Amanda gestured toward the desk. “I suppose you haven’t cleared out your things.”
Her face looked so impassive. He wondered if it was too late. “No.”
She nodded, not looking at him. She was afraid she’d break down if she did, and then she couldn’t live with herself.
“I can wait outside.”
She started to leave, but he grabbed her wrist. “I wish you wouldn’t.”
Amanda turned, trying to summon the outrage that she’d felt all those days. She wanted to hate him. She should. By all rights, she should. Why couldn’t she?
“Pierce, this is awkward.”
“Awkward as hell,” he agreed, but he didn’t release her. “I’m not much on displaying emotions.”
A smile quirked her mouth. Now there she had to differ with him. “You do anger very well.”
He sighed and let her go. But he positioned himself so that his body blocked the door. She couldn’t leave, not until she’d heard him out.
“You know what I mean.” He paused, wishing there were a way to say this without forming the words. He was never any good at expressing himself when it was a personal matter. Exposing his feelings was against everything he believed in. “You once accused me of having stalked you with an ulterior motive.”
She thought that had been pretty well borne out by the way he had disappeared from her life after she had told him she intended to pursue the lawsuit.
“Didn’t you?”
“Yes.” He saw the anger flash in her eyes and raised his hand to fend it off. “But it’s not what you think.” He wanted to pace, to get rid of this restlessness that was eating away at him. But he was afraid that if he moved, she’d bolt. He forced himself to remain where he was. “I wanted you in my bed. That was my ulterior motive. I thought that once I had you, it’d be over, just like with all the rest.”
His blunt statement surprised her. It took her a moment to recover. In that moment, she realized that there was more.
“And?”
He shrugged, helpless. He was a prisoner of this feeling and there was nothing he could do about it, except make the best of it, perhaps even allow himself to enjoy it. But that all depended on her.
“I was wrong. The more I had you the more I wanted you.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “You’re under my skin, lady, and in my blood. I thought a little time away from you would clear all that up. You know, the way you’re supposed to rest when you have a fever.” He laughed at himself. It had been a delusion. “I was wrong there, too. The fever only got worse. The longing got worse.”
Amanda stared at him, afraid to reach any conclusions, afraid of being hurt because she misunderstood. She wanted everything spelled out. “That’s why you haven’t been around? To get over me?”
He leaned a hip against the doorjamb. “That, and because I figured having me around was messing up your mind. You didn’t know whether you trusted me or not, whether to go through with the case or not.”
So he had seen through her. “You acted as if you didn’t want me to,” she reminded him.
“Only because I didn’t want to see you battered on the stand by one of the station’s lawyers. I didn’t want your name dragged through dirt, or to see you painted as some sort of a neurotic woman trying to cut a bit of fame for yourself. Lawyers are very good at twisting things.”
“Yes,” she said quietly, thinking of her father, “I know.”
“But in the end, I knew you had to do what you felt was right. I couldn’t stand in your way, especially not with all those doubts between us. So I thought the best thing I could do for you was to leave you alone.”
You thought wrong. Amanda crossed her arms before her. “I see. And now?”
“And now it’s all resolved and I don’t want to leave you alone anymore.” He shoved his hands into his front pockets, fighting the need to touch her. The look in her eyes was still veiled. He didn’t know whether she believed him or not. In her shoes, he wasn’t certain if he would, either. He knew what his reputation was. In part it was exaggerated, but in part, it was justified.
All he could tell her was the truth and hope it was enough.
“This is hard for me, Mandy, really hard.”
Amanda couldn’t offer him a word of encouragement. He had to do this on his own if it was to be worth anything. If she was to believe him the way she wanted to.
Pierce blew out a breath. “I’ve always wanted to be free. Free of Georgia, free of my past. Free to face anything alone. Every woman in my life always took from me. They drained me. Of my birthright, of my childhood, of any illusion I might have had.”
Unable to restrain himself any longer, he trailed his fingertips along her cheek. He saw the pulse in her throat jump and quicken, just as it always had before. Maybe it was going to be all right after all.
“The only thing you took from me was my sanity, my peace of mind.” His mouth curved in a smile. “Everything else, you gave. I’ve never met anyone like you, Amanda—outside of that little nun in the Ukraine.” He laughed shortly. “And she was already spoken for.”
So where did that leave them, now that she’d taken away his job? Amanda allowed herself to lean into his hand, to absorb the feel of his flesh. Emotions she had blocked off tore free.
“I’m sorry about the way things turned out. Sorry about taking your job from you,” she said.
He shook his head. He moved his hand to cup the back of her neck. God, but he’d missed her—missed the contact, the sight of her smile. Missed everything about her. “You’re not taking my job.”
She didn’t understand. “But—“
He thought she knew. “You’re taking Ryan’s job.”
Her eyes grew wide. “Ryan’s fired?”
He laughed softly. She was concerned about the peacock. The scope of her heart amazed him. “Ryan’s leaving. He had a call from New York. The station there wants him. He couldn’t pack his hair sprays and his mousse fast enough.”
Pierce drew Amanda to him and saw, with relief, that there was no resistance. Her body curved comfortably into his.
“You’re going to be taking his place, not mine.”
Suddenly, the sun seemed to come out inside her windowless dressing room to fill up every available corner of her soul. Amanda smiled up at him. “So we’re going to be co-anchors.”
“Looks that way.”
Amanda slipped her arms around his waist. “And what else?”
His hands framed her face. He had finally come home. After all these years of wandering aimlessly, he’d come home. Why had it taken him so long to realize that? “Anything you want.”
Amanda cocked her head, wondering how far he was willing to take this. “And if I want a wedding ring?”
For just one moment, he tried to keep a straight face. “Jewelry stores are full of them. What kind would you like?”
She would have accepted a string around her finger if that was what it took. “The kind that attaches me to you and vice versa.” It had to be a two-way street, or not at all. She needed it all spelled out. Now, not somewhere down the road.
Pierce lowered his head to hers, his lips close enough to brush against hers when he spoke. “You don’t need a ring for that. You’ve already got me.”
Her eagerness broke her patience in half. “Say it, damn it, say it.”
He laughed, and then grew serious. “I love you, Amanda. That’s got to be the most frightening word to say in the English language, because it carries such a responsibility with it. So much weight.”
He looked into her eyes and knew that it was going to be all right. It gave him the courage to continue.
“I didn’t even say that to my ex-wife. I’ve never said that before to anyone at all, ever.” He wrapped his arms around her tightly, and she could feel the emotion radiating from him.
“I love you, Amanda, and I want you to marry me.” He shook his head, unable to believe that this was happening. Yet there was nothing he wanted more, except to have her say yes. “I must be crazy to do this, but I know I’d be even crazier not to, crazier without you. These last two weeks have been pure hell. I don’t want to be in hell any longer, Mandy. I’ve served my time there. I want a piece of heaven.”
Amanda said nothing. Instead, she eased out of his arms. For a moment, he thought he’d been mistaken, that she was going to turn him down after all. It was the darkest moment he’d ever experienced.
And then she turned and slowly locked the door. There was a smile on her face when she looked at him, a smile that reached her eyes.
She came to him and slid her arms around him. “One slice of heaven, coming up.”
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